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ALWAYS DEVOTED  Brand new novella  Contemporary romance/mystery
Search For Love, Book 3, Linc Granger's story

Single mom, Emma Henderson's worry about her missing sister threatens to overshadow her life. Media mogul Linc Granger offers Emma help, first by airing a nation-wide interview and then... By suggesting Emma consult with his friend Gillian Bradley who has a "gift" for finding missing persons.
     As Emma and Linc walk the beach and she considers his unorthodox suggestion, Emma realizes she feels a sizzle of attraction to this man that she never felt with another--not even her late husband. Linc Granger is out of her league in so many ways. Yet her four-year-old daughter Becky believes he's her new best friend!
     Emma and Linc's chemistry is impossible to deny as they consult with Gillian and follow leads to find Paige. What happens when their attraction explodes and they do find answers? Will Emma be able to leave the past behind to find a future with Linc?
     Linc Granger's friends Nathan and Gillian Bradley (NATHAN'S VOW, Book 1, Search For Love) as well as Sara and Jake Donovan (JAKE'S BRIDE, Book 2, Search For Love) play an instrumental role in ALWAYS DEVOTED. Other friends of Linc's are introduced--Zack Burke and Tessa Kahill. They will have their own SEARCH FOR LOVE novels in 2012!

Twice a winner of New Jersey's Golden Leaf Award in Short Contemporary Romance, Colorado Romance Writers Award Of  Excellence for short contemporary, as well as the Phoenix Desert Rose Chapter's Golden Quill for Traditional Romance, Karen Rose Smith has also been honored with Cataromance.com's award for Best Special Edition. Her romances have made both the USA TODAY list, Borders Group Bestseller list for Series Romance as well as the Amazon Contemporary Romance Bestseller list.

Also watch for contemporary romances, each with a different twist, in Karen Rose Smith's Search For Love ebook series.
NATHAN'S VOW, Book 1 Search For Love series romance/paranormal
JAKE'S BRIDE, Book 2 Search For Love series romance/marriage of convenience, secret baby
ALWAYS DEVOTED, Book 3 Search For Love series romance/mystery
ALWAYS HER COWBOY, Book 4 Search For Love series, contemporary ranch romance
HEARTFIRE, Book 5 Search For Love series, contemporary reunion/family romance
CASSIDY'S COWBOY, Book 6 Search For Love series, women's fiction/romance novella
Review
"Popular Harlequin/Silhouette romance author Karen Rose Smith adds a bit of a mystery to contemporary romance in ALWAYS DEVOTED, but she continues to delve into the hearts of her characters and includes her trademark heartwarming passages between an alpha man and a child." Jane Bowers, Romance Reviews Today 
From the Author
ALWAYS DEVOTED is Book 3 in my Search For Love series.  It is a never-before-published novella, only available in an e-book.  In the first book of the series, Nathan's Vow, I introduce Linc Granger as Nathan's best friend.  He was definitely hero material and I had to write a book just for him!  Though my forte is usually romance, I decided to go a little more mainstream with this one and add some mystery for a change of pace.  I think you'll fall in love with Linc and feel deeply for Emma and her daughter.  But I also believe you'll want to find the answer to--What happened to Emma's sister?

Throughout all my books (over 75 now) , I attempt to keep the emotion of my characters as the focus. My intention is always to touch my readers' hearts and urge them to believe in happily-ever-after.  Living in Pennsylvania with my college sweetheart and two cats, I spend most days writing, editing, cooking and gardening. I draw inspiration from music, the farm in my back yard, and my hummingbird garden. Relationships have always fascinated me and I look forward to writing about them for a long time to come. For more about me and my latest releases, including excerpts, photos and short stories, please visit my website at karenrosesmith.com.  To keep in touch day to day, follow me at Facebook, on Twitter and on my blog--Cats, Roses...and Books! listed on my Amazon Author Central page. Look for more of my books on Amazon Kindle. 
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Chapter One

 

"What do you believe happened to your sister?"

Emma Henderson felt her throat tighten and she found swallowing difficult.  She hated the glare of the television lights and found her gaze swinging away from the camera to offstage where Linc Granger stood.  The successful TV producer, who garnered high ratings with his specials, had convinced her this interview might help find Paige.  That was the only reason she'd agreed to do it.

"I don't know what happened to Paige, Ms. Kahill.  She left one afternoon to drive to San Francisco for the weekend and I haven't seen her since."  Emma's voice cracked.

She almost felt Linc Granger take a step forward.  To do what?  Stop the interview with journalist, Tessa Kahill?  To comfort her?  To tell her everything was going to be okay when she knew it wasn't?

"Her car was found on the shoulder of the highway and she was missing.  Can you tell me what your thoughts were when you found out?" the world-renown journalist asked. 

"I was stunned.  I couldn't believe it.  At first we all thought she might have been kidnapped.  But there was no call...no note for ransom...nothing."

"You were on the police list of persons of interest for a while, weren't you?"

"Tessa!"  Linc Granger's deep voice rent the air with authority.  He told the technicians to cut and take five.  Then he strode up beside the interviewer.

His gaze connected to Emma's for a heart-stopping moment.

She tore her eyes from his and took a deep breath.  She shouldn't have this reaction to him.  He'd been compassionate toward her, protective even, and she was grateful.  That's all there was to it.

But as Linc and the beautiful, curly-haired interviewer argued over the questions for the remainder of the interview to be aired later in the week, Emma knew she felt a spark of something with Linc Granger she'd never felt with her late husband Barrett.

After another minute or two of discussion, Linc crossed over to her chair and towered over her.  He raked his hand through his dark brown hair, his green eyes turbulent.  "Tessa insists she has to go this route.  She thinks it's better if everything is out there in the public's face.  I don't necessarily agree.  I know you lost your husband a year ago and this is hard.  If you'd rather Tessa go in a different direction—"

As Emma shook her head, her honey-blond hair fell over her shoulder.  "The family is always questioned.  The family is always of interest.  It's okay, Mr. Granger."

"It's Linc," he said gently.  As cutting as his voice had been a few moments before, it was so different now.  

Ever since their first meeting, she'd felt strangely out of breath.  She was a mother with a four-year-old, and her sister was missing.  She couldn't think about anything else.

Squaring her shoulders, she assured him, "I can handle Ms. Kahill's questions."

As Linc Granger studied her, she felt almost all of the air get sucked out of the room.  What was it about him that made her so flustered?  He was older, between thirty-five and forty she guessed, and she felt young at twenty-six for the first time in years.  She'd taken on a lot of responsibility early.

After a few moments, he reassured her again.  "If anything makes you too uncomfortable, you can say so.  I'm sorry I wasn't here when the interview started.  I would have laid down some ground rules."  He glared at Tessa as she was studying her notes.

"When you offered me the opportunity to publicize Paige's disappearance again, you said Tessa Kahill was the best.  Maybe you should let her do her job.  Before we started, she told me she has to be on a plane out of L.A. tonight to Afghanistan."

"You like her," Linc noted with a wry smile.

"We talked before the interview.  Yes, I do.  And I respect her."

"Good."  He sounded relieved.  "Then I'll let her continue and I won't interfere again.  But I would like to discuss something with you when this is over.  Do you have time?"

What could he want to discuss with her?  They'd spoken at length about what had happened to Paige, the little bit she knew, and Emma's desire to stay out of the spotlight for her daughter's sake.  But he seemed to have something important to say and she did want to hear it.

"My next door neighbor is watching Becky.  I'll have some time."

He was quiet for a few moments, but the intensity of his expression suddenly gave her the knowledge that Linc Granger was a very different man than Barrett Henderson had been.

It shouldn't matter.

But she found herself wanting to listen to Linc, even though she suspected that simple conversation with him could unsettle her life even more.

#

What a stupid thing to do!

Linc never interrupted the flow of an interview.  When he'd asked Tessa to do this, she'd told him she could fit it in during a layover in L.A.  She'd been in Mexico interviewing some diplomat, and then she was gone again for Afghanistan to tape a special report.

So why had he jumped in?

Because Emma Trent Henderson fascinated him.  She and her four-year-old daughter had been through the cable newsringer when her sister had disappeared three months ago.  Yet she'd somehow retained her dignity and poise.  Still, the lost look in her expressive brown eyes when she spoke about her sister, Paige, haunted him.

From her first press conference, he'd been intrigued by her and her story.  Maybe because he knew someone who could help her if she wanted to be helped.  Unorthodox means weren't for everyone, but he had the feeling Emma had exhausted the usual channels.

The cameras were rolling again and Tessa was asking more questions.  As he listened to the rest of the interview, he became more sure about the information he wanted to give Emma.  When he heard Tessa end her questions with, "Tell me how you feel as a widow, with a four-year-old to raise and no idea where your sister is," he listened hard.

Emma didn't hesitate to say softly, "Sometimes I feel as if I'm in limbo.  I'm searching for answers and I don't know if I'll ever find them."

Linc knew he had to tell Emma about Gillian Bradley and her special gift.

#

When Emma finished the interview, she felt wrung out.  Not a new feeling these days.  But after she thanked Tessa, she turned to find Linc waiting for her.  It was easy for her to think of using his first name and she wasn't sure exactly why.

She'd worn a flowered sundress for the interview, a dress she often wore when taking sales orders in her gift basket shop, Occasional Baskets.  But now she wished she'd worn something a little more sophisticated...because Linc Granger in his custom-tailored suit, tie and expensive shirt shouted sophistication.

Who was she kidding?

She'd never been sophisticated.  Hard working and tasteful, maybe, but never sophisticated.

After the camera lights shut down and she stood, Linc took her elbow.  She felt the heat from his fingers through her whole body.  It was an odd, wake-up feeling that she'd never experienced with Barrett.

Barrett.  He'd only been gone a year.  How could she even be attracted to someone else?  

Okay, so that's what this feeling was toward Linc Granger...attraction.  So much for that.  He certainly didn't drive his car in her neighborhood.

Linc glanced around the set where techs were bustling by and men in suits strode purposefully here and there.  He frowned.

Even frowning, his face was ruggedly handsome with character lines around his eyes that cut deep.  From laughter?  Or worry?

Turning his focus back to her, he asked, "My car service picked you up, right?"

"Yes, thank you.  It was nice to relax for a change driving into the city."

He smiled, and then the smile slipped away.  He actually looked uncertain for a moment, but only for a very fleeting moment.  "We're not going to find privacy here," he explained.  "Even in my office I'm constantly interrupted.  Would you consider taking a drive?  I have a place on the beach—"

At her surprised expression he held up his hand in a "stop" gesture.  "This is not a proposition," he assured her, his voice lowering.  "I can even provide you numbers of a few good friends if you want to check me out.  I just believe we need privacy for this discussion."

And just what discussion was it?  "I checked you out before I agreed to do this interview," she admitted.  "At least as much as I could."

He looked mildly amused.  "So, what did you find when you checked me out?"

"I found out that everything you do pretty much turns to gold.  You went to Cal State for a degree in Cinema and TV Arts.  You directed a couple of small films, afterward turning that money over into investments.  Then you started gathering professionals around you who wanted to make the same films and then TV shows that you did.  You've produced cable documentaries as well as network hits.  But that all involves business, not your character or your personal life."

"My personal life is off limits to reporters."  That was said without any amusement at all.

"I did find a couple of Google images with you escorting celebrities or models to charity functions and social galas.  But that really didn't tell me much."

His eyebrows arched, thick eyebrows over deep green eyes that made her feel a little fluttery inside.  Okay, maybe a lot fluttery inside.

"So why did you decide to do the interview?" he asked.

"Because I found transcripts of other interviews you produced.  They were honest and considerate of whomever was being interviewed.  I also liked your..."  She hesitated.  "Your point of view when we talked.  I didn't feel you were going to sensationalize what had happened to me.  You proved it just now when you stepped in."

The nerve in his almost-square jaw worked for a moment.  Then that small giveaway of tension was gone.  "I want to discuss something other than letting the police direct the investigation to find your sister."

That's all she needed to hear.  "Let's go for that drive."

A half-hour later they were in Linc's sporty silver luxury sedan, heading toward the ocean.  Up until now they'd made small talk about the interview, about Tessa, about Emma's daughter who was learning so fast and growing so much.  She'd called Becky's sitter before they'd left to make sure Maris and her daughter could find something for supper if she wasn't back in time.

At a lull in the conversation, Emma watched Linc's large hands on the steering wheel.  He'd discarded his suit jacket and tie and opened the top two buttons on his shirt before he'd climbed into the car.  Sitting beside him like this, the atmosphere seemed oddly intimate as the day started winding down and the sun sank lower on the horizon.

"Not much longer," he told her.

She sent him a small smile.  "Am I looking impatient?"

"No, just a little nervous.  Are you sure you don't want to call my best friend?"

That probably would have been wise.  But Linc seemed straightforward.  "Tell me about your best friend."

After Linc cut her a glance, he focused on the highway again.  "His name is Nathan Bradley.  He's a family man with two daughters from his first marriage he sees a lot, and a little boy, Matthew, from his second marriage.  He's an internet security expert who flies all over the country, taking care of important people's networks."

"I like the fact that you put his family history before his work."

"Would it make you feel better if I told you I baby-sit for Nathan?  I did before he married Gillian and I do now.  Their kids call me Uncle Linc."

She laughed.  "Maybe I should talk to them."

He laughed, too, and glanced at her again.  Something intangible passed between them that she seemed to feel in her heart.  How crazy was that?

Fifteen minutes later, Linc turned off the highway and took a series of turns.  After he drove down a long drive, they exited the car and Emma looked around.  

A one-story house sprawled before her and she could see the ocean beyond.  "What a beautiful setting," she murmured.

"I like it.  It's worth the commute.  We're alone here.  If you prefer to walk the beach instead of going inside, I'll understand."

Alone with Linc Granger.  Maybe she should have trepidations about that, but she didn't.  She felt excited.  Because they were going to talk about a way to find her sister?  Or because he was one very sexy man?

Because he was going to give her information to find a way to find Paige, of course.

"I'll shed my shoes and we can walk the beach," she decided, taking the safer route.

"Give me five minutes to get comfortable and then we'll walk.  There's a deck around back.  Would you like something to drink?"

"No, I'm fine."

"Be right back."

Emma found cushy chairs and chaises on his deck, but she was too fidgety to sit.  Instead, she stood at the railing, looking out at the ocean, wondering if her sister was still alive and if she was, where she was.  She'd spent so many hours while Paige had been gone thinking about that—praying, hoping and trying to stay positive.  But how could she when such dark visions invaded the others?  Paige's car wasn't worth the bald tires it had been running on, so no one would have wanted to hijack her car.  Had she had engine trouble again, left the vehicle and started walking?  Had someone picked her up and then—

There were those dark thoughts that Emma didn't want to have, but knew she had to be realistic about.

When Linc emerged from the house he wore a blue polo shirt and denim cutoffs.  His feet were bare.

"Ready?" he asked.

"Ready to find my sister," she agreed.

She kept her shoes on until they reached the bottom of the wooden steps where grass and sand began.  Then she took them off and laid them on the step.  Seagrass tickled her legs as they made their way across the sand to the packed beach.

As they walked along the shore, the wind tossing their hair, Linc asked, "Do you believe in things you can't see?"

Her gaze met his.  "You mean religion?"

He blew out a breath.  "No, that's not what I mean.  I'm just going to lay this all out," he said.  "If you want to walk back to my house, get in the car and go home, that's fine.  But I felt this was an option you should consider."

"You're not talking about a private investigator, are you?"  The spray from the ocean misted them as they left their footprints on the shoreline.

"Sort of."

"Linc, I can't afford one.  I hired someone the first week after Paige disappeared.  But he couldn't find anything and I couldn't afford to have him go on looking.  When Barrett died, he didn't have life insurance.  It was one of those things he kept putting off doing.  Thank goodness I had my business, but with insurance costs and the mortgage, I don't have much left over each month."

Linc stopped and took her arm.  Again his touch made her tummy somersault and her pulse race.  But she had to focus on what they were discussing, not her reactions to him.

"Emma, this isn't about money.  It's about a gift my best friend's wife has.  Nathan's wife, Gillian, works with another friend of mine, Jake Donovan.  Jake used to be a cop.  Then he turned to private investigation.  But after he met Gillian, his life changed.  For the most part he and Gillian find missing persons, especially lost children.  They started a foundation for this purpose.  People they've helped have donated a lot of money.  Funds just seem to stream in because it's a good cause."

"So Nathan's wife, Gillian, is a private investigator, too?"

"No, she's not.  Nathan found Gillian through Jake as a last-ditch effort when his ex-wife disappeared with his daughters.  Gillian found them for him.  She has a gift.  Some people would label her a psychic.  She doesn't think of herself that way.  She just seems to be able to tune in to missing persons.  She gets sensations and feelings and in themselves they're not enough.  But when family members are questioned, or Jake does research tracking down information Gillian gets, they've got a 99% success rate."

Emma was astonished by what Linc was telling her.  He was a rational businessman and yet he obviously believed in what he called Gillian's gift.

"Let's walk some more," she said to Linc, pulling her arm from his clasp because she couldn't think straight with his hand on her skin.

Silent as they walked, he glanced at her every now and then.  She could feel that glance, feel his concern and compassion for her.

Finally she said, "My dad left after Paige was born.  We never heard from him again.  My mom was really hurt by his abandonment.  When she felt hurt, she went to church, taking us with her for the same comfort she found there until she died of breast cancer."

Linc stopped walking again.  "I'm sorry."

She could see he wasn't just saying the words, he was sorry.  And there was a deeper understanding in his expression that made her wonder about his background.  "Thank you.  The reason I'm telling you this is—before mom died, she took my hand and she made me promise that I would take care of Paige and if I ever had children that I would take them to church.  She thought everyone needed to believe in something outside of themselves, just like she did and just like Paige and I did."

"Do you take Becky to church?"

"I do most weeks.  She attends Sunday School while I go to the service.  So what I'm trying to say is that I believe in something outside of myself."  She looked toward the ocean and waved her hand.  "I believe in the power behind this."

Facing him again, she requested, "So tell me more about Gillian."

"The way I understand it, when she was ten she was hit by lightning.  It was after that the sensations started to come to her.  She's a caring person.  She loves her husband and son, and Nathan's daughters accept her as a second mom."

"And she teamed up with a former cop."

"Jake had heard about her, looked into her success rate and then recommended her to Nathan.  After she found Nathan's daughters, Jake was a believer."

"Are you sure there's no fee, Linc?  I can make a donation, but I don't know how much."

"They don't charge."

"But you've donated to this foundation," she guessed.

"I have.  I believe in the work they do."

Emma stared at the sun beginning to set, the sky shot through with pink and orange.  She thought about Paige and the empty car and dark nights when she couldn't sleep wondering where her sister was, crying because she was afraid Paige had been hurt, crying because she was afraid she was dead.

"Let's walk back," she said, needing to think about all of this.

Linc didn't initiate conversation as they walked, as gulls screeched, as waves pounded the shore.  The tide was coming in, creating puddles in the sand that she was barely aware of as she sloshed through them.  Linc stayed by her side, walked where she walked, a force to be reckoned with himself.

She would have kept walking, but Linc tapped her shoulder and pointed to his house across the expanse of loose sand and grass.  When they reached the steps, she wiped the sand from her feet and slipped them into her shoes.  He let her precede him.

Once they were standing on the deck, she made a decision.  The ocean wasn't as loud up here but it still carried a resonant voice, a pounding that was a backdrop.

When she turned to face Linc, for a few moments the sound of the ocean faded away.  The brush of the breeze on her face hardly registered because she got lost in his green eyes.  But then she remembered why she was here, at his house on the beach.

Her voice was loud and clear above the sound of the surf.  "I'd like to meet Gillian."






Chapter Two

 

When Linc pulled up in front of Emma's bungalow, pretty much the same as every bungalow on the street except for the orange poppies and Redbuds around the foundation, the pretty wreath on the door, he was feeling disconcerted to say the least.  He didn't like his attraction to Emma Henderson.

Plain and simple, he didn’t trust most women.  His parents' divorce had been brutal.  His mother had only wanted custody of him to win the war.  She made up garbage about his dad, how he lost his temper, how he was never home, how he went to the bar with his buddies to drink.  But Linc knew his dad only lost his temper when his mother ran up their credit card bill or when she forgot about Linc's track meet or when she had too many drinks at a party they attended.  And as far as working late?  He'd had to pay for their debt.  A drink with his buddies at a nearby sports bar on Friday afternoons was as far as that went.

Linc had been old enough to know the truth.  By twelve he'd learned to distrust his mother's motives about everything.  She'd wanted a huge divorce settlement and she'd gotten it.

Emma hadn't been able to find personal information on him because he was careful not to put it out there.  And if it got out, Nathan's internet skills managed to block it or make it disappear.

Once he'd thought he'd risk getting married.  Colleen had seemed not to care about his money or his name or his success.  But he'd been bamboozled by her and had learned the truth the hard way.  She'd had an abortion and hadn't told him.  He'd found out by accident when she'd been in another room and he'd picked up her cell phone, thinking he was doing her a favor.  He'd answered a call from a clinic confirming a follow-up appointment.  When he'd looked into that clinic and then confronted Colleen, he'd learned the truth.  She didn't want children.  She wasn't about to lose her figure to a baby or be chained down caring for one.

How had he been so blind?  Maybe he'd just wanted a family too badly.

He loved spending time with Nathan and Gillian, enjoying their kids, and with Jake and Sara and their little boy.  Over the past few months he'd been seriously considering adopting kids of his own.  Why not?  There were plenty of kids out there who needed a home.

As Linc stared at the front door of the bungalow, he somehow knew in his gut that this was a home.

Linc hadn't been able to reach Gillian on her cell.  Sometimes she went hiking with Nathan where there wasn't any cell phone reception.  Sometimes she and Jake had to make a trip to search for missing persons.  If she was flying, her cell would be turned off.

"Why don't you come in for a cup of coffee?  Then we can try Gillian again," Emma said.  "I'd really like to set up an appointment as soon as we can.  If I can't be in my shop, I have to juggle my salesclerks."

Should he go into Emma's house for a cup of coffee?  There was a car in the carport and he assumed that was hers.  "Is your daughter at your neighbor's?"

"No.  Maris watches her here.  If we didn't do it that way, Becky would want to take everything but the kitchen sink over there."

Linc shook his head.  "Kids and their toys.  I bought Nathan's little boy, Matthew, a monster truck for Christmas.  All he wanted to do was play with the box."

Emma's smile as she thought about children and maybe her daughter was devoid of the confusion and turmoil that had been there when she'd talked about her sister.  "Becky's into crafts right now.  She likes pasting cotton balls on a piece of paper to make a lamb or pasting popcorn kernels on a drawing to decorate a tree."

"An artist in the making," Linc suggested.

"Maybe.  But I think she just likes the mess it makes."

Linc laughed.  He enjoyed Emma's down-to-earth way of looking at life.  A cup of coffee with a four-year-old chaperone didn't seem like a bad idea.  But as Linc followed Emma to the side door, he watched the natural sway of her hips in her heels.  He also glimpsed her long, creamy neck as she pushed her hair over her shoulder.  When he again caught the scent of the flowery perfume she was wearing, his body told him coffee, even with a chaperone, could be an ordeal.

She wasn't asking him inside for a rendezvous, he told himself.  She was asking him inside because she wanted to find her sister.

Linc had guessed this door would lead into a kitchen and he was right.  He stepped inside behind Emma, into a charming blue-and-yellow flowered country charm ambience.

As soon as the little girl sitting at the kitchen table saw Emma, she scrambled off her chair and came running toward her.  "Mommy.  Mommy.  You're home!"

Emma stooped and hugged her daughter, gathering her close.  "I've missed you, honey," Emma said, hugging her, tickling her and blowing a kiss in her ear.

Her daughter giggled.  "I'm making cereal houses."

"Cereal houses?"  Emma stood and her gaze met an older woman's.  Her baby sitter was sitting at the table with a crayon in her hand.  "We've been making a whole village."

Emma released her daughter and stood and introduced Linc.  "Maris Stambaugh, this is Linc Granger.  He produced the interview I told you about.  It will air in a few days."

Maris came forward and shook his hand.  "It's good to meet you.  I hope the interview helps bring Paige home."

"I do, too.  We'll be doing plenty of promo for it, including on the social networks."

Emma's arm was around her daughter's shoulders.  "Becky, I'd like you to meet a new friend of mine.  This is Mr. Granger."

He crouched down to Becky's eye level.  "You can call me Linc."

Becky ducked behind her mom's sundress skirt and peeked out at him, only her little face—a very much younger version of Emma's—visible.

"She's often shy around new people," Emma explained.

"That's understandable," Linc said, still crouched down.  "Becky, can you call me Linc?"

She screwed up her little face.  "Linc?"

He laughed.  "Success!  How many houses do you have in your village?"

She seemed torn between her shyness and wanting to tell him.  He waited, knowing that's what you had to do with kids.

Finally, Becky looked up at her mom.  Emma nodded, as if it was okay to reveal such important information to him.

Suddenly Becky's arm appeared from behind her mom's skirt and she held up two fingers.  But then she added, "We're makin' more."

"Maybe you can paint a few of those cereal pieces silver and make a car, too."

"Don't give her any ideas," Emma chided.  "Have you been around paint and four-year-olds?"

He chuckled.  "I usually don't have to handle the cleanup."  Then he addressed Becky again.  "Do you want to show me your pictures?"

This time she forgot about being shy.  She ran over to the table, grabbed one and brought it to him.  "It's dry!" she proclaimed proudly.

"Good thing, too," Emma said wryly, noting the pieces of circular cereal all over the table and a few scattered on the floor.

Linc gave the picture the proper attention it deserved, then he rose to his feet.  "Would you like to show me the ones that aren't dry?"

Nodding vigorously, Becky led him over to the table.

He caught Emma studying him curiously.  Then she was in motion.  "I'll make that coffee."

#

As the coffee pot gurgled and spit, Emma watched Linc with her daughter.  He really did seem to like kids.  His talk about spending time with his friends' children must have been the truth.

Why wouldn't she expect the truth?  Because Barrett had lied to her on occasion—nothing big, just a little white lie here and there.  He'd tell her he was working late.  He was an accountant with his own office.  But then she'd find out he was really playing poker with friends.  Why he hadn't just told her that in the first place, she could never figure out.  He'd tell her he'd be home for supper at 5:00, but not actually come home until around 7:00.  It was as if he wanted to keep her off balance.  Maybe it had just been a control issue.

After Maris left, Emma noted that Linc was still talking to her daughter, helping her arrange cereal on another house.  Every once in a while they'd each snitch a piece and eat it.  Barrett hadn't played with Becky, hadn't cooed to her, rocked her, or fed her.  That had been Emma's responsibility, and she'd loved doing it.  But she'd felt so alone, like the things that really mattered to her hadn't mattered to Barrett.  Having a little girl to raise was something he put up with and didn't enjoy.  When they were dating and first married, he'd been charming and considerate.  But after Becky was born, their marriage had changed.  He had changed and she hadn't known what to do about it.

Becky's voice suddenly pierced her musings.  "Can Linc read a book with us?"

"Oh, I don't know, honey.  Linc's a busy man.  He might not have time."

Linc looked down at her daughter and then up at her.  When their gazes met, she felt the room shake a little.  It was an entirely disturbing feeling and one she wasn't used to.  She tried not to let anyone rock her world, but this man was succeeding in more ways than one.

He said, "I have to make a phone call.  But I do have time.  It's up to your mom, though.  Reading a book before bed is pretty special.  You don't just share that with anyone."

He was telling her it was okay if she didn't want him farther into her house, okay if she didn't want him to move farther into her life.  Confused by her attraction to him, but recognizing the way he was making her daughter feel special, she agreed to Becky's request.  "Okay, honey.  Do you think you can get cleaned up there?"

"Can you help?" she asked Linc, who definitely seemed to be her new friend.

"I can if your mom has a dustpan.  Somehow the cereal seemed to jump all over the floor."

Becky giggled.

Emma knew the cleanup wouldn't take long.  But when she took the dustpan off the hook in the closet and handed it to Linc, they seemed to be standing very close together.  He took up all the space in her kitchen.  He was so tall, so broad-shouldered, so slim-hipped, so…sexy.  Her mind went places it hadn't been for a very long time.

As he took the dustpan from her, he gave her a crooked smile, as if he seemed to know what she was thinking.  She felt flustered all over again.  She wished he could reach Gillian Bradley and reach her quickly.

Linc took out his phone while she readied Becky for bed.  She was picking out a book from the shelf when he entered the purple-and-yellow flouncy bedroom.  It was pure little girl with its white dresser, bookshelves, desk and single bed, its lilac curtains and purple comforter.  Becky's favorite color was purple, so Emma had given in to her daughter's desire to have the color everywhere.  But Linc seemed like a giant in the room and Emma realized it wasn't just his tall, fit build—it was his presence.  He emanated confidence and power.

He answered her question without her having to ask.  "Still not answering.  Nathan isn't either, which makes me think—"  He gave a shrug.  "They don't have many evenings alone, so they might be taking advantage of this one."

Emma knew she and Barrett hadn't done that often enough.  Maybe if they had, they would have grown together in their marriage instead of apart.

Linc reassured her, "I've left messages.  Gillian will get back to me as soon as she can."  

In the same small room, Emma couldn't ignore the electricity that was zipping back and forth between her and Linc.  Totally impossible, she told herself again.  Impossible.

But when Linc hunkered down beside Becky and asked, "Which are your favorite books?" and helped her pick out one they both liked, Emma sighed with an almost resigned acceptance of what she was feeling.  She wanted to touch his broad back.  She wanted to run her fingers through his thick brown hair.  She wanted to—

Nope, she didn't.  Not here, not now.  Not anywhere, not anytime.  Since Becky's bed was a single, Linc sat on one side of her daughter on the side of the bed and Emma sat on the other.

"Can you read?" Becky asked Linc.

Surprised, Emma glanced at him.  He seemed unfazed by her daughter's request.  "Sure."  He pointed up at the ceiling where silver stars were painted in a variety of constellations.  "What are those?"

Becky giggled.  "My stars.  We count them before I go to sleep."

"What a great idea," Linc said, glancing over at Emma as if she were a very smart mom.  His admiration felt good.

Even with Becky between them, Emma was aware of his bare hair-roughened legs in the cutoffs, his muscled forearms as he held Becky's book, the deep timbre of his voice as he read.  He seemed so comfortable, she wondered how many times he'd read to his friends' children.

After the story was finished, Becky looked up at Linc as if she expected something from him.  How easily she could get attached.  She saw her friends' daddies pushing them on swings, helping them on jungle gyms.  She knew her daddy had gone away somewhere and was never coming back.  Like Emma herself when she was a child, did Becky long for a father who would give her hugs and kisses and was always there when she needed him?

Linc didn't seem to want to overextend any boundaries.  He flipped up the end of one of Becky's pigtails.  "It was nice meeting you, Becky.  Thanks for inviting me to read one of your books."  He stood.  "You have lots of sweet dreams."

Then he walked out of her daughter's bedroom briskly, saying over his shoulder to Emma, "I'll make that call again."  His words seemed a bit terse and Emma wondered what had happened.

After she tucked Becky in, counted stars, kissed her goodnight and turned on the night light, she closed her daughter's door part way and went to the living room.  The house she and Barrett had bought had fit their income level.  Barrett had always told her it was just temporary, until they could afford something bigger.  But Emma had always been happy here.  Her living room was comfortable, decorated in tan, russet and navy.  Some of Becky's dolls lay scattered across the sofa, plastic animals littered the coffee table.

Linc was standing by the picture window talking on his phone, staring out into the dark night.  He ended his call as she crossed to him, hopeful now that he'd reached Gillian Bradley.

"Gillian and Nathan had gone to dinner.  They'd switched off their phone for a while.  She'd been about to call me.  She said she'd be glad to meet with you, but that you shouldn't expect too much.  She never knows what will happen."

"When?" Emma asked, thinking only of her sister now.  For a short time tonight, she'd been able to set aside stress and worry, probably because her attraction to Linc had given her something else to think about.

"If we meet with her tomorrow morning, she said Nathan can watch Matthew.  Does that work for you?"

"Becky has preschool tomorrow.  I drive her there around 8:30.  It's a few blocks from here."

"Around 9:30 should work, then," Linc decided.  "I can give you directions to Gillian's or I can pick you up."

"I can drive myself," she responded quickly.  She was used to standing on her own two feet and didn't want to depend on anyone, certainly not this man who was out of her league.

"All right.  Do you want me to meet you there, or do you want me to stay out of it altogether?  I do want you to keep in mind that Gillian and I will be discussing this even though any tips the hotline receives will be routed to the detective in charge.  I never know what else might develop from airing the interview."

Work with a psychic.  Just what did that entail?  Linc was saying he probably had connections she'd need, so her answer was obvious.  "I'd like you to be involved, but I know how busy you must be."

"Everyone is busy with what they make themselves busy with.  I can clear my schedule in the morning."

"Then I really would like you there."  For moral support, as well as his connections, she realized.  "Would you like that coffee?"

He checked his watch.  "I'd better go.  I have other calls to make tonight.  I'll let Gillian know we're on for the morning.  She suggested you bring a picture of your sister and something personal of hers if you have it.  A piece of clothing is always good...jewelry, too."

"Her clothes are here.  With the close of the semester at school, she'd emptied her dorm room."

"So she lived with you when school wasn't in session?"

"Yes.  And babysat for me.  She's great with Becky..."  Emma's voice trailed off.  Then she swallowed and went on, "As I told Tessa, she'd just finished earning an associate degree and was looking for work."

Linc looked as if he wanted to console her...or something.  But instead, he walked through the living room into the kitchen and then to the carport door.  

Emma stepped outside with him.  Night had fallen.  The neighborhood was quiet except for the slam of a car door, a dog barking in the distance.  Wisteria grew along the side and roof of the carport and Emma suddenly felt as if she and Linc were standing in a world of their own.  The kitchen light sent a dim glow outside, but he was standing in shadow and she couldn't altogether see his face.

"Today turned out to be quite different than I expected," she told him.

He shifted toward her and she could see him more clearly.  The brisk tone he'd used before was gone as he said, "The interview itself had to wear you out, let alone the stress from my suggestion.  If you aren't entirely comfortable with this idea, Emma, just say so.  It doesn't have to go any further."

She considered her interview, their walk on the beach and everything Linc had said.  "It's been three months, Linc.  The trail for the police is long dead.  I can't sleep at night wondering where Paige is and what's happened to her.  She's only twenty.  She had her whole life in front of her."

"She might still have.  That's why we're going to see Gillian."

"To get answers, one way or another," Emma concluded, not knowing if she could believe a psychic, not knowing what would happen next.

The anguish in her voice must have brought Linc closer, because suddenly he was near enough to touch and was holding onto her shoulder.  "It's better to know the truth than to constantly think about the worst, don't you think?"

"Yes."

His hand slid under her hair and she could feel his thumb on her neck and his finger almost caressed her.  "Emma."

The sound of her name was a warning, telling her she should step away if she didn't want what was going to come next.  But the intensity in Linc's eyes, the nerve working in his jaw, the potent attraction she'd felt from the first time she'd met him urged her to stand absolutely still.  The silence between them was heart-poundingly loud.  The air seemed to quiver with anticipation.

Then Linc bent his head and she lifted her chin.  His mouth came down on hers with a demand that she couldn't deny.  The pressure of his lips was momentary and then his tongue slipped into her mouth.  She felt herself reaching for him, sliding her hand up his nape, relishing the feel of his thick, dark hair.  When she melted against him, he held her tighter.  She could feel his belt buckle against her midriff, feel his arousal that took her breath away.  This man desired her, really desired her.  The way he kissed...

...Told her he was an expert.  From what she'd read, he'd never married.  She hadn't dated much in high school because of her mom being sick.  Caring for her and watching over Paige had taken over most waking hours.  She'd met Barrett after their mom had died while she was going to school at night to earn her degree.  He'd been her first and only.  Lincoln Granger so outclassed her in so many ways, she'd better not get caught up in the moment or use him as an escape because of what was happening with her sister.

He must have felt her withdraw even before she actually withdrew because he ended the kiss and backed off, slowly releasing her.

She found her footing on the asphalt, composed herself as best she could before she looked up into his eyes.

"If that wasn't what you wanted, it won't happen again."  His voice was just a bit husky and she was glad to hear he'd been affected by the kiss, too.

"I don't know what I want.  This is a confusing time."

"I know.  I certainly don't want to make it more confusing."  His voice took on that brisk tone again when he said, "Let me give you Gillian's address."  He took his wallet from his back pocket and slipped out a card.  He was careful when he handed it to her, that their fingers didn't touch.  Because if they did, they might kiss again?

"Do you need directions?" he asked.

"No, my car has a GPS."

"Good.  Then I don't have to worry about you getting lost.  I'll see you at Gillian's tomorrow at 9:30."

Then Linc Granger walked down her driveway to his car, climbed inside, backed out and drove away.

Emma felt lost already.






Chapter Three

 

The following morning, shaken up more than he wanted to admit by last night's kiss—a woman's kiss had never done that—Linc concentrated on ringing Nathan's doorbell.  He was purposefully five minutes late because he'd guessed Emma would be early.  She'd be over-the-top anxious about this appointment.  At least if he showed up last they wouldn't be alone together, wouldn't have to look into each other's eyes and remember that kiss.

Gillian opened the door to the two-story stucco home and smiled up at him.  "Hey, Linc.  Emma and I have been having a cup of coffee.  Would you like some?"

"Black," he said tersely, and Gillian arched an eyebrow at him.

He knew she didn't read minds or anything like that, but sometimes her intuition was just a little too uncanny.

He followed Gillian through the foyer into the living room and there Emma was.  She'd worn a peach skirt and matching tank, with white beads around her neck and white sandals on her feet.  He noticed right away that her nails were painted one of those neutral shades.  Remembering her fingers in his hair, he wished he hadn't noticed.  He wished everything about her didn't cause a reaction in him.

Gillian went to the coffee table and poured him a mug of coffee.  When she handed it to him, he mumbled, "Thanks," and sat in the wing chair beside the sofa.  Practically speaking, he had to break the silence between him and Emma.  "How are you this morning?"

She gave him what was supposed to pass as a smile.  "Nervous."

He nodded, understanding that.

"Emma was just giving me some background," Gillian told him.

"She wanted to know about us growing up, how close Paige and I were."

Linc decided to just keep quiet and listen.  He knew Emma and Gillian had to connect.

"So...you took care of Paige and essentially acted as guardian of her after your mother died," Gillian prompted as if Linc's arrival hadn't interrupted their conversation.

"Yes.  After I married, she lived with us until she went to school.  Then she stayed with us on holidays and throughout summer vacation.  After Barrett died, it was a comfort to have her around.  She was so good with Becky."

Linc knew Gillian just wanted Emma to relax and go into stream of consciousness memories.

"She got along with your husband?"

"Oh, yes.  They were like big brother and sister."

Gillian didn't miss a beat and asked next, "Can you tell me some of Paige's favorite places to go?"

"Like me, she loved the beach.  She also liked hiking.  Before Becky was born, the three of us would do that together.  But most of all, she just liked to go any place quiet and sketch.  She was quiet as a child.  I think mom getting sick pushed her even deeper into herself.  She'd always been artistic and was hardly ever without her sketch pad."

"So she wasn't the type who would attend frat parties and bar hop?"

"I don't know exactly what went on when she was at school, but I doubt that very much.  Her artistic nature spoke loud and clear when she painted blue streaks through her hair.  But that was how Paige expressed herself—blue hair and funky clothes she designed."

"Did she date much?"

"No.  One guy lasted longer than all the others, Craig Jamison.  They dated for about six months.  But that was almost two years ago.  She broke it off with him before Barrett died.  They'd had a big fight about something.  She wouldn't tell me what.  It was so sudden.  I thought maybe he wanted to get more serious and she didn't, or vice versa.  But she just wouldn't tell me.  She said it was over and she was moving on and that was all that mattered."

Linc wondered if the cops had questioned Craig Jamison and what they'd decided about him, if he was a person of interest.

"Did you know this Craig well?" Gillian inquired.

"Not well but I liked him.  He spent Thanksgiving and Christmas with us."

"Do you think he was the type of person who would harbor a grudge if Paige was the one who broke it off?"

"Are you asking me if I think he had something to do with her disappearance?  If he did, I'm a very bad judge of character."

Linc used several means to figure out if someone was a good judge of character.  He would use that litmus test here.  Holding up his hand for a moment, he stopped the flow of Gillian's inquiries, and Gillian acknowledged that he wanted to break in.

"How long have you been running your business?" Linc asked Emma.

"I started it right out of business school."

"The bank gave you a loan?"

"Yes.  I had a small inheritance from my mom and her life insurance.  That was my collateral so to speak."

"And has your business grown in the past five years?"

"Yes.  I've turned a larger profit each year.  I plan to pay back the loan in two more years."

"Do you have repeat customers?"

"They're the core of my business."

"Do you have a key to your neighbor's house?"

Now she looked mildly annoyed, as if wondering what any of this had to do with why she was here.  "Yes.  I take care of Maris's plants when she's away, and just check on the place.  She has a key to mine, too, of course, because of Becky."

"Are you still in touch with any of your friends from high school?"

Now she finally did erupt.  "What does this have to do—"

He didn't get defensive because he understood Emma felt he was interrogating her, not just filling in information about Paige.  "Just answer my last question."

She glanced at Gillian, then back at him.  "Yes, I'm still in touch with two of the girls I hung around with in high school.  One of them was a friend from grade school.  Linc, can you tell me why you're asking me all of this?"

He leaned forward in his chair, and his gaze locked to hers unwaveringly.  "First of all, you're a savvy businesswoman or you wouldn't still be in business.  With the economic climate the way it's been, a bank wouldn't have given you a loan as young as you were unless you were a good risk.  You have a core set of customers, who obviously like you and trust what you do.  You have a neighbor who also trusts you, and you trust her.  And if you've hung onto some of your high school friends, you know how to establish bonds and know how friendship can last.  So as far as Craig Jamison goes, I do think you're a good judge of character.  You'd have to be to live the life you're in now."

He shrugged one shoulder at Gillian.

Sitting next to Emma on the sofa, Gillian patted her hand.  "Linc can be my rational side.  So can my partner, Jake, and of course my husband.  They're all experienced in ways I'm not and I trust their judgment.  Linc was just pointing out in his way how I can trust what you say."

Emma ran her hand through her hair, pushing it over her brow.  "Linc, I'm sorry.  I didn't mean to get...prickly."

"Prickly happens," he said easily, respecting the fact that Emma wasn't cowed by him like some women...that she stood up for herself even in a situation like this...especially in a situation like this.

"Tell me what you think Paige's most important quality is," Gillian requested.

"She's loyal," Emma answered easily.  "And she's devoted to me as I am to her.  I think she saw me as a second mom, not just a big sister, especially when Mom was sick."

Gillian nodded.  "Okay.  I might have more questions later.  But how about if you show me what you brought me?"

Reaching over the arm of the sofa, Emma grabbed a bag and pulled it to her lap.  She withdrew a royal blue flannel jacket with a hood.  "This was—" she started.

But Gillian shook her head.  "Don't tell me anything about it, not yet anyway."  Gillian took it from her, laid it in her lap and held the material between her fingers and closed her eyes.  After a few seconds, she opened them.  "Your sister had dark brown hair, instead of blond-brown like yours, right?"

"How did you know that?"

Linc placed his hand on Emma's shoulder, as if telling her to hold the questions, at least for now.

She whispered to Linc, "I didn't show her Paige's picture yet."

Gillian smiled.  "You don't have to whisper.  I might have caught a glimpse of her on the news without realizing I did, but I'm just absorbing the sense that she had dark hair and dark eyes and that she liked to run."

"She did run, any chance she got.  When she was home, she'd go to the high school track."

Gillian nodded.  "A controlled atmosphere."

"Paige—"

Again Linc capped her shoulder and he wished he didn’t have to do that, because he felt some kind of current run through him when he did.  And it had nothing to do with intuition or psychic ability.

"Paige liked controlled atmospheres.  Is that what you were going to say?" Gillian inquired.  "She wasn't a risk taker.  She liked planning and making to-do lists."

"Yes, she did," Emma said, her voice just a whisper again.

Linc knew how she felt.  Sort of a little bit in awe.  When Gillian got on the wave length of somebody, it was downright eerie.  Or fabulous.  However you wanted to look at it.

"Do you have any idea of what she was wearing the day she disappeared?"

"She always wore jeans, that kind that look like somebody took a scissors to them.  And she liked beaded T-shirts.  But I don't know specifically what she was wearing."

Gillian stopped fingering the jacket fabric.  "Can I see her picture?"

This time, as Emma drew the photograph from her purse, Linc could see that her fingers were shaking.  He so much wanted to put his arm around her, hold her hand, anything to help her feel better.

When Emma handed the photo to Gillian, she watched her expectantly.

Gillian took the photograph and studied it.  "She's a beautiful young woman."

Linc noticed that she used the present tense.  He wondered if that was for Emma's sake or if Gillian had a feeling that Paige was still alive.  He wasn't about to bring that up or ask.

"Did you bring anything else of hers?"

Quickly Emma retrieved a small envelope and shook a necklace into her hand.  It was a gold unicorn.  "My mother gave her this and she usually wore it.  I'm not sure why she left it behind that weekend, but she did."

Emma carefully laid the necklace into Gillian's palm.  Again Gillian shut her eyes and kept them closed for a little while.

Linc saw the hope on Emma's face, and he suddenly wasn't sure he'd done the right thing by bringing her here.  What if nothing came of it?  Worse yet, what if the news was bad?

But after a little while, Gillian opened her eyes and just gave a slight shake of her head.  "If it's all right with you, I'm just going to hold onto these things.  Energy's a funny thing.  There's no past, present or future with it, so I can get mixed-up messages that don't always make a lot of sense.  For the next week or so, I'm just going to think about your sister, handle her things and keep a journal of all my sensations.  If something specific pops up, I'll give you a call.  If it doesn't, in about a week, I might ask you for a photograph album or something like that.  I might want to come to your house and walk around Paige's room if that's okay with you."

"Whatever you need to do."

Gillian looked straight into Emma's eyes and said honestly, "Nothing might come of this."

"Linc told me you have a good success rate."

"Linc is a dear friend who believes in what I do.  But that doesn't mean I always succeed."

Nodding, Emma stood.  "Call me anytime.  You have my cell number and my home phone."

Gillian rose to her feet, too, and so did Linc.  He knew there was nothing more to be done today.  This process took time.

Gillian held out her hand to Emma.  "It was good to meet you.  I'll be in touch."

And then she walked them to the door.

Linc gave Gillian a hug and led Emma to the driveway.

They stood at her car while he vividly recalled the night before.  He could tell she was remembering, too, because of the golden sparks in her very brown eyes.  He'd seen those sparks last night, just before she'd closed them, just before his lips had settled on hers.

Breaking the silence, he asked, "What do you think of Gillian?"

"I like her.  She's sincere and I believe she wants to help."

"But?" he prompted.

"But I know this a long shot, whether she has a good success rate or not."  Emma's voice was resigned as if she'd convinced herself nothing might come of Gillian's gift.

"You do understand that her partner, Jake Donovan, will be on this too if she comes up with anything?  And maybe even if she doesn't.  Do you want him to go ahead and nose around?"

"I feel so guilty asking them to do this for free."

"It's what they do, Emma."

She must have heard the "you've got to believe me" tone in his voice, because she lifted her chin and said, "This is all new to me.  I don't even know these people.  Yet you want me to trust them."

"Is trust hard for you?"

She seemed surprised by his question.  "No.  Is it hard for you?"

"Yes."

Quick on her feet, she shot back, "In general or in particular?"

"Both.  So when I say I trust Gillian and Jake, just know that that trust didn't come easily.  They both earned it."

Quiet now, Emma seemed to mull that over.  Then she looked up at him again and those golden sparks were back.  He wanted to kiss her much deeper and hotter and wetter than he'd kissed her last night.

Instead, he took a step back while she used the remote to open her car door.

"You'll call me if you hear anything?" she asked.

"Gillian will contact you if she connects in any way."

Emma looked as if she wanted to say more, yet she didn't.  She slid into the driver's seat and shut her door.

Linc almost wished he'd thrown caution to the wind and kissed her again.  But he never threw caution to the wind.  Not ever.

#

The bell over the door chimed as Linc walked into Occasional Baskets, wishing he had good news for Emma.  Maybe one of the tips generated form the hotline that had blinked across the TV screen after last night's special would pay off.  All calls were being routed to the detective in charge of the case.  After Emma's interview last night had aired, Linc had thought about calling her.  But he hadn't.  This morning, however, he'd decided to stop by her shop this evening.

The store didn't have much floor space in the strip shopping center, but he could see right away what space it had was well utilized.  He noticed the pleasant scent of candles, not the over-powering heady sweetness that some shops had.  There were all types of baskets in various colors, here, there and everywhere, with everything from lotions and soaps to stationery, potholders and towels.  Balloons flew high above a few.

A mature redhead sat at a writing desk in one corner, a phone at her ear.  Linc could hear her taking an order.  Emma stood behind the cashier's desk speaking with a man who appeared to be in his fifties, with grey hair and wire rim glasses.

As he approached the counter he heard her say, "Thanks, Earl.  No more deliveries today.  We'll start fresh tomorrow."

Earl adjusted his glasses.  "I hope someone calls in about Paige.  You've got to believe she'll be found."

Emma and the man exchanged a few more words, then he left through the rear of the shop.  Linc guessed there was storage space beyond that door and then an outside entrance.

As soon as Emma spotted him, she came around the cashier's desk toward him.  "Is there any word?"

He had suspected she'd be on proverbial pins and needles.  She looked tired with blue smudges under her eyes.  As she settled the basket she'd been holding on the counter, he could see her hands shake.  She was at the end of her rope, whether she knew it or not.

He wasn't throwing caution to the wind today by coming here.  He was just checking up on her.  "The cops are following any tips from the hotline and there's no word from Gillian," he said right away.  "I didn't mean to scare you."

Emma put her hand to her forehead, brushing tendrils of hair away.  He wanted to brush them back himself.  He wanted to run his fingers through that hair again and feel its glossy softness.

"I've been so tempted to call Gillian," Emma confessed.  "But I didn't know if I should."

"I'm sure she wouldn't mind you phoning.  But if she had anything to tell you, believe me, she'd be calling you.  I haven't talked to her because I know the way Gillian works.  Have you had anything to eat today?"

For a few moments Emma looked as if she truly didn't remember.  Then she said, "Toast this morning."

"It's almost 5:00.  Can you leave?  We can go get dinner."

"I can leave, but...I really should get home to Becky.  I put in a lot of hours this week because we were so busy."

Linc ignored the pang of disappointment.  "Is there any chance you and your daughter like Chinese?  There's a good place not far from here and we could take it along to your place."

"We both like Chinese, but you don't have to—"

"I know I don't have to.  I want to.  Unless—"  He lowered his voice.  "If you don't want me to come to dinner, I understand."

Maybe having him at her home once was enough.  Maybe she was careful who she brought around her daughter.  That's the way it should be.  Maybe their kiss had fueled her reluctance to invite him in again.  Who was he to impose?  Except that he did want to make sure that she ate.  This way he could.

"I don't mind," she finally responded, her gaze on his.  "It's just...I'm not very good company right now."

Unable to resist touching her any longer, he took her hand in his.  "With good reason.  I don't have any expectations."

She studied his face so long and hard enough that he felt like shifting from one foot to the other.  Maybe his motives weren't completely stellar, but he also in a way felt responsible for what was happening.

As if resolving something in her own mind, she gave him a bit of a smile.  "Becky was asking me about you this week.  She wondered if you'd visit again."

"So I made an impression?"

Now Emma's smile broke free, dazzling him.  "Stop fishing for compliments.  You know you did.  You're obviously at home around kids and Becky could sense that.  She had a good time while you were there.  Let's face it, I'm not a barrel of laughs these days.  I try to hide my concern and worry, but she picks it up."

"Make me a list of your favorite Chinese entrées.  I'll call in the order and they'll be ready when we drive by."

"You do like to take charge," Emma joked.

"My worst fault," he said with a grin, and she laughed.  That laugh made him feel as if he'd won the lottery.

#

Becky liked noodles.  Linc wished he had a camera as Emma's daughter slurped them one by one, chicken lo mein being her entree of choice.  Although Emma was putting on a pretense of eating, he noticed that she pushed her food around on her plate more than she ate.  

He wiggled a piece of chicken at Becky that he'd dipped in sweet and sour sauce.  "Are you interested?  These very good nuggets are almost gone."

Becky giggled, snatched it from him and popped it into her mouth.  Talking around it, she asked, "Mommy?"

"What, baby?"

"Can Linc play with me?"

Emma stopped fiddling with her food.  "What would you like him to play?"

"Barbies."

Emma's smile was indulgent.  "I know you'd like to play Barbies, but I'm not sure Linc would.  How about a game of Candyland instead?"

Becky thought about that, apparently not happy with having her plans derailed.  "Okay, if he reads a story, too."

"You'll have to ask him."

Following her mom's suggestion, Becky looked up at him, obviously seeing no sense in repeating it all.  "Can we?"

"You're a real negotiator."

"What's a ne-go-shator?"

Emma responded, "It's someone who tries to get what they want, and you're good at that.  Go on to the bathroom and wash your hands before you get out the game."

As Becky slid off her chair, she gave Linc a grin, then darted through the living room.

Immediately, Emma stood and began cleaning up their dishes.

Linc stayed her arm.  "You didn't eat much."

"I ate.  You just didn't see how much because you were talking to Becky."

Wanting to pull her close instead of letting go, he let go anyway.  "You're not fooling me."

She kept her gaze averted as she told him, "I'm fine, Linc.  Really."  Then she said, "Trash bags are in the closet over there.  Grab me one, will you?  Thank goodness we used paper dishes.  We can just toss it all."

He didn't step over to the closet for the trash bags.  Instead, he tipped her chin up so she couldn't evade him.  The moment their gazes locked, he felt the kitchen become a lot warmer.  "You might be able to distract Becky, but you can't distract me."

When she didn't respond, when she just looked at him as if a distraction was what she wanted most, he kissed her.

It was quick and hard and fast, with a flourish of his tongue, and it wasn't nearly enough.  But with Becky not far away, it would have to be.

"I can think of a way to distract us both, but not with a four-year-old chaperone nearby."

He saw answering sparks of desire in Emma's eyes.  However, her words contradicted them.  "I don't need a distraction.  I need some answers."

"What if you don't get any answers?"

"I won't accept that.  I'll keep calling the police, I'll keep searching the internet on my own.  I will find out what happened to my sister."

"I'm ready," Becky called from the living room.

This scene looked domestic enough.  After all, he was getting ready to gather up the trash.  The four-year-old in the next room was beginning to like him.  Although her mother wouldn't admit it, she was as attracted to him as he was attracted to her.  Or was that his arrogance talking?  Was he seeing something that wasn't there?  Or feeling something that wasn't there?

As he turned to open the pantry door, Emma said, "Linc?"  Something in her voice made him turn around again.

"I can't even consider what you're suggesting.  Sometimes with Paige missing, I feel as if I shouldn't even smile.  I feel guilty when I'm with Becky that I can forget for a little while—or that I can forget when you kiss me."

Ah, so that was it.  Good old, make-the-world-spin guilt.  He'd known his share of that.  After Colleen's abortion, he'd wondered what was lacking in him that she couldn't trust him, that she couldn't have told him that she was pregnant.  Maybe his arrogance had played a part in that, too, that Colleen knew he would have tried to control the situation.  She would have been right.

But all he said to Emma was, "I understand guilt.  But that can't keep you from experiencing happiness.  Come on, let's get this cleaned up so we can enjoy some time with your daughter."

Emma looked as if she wanted to hug him, or do more, or say more.  But she didn't.  She just gave him one of those half-smiles of hers and went back to the table to clean up their supper.

An hour later after three games of Candyland, Linc read Becky a story.  Her eyes were already starting to close as Emma took over to help her daughter get ready for bed.  Linc went out to the living room, had just settled on the couch with the remote, when his cell phone rang.

When he saw Gillian's number, he answered right away.  "What's going on?"

"Where are you?" Gillian's voice sounded urgent.

"I'm with Emma...at her place."

That seemed to give his friend pause, but she only waited a beat before she asked, "Do you think she'd mind if I drop over?"






Chapter Four

 

Linc introduced Jake Donovan to Emma as Gillian stood to one side, giving her a reassuring smile.

Emma's head began to swirl.  Something was going to happen.  She could feel it.  Both Gillian and her partner wouldn't be here if it wasn't.  Right?

The little bit she'd eaten for dinner had made her nauseous.  But she ignored anything and everything except the firm grip of Jake's hand on hers and the idea that she could find Paige.  Linc had done this for her and she was so grateful to him for giving her hope.  He'd warned her before Gillian had arrived that this just might be about more details...but details could be everything.

Emma went to the sofa and sat down, not sure her legs were going to hold her up.  Gillian sat beside her, but Linc and Jake stood, as if they were waiting for something.  Jake was Linc's height, but huskier.  Since he was formerly a cop, she'd expected him to be a little removed.  But he didn't have the guarded look she'd seen in the detective's eyes she'd dealt with after Paige had disappeared.  Maybe that was a good sign.

Gillian began.  "I need to talk to you about a couple of things."

"Anything," Emma assured her.

"I spoke with Craig Jamison. I didn't get the impression he'd ever do Paige any harm.  He said they broke up because she was too busy with school projects to give them much time to be together.  I believe he was telling the truth.  I don't think their relationship was more than friendship.  So I decided to contact the detective assigned to Paige's case.  He didn't tell me much, but he did say since your husband had died just a year ago, they had looked into whether his death and your sister's disappearance could be connected."

Never had anything close to that crossed Emma's mind.  "You're not serious!"

"I am.  But they couldn't find anything.  No connection at all.  But that doesn't mean there isn't one."

"How do we figure it out?  His accident was one in a chain, when someone stopped suddenly on the freeway.  Traffic was backed up for hours."

"They apparently took it apart, looking into every aspect of it.  But to tell you the truth, I don't get the feeling that your husband's accident had anything to do with your sister's disappearance."

If that was true, then Emma wasn't sure why Gillian was here.

"The detective pulled your sister's folder and had it on his desk.  He, of course, wouldn't let me look at it.  But I got this strong sensation he wasn't telling me everything.  I had taken along Paige's picture and her necklace.  While I was speaking with him, I got the strongest sensation that San Diego is important.  Can you tell me if your sister had a connection to San Diego?"

Emma was feeling queasy again...and very tired.  But this wasn't the time to be low-energy.  She searched her mind for anything Paige might have said about San Diego.  But she couldn't think of any reference, none at all.  She shook her head.

Now Jake entered the discussion.  "Did Paige have a computer?"

"She had a laptop.  She took it with her when she left.  When I asked the police about it, they said it could have been stolen from her car while it was sitting alongside the highway."

"And her purse?" Jake probed.

"That was gone, too."  

Jake and Gillian exchanged a look that Emma didn't understand.  Then Gillian asked, "Do you have a computer?"

"Yes, in my bedroom."

"Did Paige ever use it?"

"Sure.  When she didn't feel like booting up her laptop, or when her laptop froze up or crashed."

"Do you mind if I take a look at it?" Jake asked.

"No, I don't mind.  What do you think you'll find?"

"Old e-mails, and maybe I can access her social networking accounts."

"Social networking?  You mean like Branches?"  Although Emma only used her computer for store-related business and some word processing—she really didn't have time for anything else—she knew about the social networking site Paige accessed on a daily basis.  Her sister had wanted her to get involved, too, stating it would be good for her business.  She'd even given Emma her password so Emma could fish around before deciding to do it.  But Emma had just never taken the time to explore, let alone set up an account.

Linc explained, "Branches, Facebook, Twitter.  Women your sister's age do a lot of that," he said, with half of a smile.

"As well as texting," Jake added.  "But I accessed your sister's phone records and its use stopped the day she disappeared.  I'm sure the detective on the case did the same thing and checked the numbers for the past few months.  I didn't find anything unusual, but there are a couple of her friends that I'd like to interview if you think they'd be willing."

"I can call them."

"I'm bringing Jake in on this," Gillian said, "because his skill set is different than mine."

"I do the hard-assed investigative work," he said wryly, and Gillian made a face at him.

Linc asked Emma, "Are your computer accounts password protected?"

"The passwords are automatically saved so I don't have to look them up each time."

"Not a good idea," Jake told her, shaking his head.  "That's what most people do.  But it's a security nightmare."

"Come on.  I'll show you where it is," Emma offered, rising to her feet, feeling a little hazy as she did.  She only managed a few hours of sleep each night and she was just tired.  That's all.

"We'll be quiet so we don't wake your daughter," Jake told her.  "Linc said she was already in bed for the night."

"She's a sound sleeper.  Once she's asleep, she's usually out until around 7:00 a.m."

Gillian rose, too.  "You are so lucky.  Matthew wakes up if I tiptoe across the carpet.  Sometimes I think he's just waiting for us to make a noise so he can call out for us, thinking he's going to play.  I put him back to bed.  Nathan—he says that that's their guy time—and he plays with him when he wakes up.  In the middle of the night!  He just hates to see Matthew's crocodile tears."

"That's Nathan.  A softie," Linc dead-panned.

He followed them into Emma's bedroom and she wondered what he thought.  There was a double bed, a dresser with a mirror, a chest and a computer hutch.  The room was neither masculine nor feminine.  There were lots of stripes in green-and-navy with beige Berber carpeting.  Barrett had chosen the heavy pine furniture and she'd decorated with his tastes in mind.  She hadn't wanted to change anything after he died.  It had taken her a few months just to give his clothes to Goodwill.  She still grieved for her husband.  But now when she looked at the room she thought maybe she should have made some changes, maybe she should have been trying harder to move on.

As Jake sat at the computer chair, Gillian stood looking over his shoulder.

"The printer is hooked up to the computer?" Jake asked.

"Yes.  Print out anything you need to."

"This is going to take a while," Jake explained.  "If you'd rather wait in the living room, that's fine."

"No.  I want to see what you're doing.  I want to see...everything about my sister."

Suddenly Linc was beside her.  Taking her by the hand, he led her over to the bed.  There was a chest at the foot of it and they sat on that, side by side, his expensive suit trousers brushing her jeans.  This whole scene seemed so unreal, and she felt a little disoriented.

"Are you okay?" he asked, still holding her hand.

She liked the feel of his large, warm hand around hers, the texture of his skin against hers.  But she fought against that comforting feel.  "I'm fine."  She drew her hand away.

Why couldn't she lean into him and just enjoy his protective concern?  Because she was still grieving?  Because her sister had disappeared?  Because she had a daughter to raise, and she had to focus her attention on Becky?

Jake and Gillian went at it for over an hour.  They worked in a coordinated effort, as if they had done this many times before.  Jake found e-mails related to Paige and while Gillian read them in one window, Jake opened another, searching and searching and searching.  They asked Emma questions about names and places they found.  Emma thought she had known all of Paige's friends, but when Jake switched to Branches and other social networking sites, she realized she hadn't known everyone Paige was connected to.

Linc said to her more than once, "Not everybody is a real friend.  People hook up on these sites because they're interested in the same subjects, share thoughts about celebrities, movies and books."

Jake had printed out pages and pages for Gillian to sort through, too, and the printer ran out of paper.

Emma was glad for something to do.  "I keep the reams in the hall closet.  I’ll get more."  She needed a break from her closeness to Linc.  She needed to take a few deep breaths.  Air suddenly seemed to be at a premium.

She kept the box of paper on the floor in the closet.  She bought it in bulk because that was more economical, and when she was doing bookwork she liked a hard copy to look over, too.

After she opened the closet, she stooped over to pull the heavy box from under the bottom shelf.  She did, flipped the lid off and lifted out a ream of paper.  But when she stood, everything was grey.  Dots danced in front of her eyes and her ears rang.  She thought the sensation would pass, but suddenly she felt clammy and disoriented.  When she grabbed for the door handle, it slipped from her hand.

She felt herself falling...falling...falling...then closed her eyes as all the little black spots became one huge black curtain that surrounded her right before she passed out.

#

When Emma awakened she was lying on her sofa, a cool cloth across her forehead and one at the back of her neck.  The first thing she thought was that the pillow in back of her head was going to get wet.  Then she opened her eyes and saw Linc.  He was kneeling on the floor beside the sofa, his hand on that cool washcloth.  Gillian and Jake were standing nearby.

"Don't tell me you're fine," Linc scolded her.  "Does anything hurt?  I shouldn't have moved you, but I just scooped you up—"

He'd carried her to the sofa?  She almost smiled at the image that presented.  But then it all came rushing back and she knew she shouldn't be smiling at all.  "I just bent over for the paper and when I went to straighten up, everything got fuzzy.  She started to sit up.  "But I'm really—"  She stopped.  From the stormy look in his eyes, she knew she'd better not say it.

"I called a friend of mine.  He's a doctor.  He's going to stop by."

"Linc, that's unnecessary.  Two of your friends are already here.  Do you really think you need reinforcements?"  She was trying to make light of this but not doing a very good job.

"I want Zack to check you over.  I already told him you're not eating much and you're not sleeping."

"Oh, thank you.  That will give him a great impression of my life."

"Emma.  If you don't take care of yourself, how will you take care of Becky?  Stop being obtuse about this."

"Obtuse?"  She snuck a look at him.  "What kind of doctor is this Zack?"

"His specialty is internal medicine.  Fainting isn't anything to fool around with."

"I didn't faint.  I was just a little dizzy."

"You passed out cold."

Ever since she'd known Linc, she hadn't seen him look angry, but he looked angry now.

"How many friends do you have?" she asked.  "I don't think my house is big enough for them all."

Finally his expression gentled, and he relented a little.  "I meet a lot of people in my business.  I met Zack when he was just an intern.  At that time hospital shows were in and I was taping some real life segments to use for research.  He and I got to talking and we've been friends since."

"Does he still work at a hospital?"

"No.  He has a private practice.  But he's thinking about taking a break from it all for a while."

"Why?"

"That's his story to tell.  But he's known tragedy and it's affected him.  He's always thinking about jumping on his motorcycle and taking off for parts unknown."

If she kept talking and kept Linc talking, he wouldn't look so worried.  "Which parts?"

"I don't think he cares.  But he's good with horses.  His parents owned a ranch when he was growing up.  They had to sell it because times just got too tough, but I think it's always been a second love of his."

Gillian handed Emma a glass of juice.  "Drink this.  You could be dehydrated."

Emma sighed, took the juice and drank it.  Then she said, "Please don't hover.  Go back to what you were doing."

After Gillian gave Linc a long look, he nodded.  Jake and Gillian disappeared into the bedroom once more.

Linc wouldn't let Emma move from the sofa until Zack arrived.  He entered her house carrying a doctor's bag and she felt foolish all over again.

After Linc introduced Zack to Emma, he said to his friend, "Make her tell you what she's eaten in the past week.  It wouldn't even fill one of your pill bottles."  To Emma, he asked, "Do you want me to send Gillian in to watch out for you while Zack examines you?"

Dr. Zackary Burke had black hair and blue eyes and looked as if he could be a heartbreaker.  But there was something in those blue eyes that told Emma he did need a break.  Maybe because she'd just found out she wasn't Superwoman and had limits, she could see his.  "I don't need Gillian.  Let her work."

Zack didn't try to make small talk, simply asked her questions about diet and exercise.  He took her blood pressure and listened to her heart.  He put a strip on her forehead to take her temperature, tested her reflexes and then looked into her throat.  He had a gentle, caring  touch—not at all like some doctors who rushed through an exam as if their patient was a mannequin.

Zack asked her about aches and pains and headaches and insomnia.  She answered truthfully on all accounts.  When he was finished, he pulled a hassock up in front of the sofa and sank down onto it.

Giving her a penetrating glare meant to be stern, he said, "You have to take better care of yourself."

She'd heard this from Linc, but having a doctor say it to her shook her up.  "That's difficult when I have no appetite and I'm worried every minute of the day."

The look in his eyes softened along with his voice.  "Linc told me what's going on and I understand.  But you have to manage to grab time for yourself.  You have to figure something out so that you relax or exercise or both at least a half hour a day—better yet twice a day—in addition to eating the right food and keeping yourself hydrated.  Cut caffeine out of your vocabulary.  I want to make sure nothing sinister is going on, so I'd like you to have some blood work done tomorrow.  Will you?"

"Yes."

"You'll have to fast for ten hours.  And I'm going to leave sleeping medication to help straighten out your sleep cycle."

As his blue eyes kept clinically assessing her, he took off his stethoscope and pushed it into his bag on the coffee table.

"Can I ask you something?"  Emma needed more information where Linc was concerned.

"You can ask."

"Why did you do this for Linc tonight?"

Obviously reluctant to answer, Zack finally responded, "Linc has been around when I needed him."

"And you've been around for him," she guessed.

Smiling for the first time since he arrived, Zack stood.  "Are you trying to figure him out?"

She felt herself blush.  "Maybe I am.  He just kind of jumped into my life and—"

Now Zack's smile was a full-fledged grin.  "He can be a bit overwhelming, but Linc's intentions are usually good."

"Just usually?" Linc asked from the hall doorway, obviously hearing at least part of their discussion.

Trying to recover her composure from everything that had happened, Emma finally rose from the couch.

"So what caused the fainting?" Linc asked Zack.

"My hunch is—low blood sugar.  But you had already guessed that.  The best thing you can do for her—"  At Emma's raised brows, he amended, "The best thing she can do for herself is warm up something to eat and get a good night's sleep.  If the dizziness happens again, I'll set up some other tests.  She'll have blood work in the morning."

"You'll still be around to give me the results?" she asked.

Zack shot a look at Linc.  "I'll be around for another few weeks."

Then the handsome doctor made sure everything was where it should be in his bag, clicked it shut, and left.

Linc wrapped his arm around Emma's waist, and this time she didn't protest or pull away.  He was tall and hard and solid and everything she seemed to need right at the moment.

"How do Chinese leftovers sound?"

"I think I'd rather have peanut butter toast."

He arched his brows at her, then shrugged.  "Peanut butter toast it is."

#

Linc wasn't sure what was happening to him.  When he'd seen Emma crumple to the floor, he'd felt absolute panic.  He never panicked.  He couldn't in his business, with the world and finances and ratings changing from minute to minute.  If he didn't have something planned, he winged it and not much ruffled him.

But seeing Emma fall to the floor had.

While the bread toasted, he poured two glasses of milk.  As she slathered peanut butter on the toast and then ate her snack, they talked.  Granted, he was trying to distract her while Jake and Gillian did their thing.  But the talking led him to a deeper appreciation of Emma and her life, though he didn't give away a whole lot about his.

At least he didn't until she asked, "So what was your childhood like?  I told you all about mine and how I want Becky's to be better and different.  But I want to know something about Linc Granger, the kid."

A smudge of peanut butter on her upper lip had him reaching toward her before he could help himself.  He wiped it away with his thumb.  Her gaze took on that deer-in-the-headlights fascination with his and they simply stared at each other for a very long time.

"Was that meant to derail me from taking the conversation any further?" she finally asked as he leaned back in his chair.

"Maybe."

"Just maybe?"

She hadn't known him very long and already she could see through him.  That was scary.  He thought he did a very good job of covering whatever he didn't want anyone else to know.

"If you don't want to tell me, that's fine.  But don't act as if I didn't ask the question or as if it's not important," she scolded.

"You see too much," he said brusquely.

She shrugged.  "Well, perhaps the women in your life up until now just haven't delved deeper than the rich successful producer."

"You're too young to be so wise."

She laughed.  "I'm not that young."

"I have ten years on you."

"You're thirty-six?"

He nodded, then couldn't stop himself before he asked, "How old was your husband?"

"He was two years older than I am."

"I feel like I'm twenty years older than you," Linc admitted.

"Why?"

"Because you still see the world as you want it to be, rather than as it is."

"How can you know that?"

He covered her hand with his and rubbed his thumb across her wrist.  "Just from things you say.  You're not jaded, Emma.  You don't have an edge.  You're honest with people and expect them to be honest with you in return."

"So you think I can't see reality as it is?"

"I don't think you want to see reality as it is."

Frowning, she pulled her hand away.  "You're so wrong.  After Barrett died, I had no choice but to face reality.  I had Becky to raise on my own.  I made my business more successful with sheer determination and hard work.  That's facing reality."

Apparently she'd taken his comments as insults.  "I meant all of those things that I said as a compliment."

She took a sip of her milk and eyed him.  "Really?"

"Really," he assured her.

After another sip of milk, she studied him until he felt uncomfortable.  "What?"

"I don't think you're as jaded as you think you are.  I think you want to believe in the best even if you see the worst.  Why did you decide to help me?"

"Because I saw a good story."  He wasn't going to put a pretty picture on it for her.

"You felt no compassion for what I was going through?"

"Emma—"

"So...tell me about your childhood."

Leaning back in his chair, he realized she wasn't going to let this go.  Why should she?  He'd kissed her and was thinking about doing it again.  "There's not much to tell.  My parents were divorced.  Both my parents wanted custody and I felt like a pawn.  Maybe that's why I became so determined to control my own destiny."

"Who did you end up living with?"

Linc felt as if he was excavating his childhood and didn't like doing it.  "My mom.  But she didn't really want me.  She just wanted the child support.  So when I was sixteen, I went to live with my dad."

"Where's your dad now?"

"He lives in Portland."

"And your mom?"

There Emma went again, hitting a vulnerable spot.  "After I went to live with dad, she wanted nothing to do with me."

"You still don't talk?"

"Talk?  All my mother cares about is money.  When I was nominated for my first Emmy she contacted me wanting some."

"What did you do?"

"I gave it to her in the form of a trust she couldn't blow all at once.  I haven't heard from her since."

"Oh, Linc."

The empathy in Emma's eyes was almost too much to gaze at.  The expression on her face wasn't pity, but rather understanding.  He almost wanted to get up and leave.  Whatever was happening between him and Emma was happening way too fast.  He knew she wasn't ready for it.

What about him?   He didn't know if he was ready, either.  But he did know this beautiful woman with the little girl and understanding heart and too much on her plate couldn't keep handling all of it alone.

"You need to get a good night's sleep."

She laughed.  "It's already midnight."

"I know.  So some deep, unworried sleep matters even more."

"What are you suggesting?"

"I'm suggesting I sleep on your couch tonight.  What if you get dizzy again and you're alone here with Becky?  Until you have that blood work done, you won't know if something's going on that shouldn't be.  Zack can probably get it rushed through.  If you go to the medical center first thing in the morning, you'll know by the next day."

"Fainting won't happen again.  I was just overwrought and overtired."

"My point exactly.  If I sleep on your couch, maybe you'll feel safe and actually fall into a deep sleep.  When Becky gets up, I can make breakfast and you can sleep a little later."

"Absolutely not!  I'm not going to start depending on you, Linc.  That won't be good for me."

He was about to argue when Gillian came into the kitchen, looking excited.

"Are you sure your sister never mentioned San Diego?"

Since Emma had eaten and had lots to drink—Linc kept pushing milk and juice—she definitely felt more clear-headed, though her anxiety level hadn't lessened.  She searched her mind again for any references Paige had ever made to San Diego and still came up empty.

"I'm sorry.  Nothing I can remember."

Gillian pulled out a kitchen chair and sat.  "Jake found posts by a man—Tim Levine."

Again, Emma searched her mind for that name, and finally shook her head.

"He and Paige had a get-to-know-you back-and-forth about a year and a half ago," Gillian said.  "Then just a post here and there until another flurry about six months ago.  Yet I got the sensation that they communicated in between somehow.  When I read his posts, I'm getting a strong sense of Paige—like they're still very connected.  Does she have a long tunic top with a tie-dye design?"

Emma felt excitement she hadn't experienced since her sister disappeared.  "Yes.  She made it last year for Christmas."

"That's when their posts were more frequent," Gillian murmured with a nod.

"What were they about?"

"Nothing helpful.  But I got the feeling they might have taken their friendship offline.  There was an email in your recycle bin from him.  She thanked him for being there and said she'd call soon.  When we checked this guy's stats, we saw he lived in San Diego.  Jake always tries to find a fact to confirm my feeling.  We did."

"So what's next?" Linc asked.

Emma had already realized he was a man of action.

Jake entered the kitchen then, looking tired, but pleased they had a lead.  "Gillian and I are going to fly to San Diego.  The question is—do you want to come along?"






Chapter Five

 

"You made a good decision," Linc said with a smile as Emma walked into the living room, carrying two pillows and a sheet.

He took them from her and somehow transferring bed pillows from her arms to his caused her racing thoughts to speed up into super-drive.  This could be such a big mistake.  "All three of you convinced me. I do need to get some rest.  Tomorrow I'll have to put some things in order if we're leaving for San Diego the following morning."

"You just wanted to shut us all up.  That's why you agreed to me staying.  Jake and Gillian are worried about you, too," he said more softly.

"I understand.  I scared everyone.  They won't want me along if I can't hold my own."

After plumping the pillows, Linc plopped them at the foot of the sofa.  Then he unfurled the sheet and draped it at the opposite end.

"You're going to be uncomfortable out here.  You're welcome to sleep in the guest bedroom."

 "But it's really not a guest bedroom, is it?  It's Paige's room."

The night had been one surprise after another.  Now here she was with a near-stranger in her living room and he was spending the night.

"How am I going to explain you to Becky?" she suddenly wondered.

The look in Linc's eyes as he approached her caused Emma's breath to hitch.  He was in her house, under her roof and anything could happen.  But she had a daughter to think of and it couldn't.

Almost tenderly, he slid a hand on either side of her face and held her there, gazing at her with concern and desire and protectiveness she'd never felt from a man before.  "Becky has sleep-overs, doesn't she?" he asked.

"You mean with friends?"

"Sure.  Jake's little boy does it.  Nathan's girls do, too.  Just tell Becky you and I are having a sleep-over."

"I can imagine her telling that to her friends!"

Her expression must have been so wry, Linc laughed.  "She'll be having a sleep-over with Maris," he pointed out reasonably.

She had to call Maris in the morning to make sure she was available to stay with Becky.

They had decided to keep their tickets open-ended.  Jake would be making reservations today.  So she didn't know exactly when they'd be back.  She hoped she'd be back the same day.  But it depended if their leads were really leads.  A name from Branches and one email didn't seem to be much to go on.

Before Linc could kiss her and she fell into his arms, possibly ending up in her bedroom, she backed away.

"Are you going to take the sleep medication Zack left for you?"  He stuffed his hands in his trouser pockets, as if he wanted to do something else with them but wasn't.

"I'd rather not.  I'm tired enough.  I should be able to fall asleep."

"I'm sure you've been tired other nights.  Did you sleep then?"

"No," she admitted.  "That's what started this whole cycle."

"Then don't try to be an iron maiden.  Do what you have to do.  That's why I'm staying over."

His chiding tone rubbed her the wrong way.  He must have seen that because he massaged the back of his neck.  "It's your life.  You do what you want.  I'm going to switch on the sports channel for a while if it won't bother you.  And then I'm out.  It takes me about two seconds to fall asleep."

Relaxing a bit, she knew he was being kind.  And she was acting like a woman who—  Who'd never had a man around before.  That wasn't true.  But her relationship with Barrett had never been filled with all these sparks...a push-pull she didn't understand...and an innate desire on her part to make sure Linc knew where she stood.

"What time do you get up?"

"Early," he said almost curtly and she felt bad that this "awkwardness" was interfering with what could be a decent friendship.

"I'll have to make some early calls and video-conference," he added.

"You won't have to go into work?"

"I'll drive into the studio tomorrow afternoon.  I have a few meetings and a schedule to rearrange if I'm going to be away.  I should be back for an important taping on Monday. But we'll see how things go.  We don't know what we're going to find.  Sometimes Jake and Gillian have to do the footwork without the well-meaning interference from relatives or friends."

"You're saying I could get in the way."

"Possibly."

There was that blunt honestly again that she wasn't sure she liked.  But there were so many other things about Linc Granger that she did like.  Maybe too many things.  She'd only known the man a little over a week but it felt like a lot longer.

As Emma turned toward the hall and her bedroom, Linc asked, "Am I making you uncomfortable because you don't want me here?  Or am I making you uncomfortable because you want your husband here?"

How would Barrett have acted if he were here and Paige had disappeared?  She hadn't stopped to think about that.  To her dismay, she realized she'd have to be taking care of him as well as Becky.  After Becky had been born, he'd been...jealous of his daughter and the fact that Emma no longer had as much time to spend with him as she had before their baby had come into the world.  In some ways, he'd acted entitled to what she could provide as a wife.  But then they'd developed a rhythm.  He'd understood Becky's needs had had to come first.  Their marriage had settled into something satisfying if not exciting.

But he wouldn't have been any kind of help in this situation.  Not knowing how much comfort he would have been made her sad.

"I'm confused about a lot right now, Linc.  But as far as tonight goes, I'm glad you're here."

Then she hightailed it out of the living room for her bedroom before anything happened between them she'd regret.

#

Linc felt the tug on his arm and instantly came awake.  Becky's dark brown eyes held questions and he didn't have most of the answers.

"Mommy's door's shut!  Her door's not ever shut."

Linc had closed Emma's bedroom door last night after she'd fallen asleep.  He'd guessed she probably left it open so she'd hear her daughter.  But last night she'd needed sleep and he had intended to take care of Becky if she called.

"Your mommy's been really tired lately.  So I thought it was a good idea if I stayed and helped if either of you needed anything."

Becky shifted a small pink blanket she'd dragged in over her arm and bit her lower lip as she considered his explanation.  Then she eyed the remote on the coffee table.  "Can we watch SpongeBob?"

Maybe Emma didn't let her watch TV in the morning.  If so, today was going to be an exception.  He sat up and handed her the remote.  "Do you know the channel?"

Grinning at him, she pressed the "Power" button then three of the numbers.

Kids today, he thought with a shake of his head.  SpongeBob popped up on the screen.  At least it wasn't another Barbie movie like Nathan's youngest daughter insisted on watching.

When Becky sidled close to Linc and laid her head against his chest, then poked her thumb into her mouth, he felt as if he'd dropped into a life that wasn't really his.  Draping his arm around Becky, he watched the cartoon with her.

After about a half hour, though, he'd had enough.  Action was his strong suit.  "Are you hungry?"

"Is there time for pancakes?"

Linc imagined that on days when Emma left for work, pancakes weren't on the breakfast menu.  But today, he wasn't going to deny this little girl anything.

A few minutes later, Linc realized that Emma kept an organized pantry.  It wasn't long before he found an electric griddle, pancake mix, milk and eggs.

When Becky wandered into the kitchen, her pink blanket over her arm, she pushed one of the kitchen chairs over beside him.

After she climbed up on it, she announced, "Mommy lets me watch."

"Does she let you help stir?  I can always use help stirring."

Becky finally let her blanket drop to the chair seat, took hold of the spoon he held out to her, and tried her best to stir the eggs into the mix with the milk.  There were a few splashes of course.  He'd have to change his shirt before he dropped by his office.  But a few dollops of pancake batter were nothing compared to the good feeling in his chest for helping this mother and daughter.

He'd flipped the last of the golden brown pancakes on the griddle and was watching the scrambled eggs on the stove when Emma came through the living room.  Just awakened, she looked sexy.  Visions of her waking up beside him urged his internal temperature up a few degrees.

Becky must have heard her mom's soft footsteps, because from her shotgun position at the griddle, she turned and spotted her.  Quicker than lightning could strike, she was off the chair and running to her.

Emma hugged her as if she hadn't seen her for a week.  "Hey, baby.  What are you doing?"

"Makin' us breakfast.  Helpin' Linc.  It's almost done.  Come see."

Becky grabbed her mom's hand and pulled her toward Linc.

Emma's gaze met Linc's.  "Good morning."

"Good morning to you," he said as casually as he could manage.  She looked fabulous in drawstring pink patterned pants and a pink tank.  He figured they were a sleeping set.  Was her favorite color pink?  She looked more tempting in that outfit than any woman would look in lingerie.

Had he just seen too many women in lingerie?

She pointed to the blobs of pancake batter on his shirt.  "I can see Becky was helping?"

He chuckled.  "How do you know I didn't do this myself?"

"Well, if you did, then I'd say the next time you should borrow my apron."

"The next time?"  He picked up on that right away.

"Just a turn of phrase," she responded lightly with a slight blush, moving toward the refrigerator.

Becky had wandered with her blanket back into the living room to watch TV.  So he said, "That came out a little too easily.  Maybe you don't mind having a man sleeping on your couch."

"Maybe I didn't mind having you sleep on my couch.  Thank you, Linc.  That was the best night's sleep I've had in months."

He couldn't say he wished he'd been beside her in bed to watch her sleep, could he?

Her thoughts seemed to follow his because her cheeks seemed to pinken even more and she looked away.

"How do you feel?" he asked.

"Not dizzy.  But I know I have to have that blood work done this morning.  So I guess I can't eat any of this breakfast.  Zack said I had to fast for ten hours."

Linc swore.  "I'm sorry.  I wasn't thinking."

She shook her head.  "It's okay.  Becky will love the pancakes.  And I love leftover pancakes.  When I get back, I'll warm them in the microwave."  She came toward him and then laid her hand on his arm.  "I'm grateful, Linc.  For everything you've done.  Don't ever think I'm not."

Unable to keep from putting thought into action, he wrapped an arm around her, pulled her toward the cover of the pantry closet and brought her close.  Before he even considered what he was about to do, he kissed her.

When Emma's hands slid across his nape, he almost closed the pantry door.  But he knew he couldn't.  He also knew the kiss couldn't last too long or he'd have her clothes off as well as his.  He let his tongue sweep her mouth.  He let his hands roam down her back.  He tortured himself with the idea of burying himself in her.  Then he ended the kiss, and he merely held her.

Resting his forehead against hers, he said, "I don't want gratitude."

After a moment in which she obviously composed herself, she asked, "What do you want, Linc?"

On the spot, he asked himself the same question.  An affair?  A one-night stand?  A family of his own?

Where had that thought come from?  He willed himself to slow everything down.  He tried to erect again the walls that Emma and her story had torn down.  He attempted to distance himself at least for now.

"I want to find your sister for you.  Or at the least, help Gillian and Jake do it.  So I decided to charter a jet to fly to San Diego.  There's a company I use that will accommodate us."

Emma looked as if she'd just been plunged from one world into another, and he knew the feeling.  The haze of their desire could block out everything else...could let them escape...could possibly create something new.  But now wasn't the time.  She knew it, too.

"After breakfast, I'll make some calls," he assured her.  "If we have our own plane, we won't have to waste hours in the airport, and I can get you home to Becky as soon as possible.  Is that all right with you?"

He knew he couldn't just make unilateral decisions, although that was what he was used to doing most.  Emma wasn't the type of woman who liked to be left out of decision-making.

"That would be the most practical thing to do," she said, and he couldn't tell if her voice trembled a bit...if the kiss had meant something to her...if she was looking for more than an escape.

Maybe if they found answers in San Diego, he'd find out.

#

Parked at the curb in the driver's seat in one of San Diego's residential neighborhoods the following day, Linc glanced over at Emma.  Her gaze was riveted to Gillian and Jake who were walking up the path to a stone and stucco rancher.  They'd checked in at their hotel, one where Linc often stayed, then driven to this neighborhood not far from the college area.  The city contained more than a hundred neighborhoods and had often been called the City of Villages.  Mesas and canyons, agricultural preserves and business centers defined community planning areas with distinct neighborhoods.  Tim Levine's neighborhood was older, but well kept.  Bougainvillea climbed the trellis beside the carport.  A palm tree in the front yard partially obstructed their view of the small porch and the front door of the house the man rented.

"Do you think he'll tell them anything?" Emma asked, glancing at Linc then back at Gillian and Jake.

Emma had seemed withdrawn on the plane, definitely had been lost in her thoughts.  He knew she wasn't going to be able to live her life again until she found out what had happened to her sister.

"It depends where the interview goes.  If he won't even let Gillian and Jake inside, they're not going to get very far.  On the other hand, Gillian might be able to pick something up even if he doesn't want to talk."

"Is Jake sure he's not married?"

"He couldn't find anything.  The good thing is he didn't find anything else negative, either."

"You consider being married a negative?" Emma asked.

He gave her a wry grimace.  "Not what I meant.  Though it is a negative if he's involved with Paige."

"Involved?"

"That's what Jake and Gillian are going to find out.  I know this is tough for you."  He reached over and took her hand.  "But this is the first decent lead we've had."

"But you think the police already questioned him."

"If they went through Paige's Branches posts like we did, I'm sure they did.  That's why Gillian picked up the San Diego connection from the detective."

"This is such a long shot," Emma said on a released breath.

"It is, but it's the only one we've got."

"He's opening the door."  Emma's voice was tight with anxiety and excitement.

From their vantage point, Linc and Emma watched the interchange at the door.  Linc's heart was beating fast so he could only imagine the speed of Emma's.  You never knew in a situation like this what could happen.

Levine, who was tall and slim and wearing horned-rimmed glasses, shook his head and attempted to close his door.  But Jake was quick...and strong.  He held it open.  Linc saw Gillian put her hand on Jake's elbow.  Then she reached out and handed Levine something.  But it fell to the ground.  After Levine stooped over to pick it up, Gillian tapped it.

"She's trying to make contact," Linc murmured.

"Make contact?"

"Touch him in some way...or at least touch the same thing he's touching."

They saw how Jake backed off now...how Gillian shook the man's hand.  Then the two of them turned away from the door and started back to the SUV.

Linc had made sure they'd rented a vehicle with darkly-tinted windows, just in case they needed some anonymity.  Now he was glad of that.  Levine hadn't seen him or Emma.  And that might come in handy.  He and Jake would have to come up with Plan B if this didn't work.  Linc always had a Plan B.

Jake and Gillian climbed into the back of the SUV.  Linc asked, "Anything?"

"Not much," Jake muttered.

"He's probably going to watch out the window until we leave," Linc concluded.  "So let's get out of here."

He started up the SUV, pulled out on to the street and drove away from the house.  Afterward Linc glanced in the rear view mirror at Gillian.  She looked troubled.

"Let's go back to the hotel and get something to eat.  We can talk there about all of this.  Gillian, are you all right?"

"I'm fine," she said in a low voice.

But Linc knew something was up.

Emma must have realized it, too, because she turned around and looked at Gillian.  "What did you see?"

"I'm trying to piece it together.  Give me a little time to process, okay?"

Emma gave Linc a look that said—What choice did she have?

#

The hotel had an old-world feel with its gas light lanterns, ornate portico and tall rose bushes.  "There's an outdoor cafe," Linc suggested as he handed his keys to the valet.  "We can grab a table."

"Privacy is probably best," Jake decided as he glanced at Gillian.  "My room or yours?" he asked Linc.

"My suite has a table large enough for a board meeting.  We can spread out, talk, use the computer, do whatever we need to do."

"But my TV's bigger than yours," Jake said with an attempt at levity.

Jake and Gillian sometimes traveled on a shoestring.  This time Linc was paying.  They hadn't wanted a suite, so Linc had reserved the best single rooms in the hotel for each of them.  "Enjoy it while you can," Linc joked back.  "I don't think Sara will let you move one in that's that big."  Jake's wife, Sara, was all about what was best for their son, Christopher.  Like Emma, she didn't want him watching too much TV...or thinking he could have a movie theater in his house.

The women remained silent during this back and forth.  But Linc knew the same thing was on all of their minds.

They rode the elevator in silence, then he used his key card to open the door.  He let all three of them precede him inside.  But when Emma passed him, he had to take in a big gulp of air.  She was wearing sea green capri pants and a matching top.  Her perfume was a scent that was ethereally light.  He wanted to wipe her worry away and give her back her life.  Maybe this was a start.

Ignoring the grandeur of the living room with its gas fireplace, he went to the kitchen and pulled bottles of water and soda from the stocked refrigerator.  After he set them on the table, they all took seats on the padded, cushy dining chairs.  But nobody seemed interested in comfort.  All eyes turned to Gillian.

Emma broke the silence.  "Don't be afraid to say anything in front of me, Gillian...whether it's right or wrong or somewhere in between.  I just need to know something."

"I believe Paige is alive."

Linc heard Emma's small gasp, and he leaned forward slightly to watch Gillian's expression.

"I could see Paige's name all around Tim Levine."

"He had a throw-away phone," Jake said.  "When he stooped over to pick up Gillian's card, it practically fell out of his pocket.  Maybe they had conversations after they met, but my guess is that it won't do any good to access his phone records to figure out what's happening now."

"He's communicating with someone on that phone," Gillian said.  "Either Paige or someone else who knows where Paige is."  Her voice was sure and Linc didn't doubt Gillian's vibes.

"Like a kidnapper?" Emma asked.

"Possibly," Jake responded.  "But as you said, you haven't received a ransom note...no call demanding money.  So either someone is holding Paige against her will or she did run away, wanting to leave her life behind."

Emma studied Gillian.  "Do you know?"

"I don't know anything for certain.  I'm just getting some strange signals I don't understand.  From Paige's jewelry you gave me as well as from Tim Levine.  It feels like...a secret of some kind."

"Between them?" Linc asked.

"No.  No...and that's what's confusing."

"So Levine knows where she is?" Emma asked.

Gillian shook her head.  "I can't tell you that, Emma.  That's what I mean about everything being confusing.  Paige might be in contact with him, but he might not know where she is.  Or someone who's holding her might be in contact with him.  And he still might not know."

"Why hasn't he talked to the authorities?" Emma asked almost rhetorically.

Gillian shook her head.

Linc could see Emma's frustration and it compounded his own.  He said, "Why don't you and Gillian order room service?  It doesn't matter what you get.  Jake and I are going to conference.

"About?" Emma asked.  "Don't you think I should be involved?"

"I don't want to bring you personally into this unless I have to," Linc said.  "Just in case there's some kind of criminal element involved.  You have to think of Becky, too."

"Of course, I'm thinking of Becky," Emma said hotly.  "I can't just sit by."

"Order room service," Linc repeated.  "You have to trust me."

She crossed her arms over her chest and stared him down.  She was good with that because she'd had lots of practice with a four-year-old.  But he was better.  He never blinked.

He wasn't sure what he saw in her eyes eventually—it might have been resignation more than trust—but she gave in.  "All right."  She was saying the words but she didn't mean them because nothing was all right.  "Conference with Jake," she told him curtly.  "But then tell me what we're going to do next."

He didn't reply.  He didn't know if he was going to tell her what they were going to do next.  That all depended on what Jake thought of his idea.

In Linc's bedroom with the door closed, Jake said, "She's upset."

"Do you think I don't know that?" Linc asked almost angrily.

"Whoa!  You've got to keep a cool head.  You know that.  This isn't like you."

No, this wasn't like him at all.  He felt as if he'd tumbled down the proverbial rabbit hole and couldn't figure which way was out...or if he even wanted to get out.  He blew out one very long breath, rubbed the back of his neck and asked his friend, "What's Gillian holding back?"

"I don't know that she is."

"Oh, yes, you do.  You've been around her a lot more than I have and I know she's not telling us something."

"Maybe she doesn't feel it's time."

"I know what Emma is imagining.  Someone is holding Paige and doing terrible things to her.  We have to figure this out and fast."

"You sound as if you have a plan."

"I do.  I want you to tail Levine tonight."

"What if he stays in all night watching TV?"

"Not likely from his posts on his Branches page.  He seems to favor private clubs.  You know that as well as I do.  I want him out and about alone, someplace where I can approach him."

"Linc, I don't think this is a good idea."

"I think I can get through to him.  I've gotten to know Emma, and if he cares at all about Paige, he might care about her sister, too."

"And what if he's mixed up in something shady?"

"Then you'll have my back.  I'm not carrying.  I guess you are."

Jake's lack of response told him he was right.

"Tail him and then call me.  I'm not leaving San Diego without answers."

Jake's eyes were worried.  "I hope you know what you're doing because if you mess this up, Emma's never going to forgive you."

If he messed this up...he was never going to forgive himself.






Chapter Six

 

After Jake and Gillian left Linc's suite, Emma called Becky.  She couldn't wait to talk to her daughter, though she was concerned Becky would want her there, not here, and she'd feel even more torn up than she felt now.

But Becky seemed to be having a blast with Maris.  "We went for ice cream, watched Barbie and had hot dogs with French fries!"

Becky's enthusiasm buoyed Emma and she was so relieved that her daughter didn't seem to miss her.  "So what are you and Maris going to do tonight?"

"Look at my American Girl doll book."

Becky had wanted an American Girl doll for the past few months, but the expense wasn't something Emma could justify.  By Christmas the doll might be a possibility.  "Then what?" Emma prompted.

"Read ten books and count stars."

Counting the stars was Becky's favorite bedtime ritual. Usually by the time they'd counted twenty or so, her daughter's eyes were already closed.

"Sounds like a plan. If you keep busy with Maris, I might be home before you know it.  I'll call you again in the morning, and maybe we can have breakfast together, long distance style.  You can slurp your cereal while I eat my toast.  Okay?"

"Okay."

"I love you, honey."

"Love you, too.  Here's Maris."

After Emma spoke to Maris for a few minutes, she told her she'd call her the following day to give her an update.

Linc was standing at the counter, holding a mug of coffee.  During their meal, his gaze had been on her more than it wasn't.  She'd eaten because she knew that was best.  But she'd kept out of the conversation with Jake and Gillian for the most part.  She'd been frustrated with Linc, his attitude and everything that wasn't happening.  He knew it.  She knew he wasn't the type of man to just let it pass.

She supposed that was a good thing because Barrett had let so many things pass him by.  Especially their daughter and watching her grow up as she learned new things about her world and about herself each day.  Emma hadn't minded his absence so much for herself.  And she supposed now that that fact was telling.  But she had minded for Becky's sake.

Emma set her cell phone on the table by the sofa, gearing up for another round with Linc.  One way or another, she was going to be kept in the loop.

Trying to keep the tension between them to a minimum, she went to the refrigerator for a bottle of water.  Zack had told her to stay away from caffeine.  He'd called her with her blood work results before they'd left.  Everything had checked out that her tests were normal.  She just needed to follow his advice and take better care of herself.

After she plucked a water bottle from the fridge, she unscrewed the lid.  She took a few swallows, eyed Linc and asked him, "So are you going to tell me what you and Jake discussed?"

"Not specifically."

She plopped the bottle down on the counter, turned and headed for her bedroom before she said something she'd regret.  Or heard something she didn't want to hear.

But Linc had apparently been prepared for her reaction.  He stepped in front of her and wouldn't let her pass.  "Jake is handling it.  He's going to give me a call later, and I might have to go out.  That's all you need to know."

He was six feet two of imposing male.  Dressed in khakis and an oxford shirt with the sleeves rolled up his forearms, she felt that ever-present pull of attraction even as they went toe to toe. That chemistry between them made her even more frustrated.

"What gives you the right to tell me what I need to know?" she demanded.

"This gives me the right."

Before she had time to blink, he'd pulled her into his arms and his lips came down on hers...hard and possessive...as if this kiss would be the answer to everything.  Fleetingly she thought of yanking away.  But maybe she'd find answers here.

With the feel of his shirt rough against her palms, erotic twinges rushed through her body.  That happened whenever she was near Linc.  The taste of coffee on his tongue built up all her sensual anticipation.  She became fully aware that even though she might not find answers in Linc's arms, she did need an escape from everything that was happening.  He was providing her with one.

Before, Linc's kisses had been passionate, but restrained.  There was no restraint tonight in his raw hunger.  Because they were alone?  Or simply because he was tired of holding his desire in check?  Tired of letting her freeze him out?  Tired of ignoring the obvious chemistry between them?

Everything that had happened between them until now had been heightened by emotions running amuck.  How could she figure out what she was feeling for him when her whole world had turned upside down?  Right now, Linc wasn't helping that feeling.  In fact he was intensifying it a hundredfold.  And at this moment, she was letting him.

Suddenly Linc broke off the kiss, put a little space between them and held onto her shoulders.  She was aware of his strong muscled forearms.  Everything about Linc was strong...including his resolve and his determination to get what he wanted.  Yet he possessed an integrity she hadn't experienced with many men.

"If this isn't what you want, I'll go into my bedroom and lock the door.  You're safe here with me, Emma.  I'm not going to cajole you into something you don't want."

Oh, how she wanted.  Those green eyes, that thick dark hair, the slight cleft in his jaw that any woman would want to touch told her a night in his arms could be heaven.  Didn't she need heaven right now?  Didn't they both?

Feeling a little like Cinderella without a fairy godmother—this man was powerful, rich and full of confidence as he figuratively swept her off her feet—she succumbed to the attraction she'd felt from the first day she'd met him.  "Make me forget, Linc.  Just make me forget."

With a groan that said he was more than willing, he enfolded her into his arms again, beginning another kiss that could lead them straight to his bedroom.  The problem was—they didn't make it to the bedroom.

Their kiss took fire fittingly enough in front of the gas fireplace.  His fingers fumbled with her blouse buttons as hers tried to separate the plackets of his shirt.  Neither wanted to put a stop to the passion as they kissed.  So they grappled with material, popped buttons, and hungrily mated their tongues in kisses that fueled their desire.

Finally his hands were on her bare midriff and hers sifted through his chest hair.

Yes, she wanted to escape.  Yes, she wanted to go someplace with Linc she'd never been.  How did she know it was possible with him?  She just knew.  His touch electrified her and made her body tremble in anticipation.  Her touch?  She couldn't tell exactly how it was affecting him, though he seemed hungry to have her, hungry to rush ahead.  Yet hungry to pleasure her, too.

Linc Granger wasn't all about taking his pleasure then falling asleep.  He was all about mutual satisfaction.

Her clothes lay strewn across the floor first, but his swiftly followed.  Soon they were kneeling before each other on the carpet, fingers in each other's hair, their kisses angling for the finest taste, the most fervent exploration, the deepest kiss.  She barely registered her nakedness, the carpet beneath her, the glow from the fireplace.  Linc came to her with an urgency she felt, too.  They only had this moment in time.  Then it would vanish.

She opened her arms to him and wondered what was wrong when he hesitated.  But he didn't say a word, just grabbed for his khakis, took a wallet from his pocket and something from there.  A condom.  He was prepared with a condom.  It happened so fast and only took a few seconds.  Then he was back, kissing her again, touching her, making her believe she was the only woman in his universe.

When he entered her, she welcomed him.  Each thrust pushed her into more glorious sensations...more physical satisfaction than she'd ever known.  When she wrapped her legs around his hips, she'd never felt a more perfect union.  Her climax shook her body and tumbled her into sensations she'd only ever fantasized about.  Linc's release came as she still trembled around him...still held on tight.

With world-shattering intensity she realized she'd fallen in love!

#

Emma awakened a few hours later, cuddled into Linc's shoulder in his king-sized bed.  He'd carried her here, brushed her damp hair from her eyes and then they'd started all over again.  They'd touched and satisfied and dozed until she'd forgotten where she was and why she was here.  Maybe that had been his purpose.  She only knew she'd gotten lost in him.

Something had roused her from sleep and she realized Linc was reaching for his cell phone.  He must have put it on the night stand.  After kissing her brow, he lifted it to his ear.  He listened for a few moments, then said, "I'll be there in fifteen minutes," and clicked off.

Disentangling himself from her, he said, "I have to go out."

"Where?"  She realized she was as worried about his safety as much as learning more about her sister.

"We've been through this, Emma.  I'll be back as soon as I can.  If you need anything, call Gillian.  Or the main desk.  Ask for the manager.  He and I go way back."

"Call Gillian, not Jake?  Is he going to be with you?"

When Linc climbed out of bed, Emma couldn't help but admire the good shape he was in—magnificent shape.  He was so long-waisted with a flat stomach and slim hips, powerful looking athletic legs.  Was he a runner?  She didn't even know.  Yet she'd slept with him.  She'd fallen in love with him.

...And he'd pulled a condom from his pocket as if it was an everyday occurrence.

"What's the matter?" he asked.  "Besides the fact I won't tell you what you want to know."

"Nothing."

He sat on the edge of the bed and cupped her chin in his palm.  "Liar.  I know you, Emma."

"Do you?  Do I know you?"

"Where's this coming from?  Do you have regrets?"

There was no indication in his voice whether he did or not.  And that was part of the problem.  What was he feeling?

"I've never had a one-night stand before."

His face still remained neutral though his jaw tightened a little.  She wanted to punch his chest and ask—Didn't the past few hours mean anything to you?

"What makes you think this was a one-night stand?"

"Wasn't it?  You had condoms in your wallet...as if you do this all the time!"

"You would have preferred I didn't protect you?  Protect us?"

"That's not my point," she said quietly.  "You're the type of man who usually gets what he wants.  Tonight you wanted me.  I wanted you, too.  And I wanted to escape."  Her voice cracked on the last word.  "But I have a daughter to think of.  You have a life that doesn't usually include single moms and their children."

"So much for Google," he said with a shake of his head and a snort of disapproval.  "Do you want to know why I don't date a woman more than a few times?  And I don't give paparazzi a shot of my personal life if I can help it?  I'll tell you.  In my last serious relationship, the woman I thought I was going to marry had an abortion without telling me."

Emma felt her heart lurch.  "Linc—"

"So, yes, I make sure I carry condoms.  I'm making sure an accidental pregnancy doesn't ever happen again."

He rose to his feet once more.  "I've got to go.  Try to get some sleep.  I don't know how long this will take."

She hardly had time to catch her breath before he was out the door.  A few minutes later she heard the suite door close behind him.

She pulled Linc's pillow to her, cuddled into it, remembering everything about their love-making.

Just where did they go from here?

#

Following the directions Jake had given him, Linc parked, jogged quickly down a side street and took a right onto an alley.  Fifty feet up the alley, he encountered a six foot high fence.  His focus wasn't as sharp as it should be.  His mind was back in his hotel suite, on the floor in front of the fireplace with Emma... in his bed with Emma...finding sublime satisfaction with Emma.  He was truly rattled, not only from having sex with her but from their conversation afterward.  He had to get his head on straight and get it on straight now or what he was about to do would be a fiasco.

The fence gave patrons of the Red Door club privacy as they exited the back entrance for a smoke.  Somehow Jake had talked his way into the club and kept an eye on Levine who'd been dancing, drinking and smoking weed.  They'd learned from his Branches page that he was a grad student who liked to party on weekends.  Jake had told Linc he wouldn't be able to have a decent conversation with Levine inside the club.  The music was too loud, the crowd thick enough for everyone to be bumping into each other.  The good news was that Levine seemed to be there alone and hadn't hooked up with anyone.  He'd gone out for a smoke before.

Out back, Jake figured Linc could corner Levine even if there were patrons sitting at other picnic tables, drinking and talking.  Security was loose.  There were bouncers inside the club but not out back.  Once Linc had exited his suite, he and Jake had texted for updates and plans.

Now here he was, scaling a fence, hoping like hell the weights and jogging he'd kept up over the years paid off.

Linc landed on the other side of the fence under cover of a palm, balanced on the balls of his feet.  In the shadows he made his way around the perimeter until he spotted Levine at one of the tables, a drink in front of him, a cigarette in his hand.  Linc didn't know if Jake was outside yet or still inside.  He set his phone on vibrate.  Whether Jake was covering him or not, now was the time to move.

It was easy to pretend he'd been inside the club.  There were a few other picnic tables occupied by groups of twenty-somethings who were either sloshed or stoned because they didn't pay any attention to him or even seemed to notice him.  As he crossed to Levine's table and stopped behind him, he spotted Jake exit the back door.

"Mind if I join you?" he asked Levine from behind him.

Levine glanced at Linc over his shoulder, seeming unfazed one way or the other.  "I won't be here much longer," Levine said.  "It doesn't matter to me."

"Hot date with a missing girl?" Linc asked.

That got Levine's attention.  Under the glow of the back door's spotlight, Linc could see the man's pupils were slightly dilated.  He'd been more likely than not smoking something other than a Marlboro.

When Levine started to rise, Linc clamped a hand on his shoulder.  "I want to talk to you."

Levine glanced toward the back entrance, maybe thinking about calling security.  But he saw Jake standing there and must have recognized him.  Linc gave Jake a thumps-up sign and Jake returned it.

"Who are you?" Levine croaked.

"It doesn't matter.  What matters is that I intend to find out what happened to Paige Trent."

"I don't know anything," the man said desperately, trying to stand again.

But Linc had at least three inches on him, twenty pounds and a hell of a lot of workouts.  "I want a play by play.  How do you know Paige?  And you're not going anywhere until I find out everything you know.  My friend and I will make sure of that."

Levine reached into his pocket.  But Linc was quicker.  He snatched the man's phone.  "There's no cause for alarm here unless you have something to hide."

"I'm not hiding anything," Levine muttered weakly.

"Good."  He released the guy's shoulder then straddled the bench beside him.  "Then we can have a civil conversation, and both of us can walk away without any broken bones or bruises."  Linc had never played this tough guy act before, but now seemed to be the time.  

Tim Levine's gaze had dropped to his drink.  He appeared to think if he didn't look at Linc or Jake, they'd both go away.  That wasn't going to happen.

"Paige's sister Emma is worried sick about her."

"Emma?" Levine asked as if he knew who she was.

Linc considered himself a good judge of character if not a great one.  Levine, with his spiked hair and glasses, didn't look as if he'd ever attempted anything criminal or ever could.  So Linc decided to appeal to Levine's conscience and see what happened.

"Emma's not eating or sleeping.  She passed out the other night.  Becky misses Paige, too.  So I need to know what you know so she can be found.  Emma thinks she's lying in a ditch somewhere or worse yet being tortured by a psychopath.  Do you know any psychopaths?"

"I can't say anything," Levine practically moaned.  "I promised."

"Promised who?"

When he didn't respond, Linc said, "I'm not going anywhere.  Neither is Jake.  If we don't pull useful information out of you tonight, we'll keep trying.  We might even bring the San Diego police in on it since you obviously know something."

"I got a call from a detective in L.A.," Levine hurried to say.  "He asked me all kinds of questions.  But I told him I didn't know anything."

"He was probably so busy with homicides, he believed you.  But I'm not busy with anything else.  I'm on this until I get answers...until Emma gets answers."

Maybe Levine's drunken or pot-induced state wasn't so severe that he blocked out the intensity and purpose in Linc's voice.  He seemed to finally understand Linc's determination...because he put his elbows on the table and dropped his head into his hands.  "I told Paige this was never going to work.  I told her she was making the wrong decisions.  I told her hiding out wouldn't solve anything.  But she said she didn't know what else to do.  She couldn't keep facing Emma—"

A chill ran up Linc's spine—a different kind of chill than he'd experienced thinking about what might have happened to Paige.  He didn't have Gillian's skills but he suspected something about this whole scenario was going to hurt Emma deeply.

"Start at the beginning."

Levine took another drag on his cigarette.  His hand shook as he laid it on the table, the ember glowing in the dim light.

"You met Paige on Branches," Linc prompted.

Levine could obviously hear in Linc's sure tone no reason to deny it.  "Yes."

"You were both interested in the same kind of music and the new band Commuter X.  Emma knew Paige's password for Branches.  It was easy to get into her page.  Not so easy to go through hundreds of posts to find you.  But it wasn't rocket science either."

Linc let the dusky night, the hush broken by revelers at a nearby table, weigh down on Levine.

"I liked Paige," he finally admitted.

"And she liked you."

"Yes, she did," he said with a sigh.

Linc got the distinct impression it wasn't easy for Levine to get dates.  Either he was too introverted in everyday life or just lacked social skills.  Either way, Branches had made it easier to hook up.

"So you took your friendship offline."

"We had some long phone conversations.  I was under the impression the cops found my number in her phone records."

"But you told them...?"

"I told them it didn't work out.  People meet online.  But when they go offline, they usually don't actually connect."

"So then what?"

"Paige confided in me with what was going on with her."

"And just what was going on with her?"

Linc almost felt sorry for the guy when he looked positively defeated and started stammering and explaining it all.

#

When Linc returned to his hotel suite, he found his bedroom empty.  No surprise there.  Emma had returned to her room.  That made a statement.

But he had to speak with her.  He had to tell her what he'd discovered.  He had a feeling she was going to hate him afterward.  He wasn't sure the best way to handle this.  Tell her everything he found out?  Or lead her to the answers and let fate take its course.

After glancing at Emma's room, Linc went to the wet bar in the living room and checked out the bottles standing there.  He poured himself two fingers of the best scotch.  He downed it quickly, letting it burn away misgivings and regrets.  Confusion remained...and turmoil...and vivid memories of his body joined to Emma's.  The unsettling certainty assaulted him that he was perched on the precipice of change, not exactly knowing what that change was going to entail.

Emma's door was slightly ajar.  He guessed she'd left it that way so she could confront him when he returned.

With the trip and the stress, the highs and lows of what they'd done must have exhausted her.  She was sound asleep.  She didn't even stir when he rapped on the door.

The overhead hall light sent some light into the depths of the room...enough that he could see her sleeping on her side, her hands tucked under her chin, her hair sweeping across her pillow.  He could just let her sleep until morning, but he guessed she'd resent him for acting as if what he'd learned hadn't meant that much...that she hadn't meant that much.

He crossed to the side of the bed where she lay sleeping and switched on the bedside lamp.  "Emma?"

His voice must have done it.  She came instantly awake.  After she levered herself up on her elbow, she punched her pillow behind her.  Sitting against the headboard, she practically pulled the sheet up to her chin.  She felt as if she had to cover herself now?

His heart sank as he thought about the destruction he was about to rain down on her.  On them both.  Because what he had to say would forever affect her relationship with her sister.

"I have news."  He sat on the edge of the bed and gazed into her big brown eyes that carried fear and worry in their depths.

"Paige is alive and well," he explained quickly.  "She ran away."

Emma shook her head as if to clear it.  Her smile was huge as she heard the words that her sister was alive and well.  Then the rest of his sentence sunk in.  "Why did she run away?  Where is she?"

"She's here in San Diego."

The words must have sent adrenaline racing through Emma because she began to scramble off the bed as if she was going to go see Paige right now.

He caught her arm and held her in place.  "Wait!"

"I'm not going to wait to see her.  Why is she here?  Because of Tim Levine?  Is she living with him?  Why would she hide that from me?  Why would she let me think she was...dead?"  Emma sounded horrified, though, her intention was still the same—go to Paige as soon as she could.

"Paige has a couple of jobs.  Apparently she's using a fake ID that Levine got her on the streets."

Emma mulled that over for an instant.  "Has she done something criminal?  Robbed a convenience store?  What did he get her into?"

"No.  Nothing criminal," Linc assured her quickly.  "Unless staging her disappearance could be considered criminal.  But I doubt it."

"I don't understand why she would stage this whole thing.  She wanted me to worry?  Oh, Linc.  Something's wrong.  This isn't Paige.  She never wants to cause anyone any hurt or harm."

"That's why she ran away."

"Tell me," Emma demanded, seeing that he'd been leading up to this all along.

"Paige is working two jobs.  Levine has a friend with an elderly mother.  She needed someone to stay with her mother at night to make sure she doesn't wander off—early Alzheimer's.  The family is paying Paige under the table.  That's where she is now.  I don't think it would be a good idea to barge in there.  She's also writing research papers for kids at the college.  That's apparently big business.  Of course, all of that is under the table, too.  That's why there hasn't been a trace of her."

"I still don't understand why she would do this."

Linc could hear the hurt in Emma's voice.  Even worse, he knew that was going to magnify monumentally either tonight or tomorrow when she found out the truth.

"I can tell you why she did it.  Or you can wait to hear it from Paige.  She's renting a studio apartment near the college.  It's a sublease so her name isn't on any records.  If we're there tomorrow morning when she returns home, she'll stop running when she sees you."

"You can't expect me to wait without knowing everything.  Sure, I'd rather hear the reasons from Paige.  But I can't wait any longer, Linc.  I need to know what she's into and why she ran from me."

There was only one way to say this and that was to say it.  "Paige ran away because she slept with your husband.  She couldn't face her guilt any longer."

Emma's face drained of all color.

He reached for her.  But she eluded his embrace and he knew that was the way it was going to be from now on.






Chapter Seven

 

"Please leave."  Emma's voice shook as she made the request, her heart hurting more than she ever thought possible.

Betrayal battled with astonishment and fought with an overwhelming sense of desolation.  What had happened to her life?  What had happened to Paige's?  What had become of the little sister who had meant everything to her?

She felt as if she were going to fly apart at the seams.  Linc had to leave.  She couldn't face him feeling like this.   She couldn't face him knowing she'd failed as a wife and as a sister.  How could any of this have happened?

But he didn't do as she requested.  Oh, no.  He sat there as still as a stone, staring at her.  "Paige is alive," he reminded her.

Yes, Paige was alive.  And part of her wanted to jump up and down with joy...or go find her sister and hug her...tell Becky and the world that Paige had been found.  Yet this black cloud that came with that news threatened to smother her in sorrow.

Linc shifted closer to her and she wanted nothing more than to hide herself in his arms.  But the realization that her husband had betrayed her, had been unfaithful, convinced her to look at Linc differently, too.  Her father hadn't known the meaning of vows.  He'd left.  And now to learn that she herself had chosen wrong...that her husband had tossed their vows as if they were worth nothing...caused her world to totter on its axis.

She needed to know what happened.  Her mind was spinning with all the scenarios.  But did she really want to know?

"He was older than Paige," Linc said.  "He should have been her protector, not at the worst her seducer or at the least succumbed to temptation."

Linc sounded angry and Emma wasn't sure who he was angry with.

"We'll never know what happened."  Maybe that was best.

"You don't think you can look into your sister's eyes and see the truth?"

"I don't know if I can look into anyone's eyes and see the truth."

Linc looked as if she'd landed a blow.  She wanted to say she was sorry.  But she was just being honest with him.  Earlier she'd given into desire and a passion like she'd never known.  But Linc hadn't been able to say what he'd felt.  He hadn't been able to say she was important to him...more than an affair that could burn out if another prettier woman came along...or if his schedule got too busy...or he decided she wasn't what he wanted after all.

Barrett had made that decision.  He'd turned away and looked to someone else.  "Can you leave me alone, Linc?  I can't think straight right now.  I can't even fathom how I'm going to face her and what I'm going to say.  For the past few months, I thought she was dead!"

"You don't want me to help you think this through?"

"You can't.  This didn't happen to you.  You weren't betrayed by the people you loved most."

"I know what betrayal feels like," he reminded her.

Yes, he did.  Someone he'd loved had betrayed him, too.

When Linc stood, he didn't move away immediately.  "This man, Tim Levine, really put himself out for Paige.  He likes her, and I think she likes him.  Apparently this happened during the holidays before Barrett died.  I believe Paige confided in Levine because he was a stranger and she didn't have anyone else to turn to."

"She had me!  If Barrett forced himself on her, she should have come to me."

"I'm not sure force was involved.  I think liquor and bad judgment was.  But that's for you to pull out of Paige."

"Why did she run away?"

"Because she didn't want to ruin you memories of Becky's dad.  Because your marriage had been sacred to you and she didn't want to spoil that.  Because she felt guilty living with you."

"If she felt guilty, then she did do something wrong."

"That doesn't mean you can't forgive her.  That doesn't mean you can't forgive yourself for not seeing any of this."

"I'll say it again, Linc.  This didn't happen to you.  I don't even know where to start to begin to deal with it."

"By seeing Paige."

When he bent and stroked her cheek, his thumb dragged against her jawline, reminding her of every place he'd touched...every place he'd kissed.

Finally he did what she'd asked.  He left her room.

After he did, her tears began falling and she didn't know if they'd ever stop.

#

Paige's apartment was located in a stucco building near other stucco buildings of the same ilk.  Emma guessed college students were their main renters.  She had planned to drive here herself, but Linc had insisted he'd drive her and stay in the car if that's what she wanted.

That wasn't necessarily what she wanted, but that's how it was going to be.  She knew Paige might not come home.  If Tim Levine had told her that Emma was here, her sister could have chosen to run again.  But this time that was her prerogative.  This time if she wanted to run, Emma wouldn't stop her.  She wouldn't look for her, either.  Not again.

Paige's apartment was located to the front of the building, so Emma knew Linc could see her as she propped against the black porch railing.  They were going to fly back to L.A. this afternoon...with or without her sister.

When Emma saw Paige hurrying up the street—her job must have been within walking distance—a burst of feeling erupted inside of her including joy and bitterness...relief and pride, embarrassment and disappointment.  Her emotions had been in a swirl like this ever since last night.  Ever since she'd made love with Linc and decided escape could be forever.  But then again, she remembered Linc's withdrawal, the ease with which he'd reached for a condom, the words when he told her that her husband and sister had betrayed her.

Paige stopped when she saw Emma, then slowly approached her.  Her sister was only twenty, yet she looked older now.  She'd let her short hair grow out, and she no longer sported a blue stripe in the front.  She was wearing yellow shorts, a red beaded tank and her ever-present sneakers, carrying an embroidered canvas tote bag with the shoulder strap over her arm.

As she reached the porch, Emma said, "I want to hug you, but I can't.  I'm trying to keep an open mind.  But I don't know what to say or do."

Tears were running down Paige's cheeks and Emma tried to steel herself against them.  But this was Paige, her baby sister.  She'd taken care of her when her mother couldn't.  She'd taken her in because they were family.

"Will you come inside with me?" Paige asked, searching in her huge tote bag for a tissue, then swiping at her nose.

Emma glanced at the SUV with Linc in it and wished she was there with him...wished even that he was here with her.  But how was she going to able to trust again?  How was she going to be able to know what to believe?

Instead of waiting for an answer, Paige unlocked her apartment door, then held the screen.  Emma stepped over the threshold, wishing she were anywhere else but here.  Inside, Emma noticed a mishmash of furniture, but then Paige's touches here and there—a crocheted shawl over the back of the sofa, colorful woven mats on the end tables, a small sewing machine on a card table with an unfinished project spread across its tray.  It looked as if it could be a skirt.

After Emma sat on the sofa, Paige sunk down on the coffee table, facing her.  "What are we going to do?"  Paige asked the question as if she were six instead of twenty.

"You're going to tell me what happened.  All of it."

As Linc had said, when she looked into her sister's eyes, she'd be able to see the truth.  What she saw there now was shame, remorse and even self-loathing.

"How long did it go on?" Emma asked, steeling herself for the answer.

"Oh, no!  It was nothing like that.  Nothing like that," she repeated for emphasis.  "I never even thought of Barrett that way.  He was like a big brother."

"Some big brother," Emma murmured.

Paige hung her head.  "I just don't know how to explain it.  You and Barrett were my family.  After Mom died, you were everything to me.  After you married Barrett, I didn't know how it would be.  I didn't know if I'd be in the way.  But we all got along.  Barrett didn't seem to care that I was there.  In fact, he wasn't even there that much.  So it was often like you and me still sharing a place.  Then Becky just made everything better.  I love playing with her, babysitting her.  But then the year before Barrett died, I noticed he...watched me.  I had turned eighteen and it was like that changed something between us."

"What did it change?" Emma asked, trying to remember herself, wondering why she hadn't seen whatever was going on.

"You were working more hours.  After Maris retired, she began watching Becky instead of you taking her to daycare.  When I was home on Thanksgiving break and you'd be working late, I'd put Becky to bed and then Barrett and I would eat together.  We joked, we laughed.  But there was this...tension in the air.  I didn't understand it exactly.  I'm not saying I didn't like the attention he gave me.  I always liked talking with him from everything about sports to music.  But now...there was something else.  I wanted to talk to you about it.  But how could I?  There were no words to explain it.  Maybe I was naïve, but I thought Barrett was just missing you."

She took a long breath, studied Emma's face then plunged ahead.  "He complained about how Becky had come between you...how after she was born, everything was different.  I wasn't completely sure what that meant."

Emma knew exactly what that meant.  It meant there were few long candlelit dinners out.  It meant Barrett would want lovemaking to continue even if Paige was in the next room or if Becky cried.  It meant Emma had Becky on her mind first and her husband's sexual needs second.  She'd been at fault here.  She just hadn't known the depth of it.  Had he resented the fact she'd had care of her sister?  He'd married her knowing she did.  But then when Becky had come along—

"It happened the Friday after Thanksgiving, your busiest and longest day of the year," Paige said quickly as if she was eager to finally unburden herself.  "Barrett came home early with two bottles of wine and a dinner he'd picked up.  He'd called earlier and said he didn't want me to worry about cooking.  After Becky went to bed, we could warm up the dinner and relax.  So that's what we did.  He put in a DVD and we ate dinner in the living room.  He kept pouring wine and I should have stopped.  I shouldn't have had any at all.  But he was making me feel so grown-up...so appreciated..."  She shrugged and threw up her hands.  "I don't know, Em.  I just don't know.  Before long, my head was swimming.  He kissed me.  I'd never been kissed like that before!"

With their mom dying, and Paige's introverted nature, she hadn't dated much in high school.  Once she'd started college, with all the design projects that she'd had to develop, she hadn't had time for much of a social life.  Emma could see the truth in what Paige was telling her.  Now she could also see her husband in a different light.  She remembered his retreat from meaningful conversation, his late nights, his jealousy of their baby.  He'd felt left out and unappreciated.  So he'd taken advantage of the one person Emma loved most after Becky...Paige.

Paige's tears were falling again as she recalled everything that had happened.  "It all happened so fast!  One minute we're laughing at the movie and the next he's kissing me.  Then our clothes were almost off and he's whispering to me how this will be our secret.  Our secret.  I let him do it.  I didn't say no."

"Oh, Paige," Emma breathed, crying now too for everything that was lost—her marriage, Paige's innocence, bonds that should have lasted a lifetime.  She could see how it had all played out.  She could see how Barrett had taken advantage of Paige...how he'd taken revenge for his resentment of the way his marriage had gone.  Finally, she could see how Paige had been overwrought with guilt, unsure of what to do, not knowing where to turn.

Without hesitation, Emma leaned forward and wrapped her arms around Paige.  They cried together for what they'd both lost...and for the relationship that might never again be the same between them.






Chapter Eight

 

"Your secretary doesn't look too happy." Jake made this remark as he stepped inside Linc's office without knocking.

"That's because—"  Linc tossed down the screenplay he'd been trying to read.  "Ah, hell!  I snapped at her.  I'm going to have to give her an extra vacation day or something."  It had been three weeks since he'd returned from San Diego with a silent Emma and a knowing in his gut that she'd backed away permanently.

Jake appeared to not know which subject to tackle first—the extra vacation day or the snapping.  "Have you talked to Emma lately?"

Linc glared at him.

But Jake didn't back down.  "Have you called her?"

"No, I haven't called her.  She's dealing with enough right now."

"How do you know what she'd dealing with if you haven't spoken to her?"

"Don't give me the third degree.  Gillian already did that a couple of days ago."

"Answer the question, friend."

Jake's emphasis on the word "friend" made Linc take a figurative step backward.  Jake was his friend, a reminder that he could say what was on his mind.  So he admitted, "I called Levine.  He said Paige was staying in San Diego for the time being.  He sounded happy about it.  I don't know how Emma feels."

"That's my point exactly.  You don't know how she feels.  Does she know how you feel?"

Again Linc kept silent.

Jake's relaxed pose was gone as he lowered himself into the chair in front of Linc's desk with a steady stare.  "You're wasting precious time.  I recognize the signs.  I saw how you looked at Emma.  I saw how you responded to her and reacted to her.  I saw what you were willing to do to help her.  I saw that you cared for her more than you've cared for a woman since I've known you."

"You don't know that," Linc protested just for the sake of doing it, not wanting to admit he cared for Emma more than he'd ever cared for any woman.

"I've only known you a few years, that's true.  But I've seen your attitude toward women.  Do you think I haven't noticed the women you date?  I'm a private eye!  Emma is different and your feelings toward her seem to be different too.  I know what's it's like to fight against something you really want because you don't think you can get it."

Linc knew a little about Jake's marriage to Sara.  With a tragedy in his life as a cop, he had planned to never have children.  When he and Sara had gotten engaged, she'd agreed to his plan.  But then Sara found out she was pregnant and called off their wedding without telling Jake the truth.  She hadn't wanted to trap him.  Four years later, she told him he had a son.

"I married Sara, thinking I just wanted access to Christopher," Jake continued.  "I thought I'd buried everything I'd ever felt for her.  But feelings like that don't stay buried.  We wasted precious time when we could have been happy.  So don't do the same thing, Linc."

"I'm older than she is," Linc muttered.

Jake narrowed his eyes.  "Oh, that's a really good reason not to be happy."

Unsettling emotions bumping around inside of him, Linc stood and paced.  He'd felt like a caged tiger ever since he'd returned from San Diego...ever since he'd said good-bye to Emma, not knowing when or if he'd see her again.  He'd vowed he was going to give her time to figure everything out...to accept what had happened and then move forward.

Finally he put his real fear into words.  "I'm afraid I took advantage of her and she's never going to be able to forgive that.  I shouldn't have started anything let alone—"

He crossed to the window and gazed down at the parking lot, the traffic, the hustle and bustle of his life.  His life had meant something different when he was with Emma.  Not only with Emma but with her and Becky.  Yes, he wanted the opportunity to recapture that.  He wanted a chance to—

"How did you leave it with her?" Jake asked practically.

"I...we—"  Linc swore again.  "She thought she was a one-night stand or that I just wanted an affair."

"And you didn't deny it?"  Jake was looking at him as if he was the stupidest man on earth.

"I didn't know what I wanted."

"And now?"

"And now I'm afraid she'll never trust another man...let alone me."

"I can't believe you admitted you're afraid of something.  Not the great Linc Granger!"

At another time, Linc might have shot back a sarcastic remark.  But right now he knew his arrogance and pride were part of the problem.

"At least let her know you're thinking about her," Jake advised him.

Maybe that would be one step in the right direction.  He'd have to find the others on his own.

#

When the bell over Emma's shop door chimed, she spun toward it, hoping to see Linc.  She'd been swallowed by a hurt daze when she'd returned from San Diego.  It had taken her a little while to realize that some of that hurt was about Linc.  What they'd shared had been spectacular...at least for her.  Only afterward, he'd distanced himself.  And then she'd distanced herself from him for so many reasons, the main one being trying to sort out all that had happened.

So whenever the phone rang or the door chimed, she hoped it was him.  But it never was.  Had he just seen himself as her protector and benefactor?  Had she misconstrued the rest just as she'd misconstrued her marriage?

Linc didn't walk into her shop now, but Gillian Bradley did.  It was near closing time and Emma was glad no one else was in the shop.  She'd sent Olivia home early because it had been a slow day.

Gillian crossed to the table where Emma had been arranging new displays.  "How are you?"

"Better than I was the last time you saw me."

Gillian's face was full of compassion.  "From the vibes I was getting from your sister's jewelry and Tim Levine, I suspected what had happened between Paige and your husband.  But Jake and Linc had to confirm it for you.  I just wanted to let you know I received your note and your donation for the foundation.  How are you and Paige, if you don't mind my asking?"

"We're talking.  That's what's important.  I still love her so much.  And I can forgive what she did."

Gillian appeared to debate with herself for a few moments but then she said, "Paige and Barrett share the blame for what happened.  But Barrett was the one at fault.  He took advantage of an eighteen-year-old who didn't have enough experience to recognize what was happening."  Gillian studied Emma.  "But I don't think you need me to tell you that."

Emma shook her head.  "No, I don't.  I shouldn't have been asleep at the wheel.  I should have realized what was going on, especially when Paige didn't come home as often after that Thanksgiving holiday."

"Give yourself a break.  After the birth of a baby, a woman's life becomes focused around her child.  A supportive husband realizes he can fit into the equation, too.  Nathan and I are even closer since Matthew was born.  But Nathan is one in a million."

"I guess I wonder if Barrett had other affairs...if I was just convenient at times and he took advantage of that." She gave a wry, humorless laugh.  "Yet I guess I wasn't very convenient."

"Does it matter if he had other affairs?"

Now wasn't that an interesting question.  Did it matter if a man was unfaithful once or a multitude of times?  She wasn't sure.  "I suppose it doesn't matter."

Gillian stepped away from the new display Emma was arranging to another one.  Wooden boxes were filled with masculine gifts.  "Actually I came by to do more than catch up with you."

"Do you need a gift basket?"  Emma stepped over to the table with her.

"I'm thinking about it."  She fingered a mug with the Lakers' emblem and then a classic gold pen.  "I have this friend."  She stopped.  "Well, actually Nathan, Jake and I have this friend.  From what we understand, he hasn't been himself lately.  He and Nathan went to college together so Nathan knows him really well.  He's been growling at almost everyone in his path, and holing up in his house when he's not working."

"Linc?" Emma asked, hoping beyond hope.

"How did you guess?"  Gillian's smile was sly.  "We're all pretty sure he misses you."

"He hasn't called," she blurted out.

Gillian's voice took on a more serious note.  "I think he might be waiting for you to make the first move.  He knows you have a lot to process.  Not that I'd interfere in a friend's life," Gillian went on with an innocent look.

That made Emma smile.  "Maybe the gift basket should come from me."

#

Emma stood at Linc's front door fortified with the knowledge from Gillian that he was here alone.  Emma had never been this nervous.  Her knees were practically shaking.  She'd wanted to look...good.  So she'd bought a new dress, a little more sophisticated than what she usually wore.  It was a teal sheath with a short mandarin collar.  Keeping her jewelry simple but she hoped elegant, she'd worn dangling gold earrings with her upswept hair, a gold chain bracelet, and white strappy high heels.  In her arms she carried a basket with home-made baked goods.  What man didn't like baked goods?

If Gillian was wrong and Linc didn't want her in his life, she could simply give him the basket and run.  Though running would be tough in these shoes.

The doorbell chime rang through the house.  Seconds later, Linc answered the door in denim cut-offs, a black T-shirt and bare feet.  Sexy beard stubble lined his jaw and she wondered if he was going for a new look.

At his astonished expression to find her at his door, she became even more nervous.  "If this is a bad time or you're busy..."

"No, not busy.  I just came in after a walk on the beach.  I took a few days off this week.  I was just—"  He gave her a smile that didn't reach his eyes, then finished with, "I was just relaxing."

Linc relaxing.  That was a novel thought.  An awkward silence fell between them.

"I brought you a...a...thank-you gift."  She held out the basket to him.

"No thanks necessary."  He studied the basket as if her gratitude wasn't a good thing, but then stepped back.  "Would you like to come in?"

"Sure," she responded, relieved.

He took the basket from her and led her into his living room.  She hadn't been inside his home before.  It was beautiful with its teak floor and sea and earth colors everywhere.  There was a magnificent ocean view through the large picture window.  The house was unassuming but quality through and through.  A large ceiling fan spun between the exposed rafters of the cathedral ceiling.

He set the basket on the coffee table, then turned to her as if he had something on his mind.

Before he could start, though, she plunged in.  "I'm sorry, Linc."

His face remained expressionless.  "Sorry about what?"

"For shutting you out.  After you told me about Paige and Barrett, I closed down and I pushed you away.  If you don't want to see me again, I understand.  It's not as if we've known each other very long.  And I come with a lot of baggage, not to mention a little girl—"

He cut her off by reaching for her and enfolding her into his arms, those strong arms she loved so much.

"You don't have anything to apologize for.  I never should have taken advantage of you like I did."

"Taken advantage?"

"Yeah.  That night in my suite I should have stayed the hell away from you.  You were too vulnerable.  I knew that.  But I just pushed what you needed aside."

"That's not true," she protested with feeling.  "You gave me what I needed.  I needed you that night, Linc.  And I'm going to tell you something that might make you want to push me back out the door.  I'd realized that night that I'd fallen in love with you."

Stark silence.  Then he asked in a gravelly voice, "In love with me?"

She started to pull away, not exactly sure what he was feeling, believing her declaration was a total surprise and not something he wanted to hear.

But he caught her, pulled her closer against him and said, "Don't you go anywhere.  Neither of us is going to run from this.  Not any more.  Ever since we got back, I've been stewing about what I should have done and shouldn't have done.  Jake finally made me realize why.  I love you, Emma Henderson.  I know you've been through a lot.  And I'll give you all the time you need.  Becky needs to get to know me.  But I won't have this silence between us again.  In fact, it was going to stop tomorrow."

He gave her a crooked grin.  "I called Maris and made her an accomplice.  Tomorrow while you were at work, she was supposed to let the florist in.  Since your favorite color is pink—she told me it was—you were going to have pink roses from one end of your house to the other.  This afternoon I was just walking the beach, wondering if I was making a mistake, wondering if I should give you more time—"

She wrapped her arms around his neck.  Lacing her fingers in his hair, she nudged his head toward hers.  "Are you going to kiss me?"

"Always," he murmured, a moment before his lips covered hers.

It was a kiss with enough passion to last a lifetime.






Epilogue

 

The evening candlelight service in the small church Emma attended began with a harpist playing delicate, joyful music.  In her cream satin gown with a wreath of pink sweetheart roses woven into her hair, Emma took Becky's hand and started down the white runner.  Standing at the end of the aisle, tall, broad-shouldered and smiling, in a tuxedo that made him seem even larger than life, Linc waited for her.

The past six months had been a journey of discovery for them both.  In San Diego, she'd wondered about her ability to trust a man again.  But Linc made trusting easy...just as he had from the very beginning.  He was a man whose actions spoke louder than any words.  He was a protector and a defender, and she often had to stand up for what she wanted to do.  She had to stand her ground to keep her independence.  The terrific thing about that was he seemed to like that quality in her!

She was also learning to compromise and found the happiness that came from doing that with Linc was more important than independence.  Loving Linc meant letting him take the lead sometimes, letting him provide for her and Becky what she never could.  On his part, and with kind understanding, Linc was letting her work out her relationship with Paige.

They'd decided to get married this week before Christmas so they could celebrate Christmas together at Linc's house as a family.  Paige was going to stay throughout the holidays, and Emma was hoping they'd find again the bonds they'd once shared.

Standing in the first pew, Paige took Becky's hand and smiled at her sister with the hope that she could put things right.  As Emma glanced around at Jake, his wife Sara, their son Christopher, at Gillian and Nathan and their little boy Matthew, at Maris and Olivia and Earl, she felt the full promise of the life she was going to share with Linc.

Linc took her hand as she stepped up to the altar to stand with him before the minister.  Linc leaned close and whispered, "I love you."

Happy tears filled her eyes as she whispered back, "I love you, too."

After the minister spoke a few words of welcome, he said, "I understand you've written vows for each other."

Linc and Emma faced each other, their hands joined.

At the minister's nod, Emma went first.  "I, Emma Henderson, take you, Lincoln Granger, to be my husband, best friend, and life partner.  I promise to honor, love and respect you.  I will try to fill each of your days with happiness, unwavering loyalty, and my desire to be the best wife to you I can possibly be.  Becky already loves you.  I vow to always consider your wishes when raising her, to let you be the dad you want to be.  I love you, Linc, and I will love you and be devoted to you beyond my last breath."

She could see her promises had touched him.  He gave her a crooked smile and cleared his throat.  Then in a husky voice, he began, "Emma Henderson, you've changed my world.  I'd always dreamed of having a family, but felt that dream was just out of my reach.  Until I met you.  You put the sparkle in my day and..."  He leaned close to her and murmured in her ear, "The passion in my nights."  Then he straightened again and squeezed her hand.  "You and Becky are the gifts I never expected to receive.  And this Christmas will be the most joyous one I've ever experienced.  I promise you that you will never doubt how devoted I am to you...how much I love you.  I vow to honor, respect and cherish you every single day.  Always."

Emma's throat tightened again, hearing the word that was so important to her...and so important to Linc.  They'd had it engraved in their wedding bands—Always.

Moments later, he slipped her wedding band on her finger and she slid an identical band on his.  They had no doubts about the strength and power of their love.

After the minister gave his final blessing, he smiled at them broadly.  "You may kiss and seal your vows."

They did.

Always wouldn't last nearly long enough.
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Excerpt from NATHAN'S VOW:

 

Prologue

 

Don't answer it.

Don't answer it.

Do not answer it.

Gillian Moore convinced herself to ignore the intrusive sound of the ringing telephone as the golden L.A. sun swept through her open living room window, along with the balmy June breeze.

Her phone rang a second time.

Plucking the leatherbound volumes from her bookshelf one by one, she dusted them with a soft cloth.  She always cleaned and straightened her surroundings when her heart or mind was in turmoil.  With a quick glance at the phone on her end table, she knew her mother wouldn't be calling on a Monday evening.  Madge Moore called her daughter from Deep River, Indiana every Sunday at exactly seven p.m.

Gillian's phone rang a third time.

She swiped the cloth across the shelf, back and forth.  In the three months since she'd relocated to L.A., she hadn't confided in anyone or encouraged close friendships.  She needed this respite.  She needed to find out whether her "gift" would continue to be the major force in her life or whether she had a right to keep it in the background, maybe even completely under wraps.

Her phone rang a fourth time.

It could only be him--the man who had called the past two nights, the man with the compelling voice, tinged with authority, commanding in its intensity as it directed her to return his call.  She didn't know what he wanted, but she could guess.  Heaven knew how he'd gotten her number because no one in L.A. had it, not even the manager where she worked.

Her answering machine kicked on with her brief direction for the caller to leave a message.  Her usually lilting tone was serious and cool.  She ran her hand through her long, light brown hair.  Maybe she should get it cut short…make yet another change in her life.  She'd made so many in moving here--she actually had time to herself...to be out in the sun, ride a bike, take long walks.  She'd found peace along with the bright California sun and she wasn't ready to let go of either.

"Ms. Moore.  This is Nathan Bradley.  Again," he added in a deep, almost censuring baritone.  "In case you haven't received my earlier messages, I need to speak with you immediately about a matter of great urgency."  He paused.  "Ms. Moore, I must speak with you.  Please return my call."  He gave his number slowly, hesitated a moment, then clicked off.

Gillian stopped dusting.  He hadn't said "please" in his other messages.  This time there was a quiet desperation in his tone.  She recognized the emotion because the people she'd helped in the past had all been desperate.  Nathan Bradley didn't sound like a man who was accustomed to using the word "please," and the huskiness edging the word made her feel vulnerable and guilty, two of the burdens from which she'd tried to escape.

Now this man had brought them to the surface once more.  She wouldn't return his call.  She deserved unpressured time to think about the direction of her life, to have fun working at something she'd never imagined she'd enjoy.  Nathan Bradley could find someone else to solve his problem, someone else with a "gift" that had begun to feel more like a curse.

 

 

Chapter One

 

Nathan didn't want to be caught dead, let alone alive, inside a beauty salon.  As he pulled open the glass door and stepped inside, feminine chatter, strange smells, and the glimpse of a woman with her hair rolled in blue and purple curlers was enough to make him decide he'd rather face ten irate CEO's whose firewalls had been breached in one day than to plow into this women's domain.  But he'd do anything to find his daughters.  

Anything.

Nathan's determination had pulled him out of the poverty of his childhood, earned him a scholarship to college, and pushed him to start his own company specializing in computer security after only a year with another firm.  He'd wanted to be his own boss, bill his own hours, set his own standards. His determination couldn't save his marriage, but by God, it would lead him to his daughters.  After six months of dead ends, he'd decided money and rational strategies weren't enough.  That's why he was here.  That's why he had to speak to Gillian Moore.

At his private investigator's insistence, Nathan had agreed to go this route--the only route left as far as Nathan was concerned or he wouldn't pursue it.  He wouldn't debate about methods, not even weird ones at this point.  He'd used every skill he'd possessed to find his daughters.  So had his P.I.  Now he had to put his logic and wariness aside if he hoped to find his children before he lost more time with them.

The woman at the desk inside the door smiled as her gaze traveled from his dark brown hair, down his charcoal pinstripe suit and striped silk tie, to his black winged-tip shoes.  She tilted her head and her lips curved up a bit more.  "Can I help you?"

Suddenly Nathan felt as if he were the center of attention.  Two customers on chairs in the room beyond had craned their necks to avidly assess him along with the receptionist.  His shirt collar felt tighter, and he resisted the urge to tug down his tie.  "I'm looking for Gillian Moore."

"You want a manicure?" the redheaded, perfectly coiffed and made-up receptionist asked with a mischievous smile.

"No.  My name is Nathan Bradley.  I need to speak with her as soon as possible," he said in his best authoritarian tone.  "Is she here?"

"Hold on a sec," the redhead answered, her smile flagging.  Disappearing into the room beyond, she reappeared a few moments later.  "She's with a client.  She says she'll talk to you in five minutes."

Five minutes.  What the heck was he supposed to do for five minutes?  He spied several magazines in a basket in the corner beside two director's chairs.  "Fine.  I'll wait."

Waiting wasn't something Nathan did well.  He hadn't become a successful CEO with company locations across the country by waiting.  As he flipped one glossy page after the other, he was vaguely aware this publication didn't advertise fast cars or designer clothes.  Tuning in to the sound of feminine voices in the next room, he tried to pick out the one belonging to a woman who had helped police departments solve missing person cases.  As he had many times in the past few days, he imagined what she might look like.  Probably fuzzy, wild hair with a red scarf tied around her head.

He could feel the receptionist watching him as she pretended to study the schedule book.  Finally, a customer with bright crimson nails emerged from the room beyond and gingerly opened her purse at the desk.

"Gillian can see you now," the desk-keeper informed him.

Gillian Moore's lack of response to his phone calls had irritated and frustrated Nathan.  He was accustomed to being in charge.  But his reason for being here brushed all that aside.

Striding into the busy room, he took it in with one glance--the chairs, mirrors, blow dryers, three hairdressers chatting to their customers.  But then his gaze fell on the small white wrought-iron desk in the far corner and the woman sitting behind it.  Her face turned away from him, she slid a pack of acrylic nails to the side of the glass top and straightened her manicure paraphernalia.  At his approach, her gaze met his, and he almost stopped short.

She didn't look like a psychic.

Her long, light brown hair was laced with sunny blond highlights.  A few tendrils wisped along her cheek. Her bangs wafted across her honey brows.  But it was her huge brown eyes that almost immobilized him.  They didn't appraise him physically…they looked into his soul.  He didn't like the invasion.

Gillian had wished her client a good day and unnecessarily  organized her work table, hoping Nathan Bradley had decided not to wait.  When she turned her head and saw a tall man with resolve shouting from his furrowed dark brows, the set of his mouth, and his slightly squared jaw, she realized it would take more than a few unanswered phone messages to deter this man.

Taking a slow breath and maintaining eye contact, she slid her hands into the pockets of her white apron.  Nathan Bradley wanted something from her, all right, and she couldn't give it.  Not right now.

"Ms. Moore."

It was more statement than question.  She nodded.

"Could we talk for a few minutes?"

She gestured to her desk.  "I'm working, Mr. Bradley.  I really don't have time--"

"You don't have a client at the moment," he countered, his blue eyes steady, his voice firm.

This man could be intimidating.  But she was used to dealing with hard-nosed cops, jaded private investigators, and a disbelieving public who wanted her help anyway.  "No, I don't.  But I am working.  Now, if you'd like a manicure..."  She almost had to smile at his expression of distaste, but then his next words made her heart beat faster.

"I want a few minutes with you.  You're the last option I have."

"For what?" she asked, though she sensed what he needed.

"My two daughters.  I need you to help me find them."

As she stood, Gillian glanced around the shop to make sure no one was listening.  "Where did you get my name?"

"Does it matter?"  As he asked, he slipped a photo from the inside pocket of his jacket.

His movement was quick, but Gillian caught a view of a narrow waist, slim hips, and a physique probably as taut as his demeanor and voice.  When he offered her the photograph, her attention returned to the situation at hand and she took a step back.

The two young girls in the snapshot had their father's blue eyes and brown hair.  She could tell that he loved them from the way the camera had caught Nathan Bradley' expression as he crouched down between them, one arm around each daughter.  The pain in his eyes now attested to the fact.

He tried to hand Gillian the photo, but she wouldn't take it.  She knew what might happen if she did.  She might see images and feel emotions she didn't want right now.  Folding her hands in front of her, she said, "I'm no longer doing that type of work."

But it was difficult for her to tear her gaze from the picture.  When she did, the sadness in Nathan Bradley's eyes was almost as difficult to ignore.

"Why?"

For some reason, she couldn't hedge or lie to this man.  Checking again to be sure no one eavesdropped, Gillian lowered  her voice anyway.  "Since I was sixteen, Mr. Bradley, my life hasn't been my own.  I came to L.A. to escape the type of work you want me to do and to make decisions about my future."  She stopped and tears pricked her eyes as she thought about the last few months before leaving Indiana.

Regaining her composure, she swallowed and went on, "For almost ten years, I've helped others when they've asked.  Now I need time and breathing room before I decide if and how I want to use my gift again."

As she spoke, she could tell he listened.  There was a spark of empathy in his eyes, but, of course, his need was more important.  "Take this one case," he insisted.  "I'll protect your privacy if that's what you're concerned about.  Your help doesn't have to be public knowledge.  I'm an internet security specialist.  I know what safeguards we can take.  No one else has to know you're here."

She steeled herself against the man's masculine appeal and turned away from the wonderful smiles of the children in the photo as well as the hurt still lingering in her heart.  That hurt sprang up every time she remembered Brian Reston and the search for his son, the months she'd dreamed about a future for the three of them.

Despite the time that had passed, despite the miles between L.A. and Deep River, Indiana, she knew she wasn't ready for Nathan Bradley and his search...for any of it.  The general public thought psychics could "know" anything they wanted, that they could answer any question, even their own personal ones.  That just wasn't true.  Gillian had realized early on that she couldn't use her "gift" for her own benefit or to predict events.  All she could do was tune into impressions and use them along with her intuition.  Words, pictures, and sounds sometimes popped into her head, but she never knew when that was going to happen.  It hadn't happened since she'd left Indiana.

With the need for self-preservation being her overriding concern, she said, "If you found me, others will be able to.  And I'm not only concerned about privacy.  You make my help seem simple, as if all I have to do is close my eyes and give you the answers you want.  The process is much more complicated than that.  Try a private investigator, Mr. Bradley.  It will be best for both of us."

"A private investigator gave me your name."

She sighed and shook her head.  "Then he can find someone else who does my kind of work."

"It's difficult to find a reputable psychic," Nathan almost growled as his frustration became evident.

Worry stabbed Gillian.  "Sh..."  All she needed was her co-workers knowing.  

Nathan lifted his hands in exasperation and in a loud whisper asked, "Why is it so all-fired important for no one to know what you do?"

Anger bubbled up inside her because this man knew nothing about the hundreds of letters she received each year, the sleepless nights, the burden of parents and brothers and sisters and children depending on her to find someone they loved, or someone who was missing.  What irritated her the most were those who wanted a plan for the future without formulating it themselves.  "If they knew what I was able to do, most women in this salon would want a reading.  They'd line up for hours waiting with bated breath for me to tell them their future.  And if I couldn't tell them anything, they'd say I'm a fraud.  My gift creates a three-ring circus, Mr. Bradley.  No, thank you."

Harriet came in from the front desk.  "A walk-in for nails is waiting, Gillian.  How's your schedule?"

Gillian accepted fate's offer of a neat, non-confrontational way to end this encounter.  "Tell her to come in.  I don't have another appointment until four.  If it's all right with you, I'll take my supper break at five."

"No problem."  Harriet's interest in Nathan was obvious as she gave him a wink and returned to the front room.

He faced Gillian.  "I'd like to continue our discussion."

"There's nothing more to say.  I have to get back to work and I'm sure you do, too.  Call your P.I.  He'll find someone else."

The look the man gave Gillian was not resigned.  If anything, it was more determined than ever.  But he didn't argue.  "I'll call my P.I.  But I'll be talking to you again.  Soon."

With a lift of his brow and a wave of his hand, he was gone.

Gillian first felt relief, then a strange sense of loss.  But she was used to feelings and images not clicking.  Eventually they became part of a bigger picture, and then she'd understand. But there was no bigger picture where Nathan Bradley was concerned.  There was no picture at all.

#

The instant Gillian stepped outside of the Hair Happening, she saw him.  He stood beside a gray Mercedes in the parking lot. She should have realized this man wouldn't give up so easily.  Ducking back into the salon was an option.  So was ignoring him as she walked to the enchilada and chili stand across the parking lot of the strip shopping center.  But she had the feeling when she returned, he'd still be waiting, and not quite so patiently.

A group of teenagers on roller-blades skated by, one of them holding a miniature schnauzer on a leash.  She smiled at the sight, something she'd probably never see in Deep River.  But her smile slipped as she spotted the handsome, very sexy man walking toward her, and an excited little shiver zipped up her spine.  At least six-two, lean and fit, with long legs that quickly covered the distance between them, he was the type of man who could attract a roomful of women without trying.  It wasn't only his looks but his confidence, his dominating male presence.

When he stood before her, he asked, "Can I buy you supper?"

"If I hadn't mentioned my break, you would have waited till I quit for the day.  Right?"

"Yes."

"Mr. Bradley..."

"Nathan.  You have to eat supper. I have to eat supper.  Is  there any reason we shouldn't talk while we do?"

"You have an ulterior motive.  This won't be much of a break for me."

"It's not an ulterior motive because you know what I want."

"Obviously, I need to watch what I say with you," she murmured.

The corners of his mouth twitched up.  "Is that a yes or no?"

"If I say no, you'll be back.  Let's get this over with."

The curve of his lips turned into a frown, indicating he was uncomfortable with her frankness.  Gillian's gaze wanted to linger on those lips.  They were full enough to be sensual, narrow enough to enhance the handsome aesthetics of his face.  She could imagine one of his kisses--dominating, forceful, passion-filled.

The image startled her.  She hadn't thought about kissing a man in over a year--since Brian had decided to reconcile with his ex-wife.  She'd not only lost Brian but his son, too.  At the time she'd thought her heart would break.  But she'd buried herself in her work until she'd realized she no longer had a life outside of her work.  Not eating, not sleeping, working twenty hours a day was a one-way road to disaster.  Thank goodness she'd recognized her destructive direction in time.

"I don't know what you have in mind," she said, "but the chili and enchiladas are good at that stand over there."

Nathan perused the truck/restaurant set-up near an island with palm trees and benches.  "I haven't had an enchilada in..."  He shrugged.  "Too long."

They walked side by side for a few moments, Nathan slowing his stride to Gillian's.  The breeze ruffled his hair, making him look less formal and imposing.  She thought he'd start making his case for her help, but he didn't.

His arm brushed hers, his suitcoat rough against her skin.  "Have you always done manicures for a living?"

She registered the texture of the material, the strength of his arm, and her heart jumped at the contact.  Managing a smile, she responded, "Would you believe I have a degree in business?"

"Neither seems appropriate for a psychic."

Her smile faded.  "And what does?  Theater arts?"

He stopped and faced her.  "Okay.  I stuck my foot in it.  I didn't mean to insult you.  But all this is strange to me.  I'm a logical man.  I make decisions and judgments from facts.  I've always thought psychics were frauds.  But my private investigator told me about crimes you've solved and people you've found.  Even if I don't believe in it or understand it, what you do works."

"I don't understand it, either," she said quietly.

Nathan had been fascinated by the woman since he'd set his eyes on her.  Looking at her now, her soft, long hair, those wonderful brown eyes, her slender curves wrapped in a pink cullotte dress with a white collar and lapels, his muscles tightened and he felt pangs of arousal.

Crazy.  That usually didn't happen simply from looking.

Her soft voice, her calm wonder, urged him to step closer, to find out more about her.  "Tell me about it.  Were you born with this ability?"

She shook her head and pointed to the supper truck.  They began walking again.  "I don't think I was born with it.  If I was, I didn't know it until I was ten.  I was sitting on a dock fishing and a storm came up.  The thunder and lightning hit fast.  The next thing I knew I was lying flat on the dock, the rain pouring down on me.  My head hurt and I was shaking all over.  Mom found me that way, took me home, and put me to bed.  We thought that was the end of it."

His P.I. had told Nathan that Gillian was from Indiana and had lived there all her life.  She traveled often but had never moved from the town where she'd grown up.  L.A. must be quite a change for her.  "When did you realize something was different?"

"A few days later.  Aunt Flora came to visit.  When she hugged me, I saw this picture of her sitting at her kitchen table crying.  I didn't understand it.  Later, I overheard my aunt and my mother talking.  My cousin had dropped out of high school and my aunt was terribly upset."

"And there was no way you could have known that."

"No."

"Did you tell your mom?"

"No. I was afraid of the pictures when they came and uncomfortable with the feelings.  I kept it a secret until I was sixteen."

They reached the vending stand.  Gillian ordered chili and cornbread while Nathan asked for an enchilada.  She opened her purse, but he closed his hand over hers.  Her skin was soft and warm and a jolt of desire more powerful than before stabbed him.  "I've got it," he said, unable to keep the husky rasp from his voice.

Her gaze met his.  The sparks of gold in the brown told him his touch affected her as much as hers affected him.  She pulled away, and he let go.

Gillian busied herself pulling napkins from the holder while Nathan paid for and carried their plates to a bench.  Picking up their sodas, she joined him.  She'd no sooner settled on the bench with her soda by her shoe and the cup of chili with a wedge of cornbread perched on the edge in her hand when the schnauzer she'd seen earlier ran over to her and jumped up and down, finally landing with her paws on Gillian's knees.

Gillian laughed and held her dish a little higher, out of the dog's reach.  "You might want supper, but I'm not sure you should have this."

One of the roller-bladers came skating over, his helmet under his arm, a leash dangling from his hand.  "Sorry if she's botherin' you.  She begs from everybody."

The boy was about twelve.  His spiked brown hair was matted down from his helmet, his snapping brown eyes sparkled with amusement.  Gillian asked him, "Can she have a bite?"

He grinned.  "If you wanna give it to her."

Gillian tried to tear off a piece of the cornbread, but it slid into the chili.  Nathan grabbed the dish and held it for her.  Smiling her thanks, she took the small bite from the wedge and let the dog lick it from her hand.  The schnauzer gulped it down and looked up at her for more.  Laughing again, Gillian scratched the pet behind her ears.  "I should have known that little bit wouldn't be enough."

As she touched the dog and rubbed her rough coat, Gillian felt her gaze pulled to the teenager again.  He and the dog were connected by a strong bond of affection.  A surge of energy made her fingers tingle and she automatically closed her eyes for a moment.  A clear picture of a dark-haired woman on a porch came into focus.  The woman was worried.  Gillian had the distinct impression she was the boy's mother.

Opening her eyes, Gillian cast a wary look at Nathan.  He was watching her closely.  Should she say something to the boy about his mother?  If she did, Nathan would know what had happened.  Why had this vision come now?  Since she'd left Indiana, she'd felt normal--no pictures, no knowledge she shouldn't have.

Gillian looked at the boy, knowing she couldn't let the woman in her mind's eye suffer unnecessarily.  "I think your dog wants a full-course meal."

"What time is it?" he asked with a nod at Gillian's watch.

"Five-thirty."

"Geez.  I was supposed to be home an hour ago.  Mom's gonna be..."  He stopped with a shrug as if a boy his age shouldn't worry about adult authority.  Snapping the leash onto the dog's collar, he gave it a gentle tug.  "C'mon, Peanut.  We'll get us both some supper."  He smiled at Gillian and skated over to his friends, who sat on the curb sipping sodas.

Nathan handed Gillian her plate.  "What happened?"

"You saw what happened.  I gave the dog a snack."

"When you touched the dog, you closed your eyes."

The man was too observant.  "The boy's mother was worried about him."

"You felt that?"

"I saw that.  She was standing on the porch waiting for him."

"You got that from petting the dog?" Nathan asked, astonished. 

She'd faced expressions like his many times in the past.  "Mr. Bradley..."

"Nathan," he reminded her.  

Calling him by his first name seemed too familiar.  She already knew she could be attracted to him.  "This 'talent' I have isn't something I can turn off and on like a light switch.  It's more unpredictable than the weather or earthquakes."

"You made him realize she was worried without saying it, without telling him you knew."

"That was easiest."

Nathan finished his enchilada and took a swig of soda before he spoke again.  "My ex-wife took my daughters out of the country six months ago.  I can't find them. My P.I. can't find them.  Will you take my case?"

 

BUY:  http://www.amazon.com/Nathans-Vow-Search-Love-ebook/dp/B005EZCK54/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1314832425&sr=1-1

 

 

Excerpt from JAKE'S BRIDE:

 

Prologue

 

Sara Standish's heart thudded with excitement, but with trepidation, too, as she climbed the porch steps to the house where she'd lived all her twenty years.  Surely, Jake would change his mind about not having children once he heard her news.  With their wedding two days away and their future stretching before them, wouldn't he feel joy over a life they'd created together?

But then she remembered the pain in his voice, on his face, in his hands, the night he'd told her about his wife  and child…how he'd lost them...how he never wanted to experience that devastation again.  Her empathy had turned into kisses that turned into making love for the first time.  He'd needed her and she'd needed him.  But afterward, he'd vowed he wouldn't make love to her again until their wedding night, until she was protected, until they were truly husband and wife.  He was that type of man.

Although she loved children, she'd agreed to a childless marriage.  She loved Jake so much she'd agree to almost anything.

Did he love her enough to let go of his past and accept this child?

Sara knew she'd agreed to a childless marriage, praying that some day, knowing the love Jake had to give, he would change his mind.  She'd witnessed his work at the community center with teenagers who could stray from an honest path too easily.  And he didn't express his feelings often, but he did love her.  He'd showed her that with the yellow roses he brought her every Friday night. Each rose signified the completion of another week, their growing feelings for each other, the importance of talking about their successes and failures.  Those special times of holding and caring were more precious to her than she could ever explain.  The two most recent roses in a vase on her desk in her bedroom reminded her daily of the commitment they'd made.

She loved Jake so.  Still, her fear made her throat tight.  What if he couldn't accept this child?  What if...

Stopping the questions, she opened the door and went inside.  She heard voices coming from the kitchen.  Her mother's and Jake's.  Quickly she shrugged out of her jacket and hung it in the foyer closet.  Nervously brushing her short, auburn hair away from her face, she wondered how she could get Jake alone without making her mother too curious.  Maybe she could say she wanted to show him the beautiful November sunset.  Or maybe she should wait to tell him after supper.  They could drive to the beach...

"You're a gem, Mrs. Standish.  Your pot roast could win a medal."  Jake's tone was teasing but conveyed his appreciation of her mother's culinary skill.

Jennie Standish laughed.  "You can tell from the aroma?  I think maybe you just haven't eaten properly all day.  And, by the way, Jake, don't you think since you're marrying my daughter this weekend, you could call me Jennie?"

There was a pause.  "I'd like that."

Sara understood the huskiness in Jake's voice.  He'd lost his own mother and appreciated the bond he was building with hers.

"Jake, there is something I'd like to discuss with you before Sara arrives."

"Is there a problem?"

Jennie Standish's tone was gentle.  "I don't know.  Sara tells me you don't want to have children."

He didn't answer immediately, but finally said, "That's right."

"You know Sara loves children.  For three years she's worked in that day care center.  I told her somehow I'd manage to send her to college full time instead of part time, but over and over she's reminded me the experience would make her a better teacher when she does get her degree.  She loves working with little children.  I think she'd do it even if she didn't get paid."

The house was quiet for a few moments as Sara waited for Jake's response.

"We believe our love is enough."

"Your love needs to spill over, Jake.  It needs to be bigger than the two of you."

His voice was sad with a raspy catch.  "You don't understand."

"Make me understand so I know Sara won't regret this pact she's made with you."

"Did Sara tell you about my wife and son?"

"She told me you're divorced."

"Yes.  Because of what happened.  Because--"

Sara knew Jake held in his emotions and didn't want to appear vulnerable to anyone.  It came from his upbringing, from his years as a member of the police force, from the sticky situations he'd handled as a private investigator, from the loss of his son.

A chair scraped the linoleum and in her mind's eye, Sara could see Jake, his broad shoulders, his wavy black hair, his brown eyes that could hide every thought in his head so well, as he sat in the kitchen chair.

"I grew up in the projects."

"Sara did tell me that.  I figured it had something to do with you becoming a police officer.  But she didn't tell me why you gave it up, why you decided to become a private investigator instead."

"I became a cop because I thought I could clean up the city, make a difference.  But it's not possible, Mrs. Standish."  He corrected himself.  "Jennie.  I was a cop for eight years, and I didn't make a dent let alone a difference.  You wouldn't believe the misery I saw.  Then that misery touched me."

"What happened?" she asked softly.

"I was married.  We had a six year old--Davie.  Full of life and fun.  I was working the night shift.  Mary Beth and Davie decided to go to the video store for a movie.  My car was parked behind hers.  Davie ran out ahead of her and opened the driver's door so he could crawl in beside her.  The car exploded."

"Oh, Jake."

"I heard Mary Beth's screams.  I still hear them.  Neither of us could do anything.  We found out later a guy I'd collared did it.  It was an act of revenge.  But the bomb took the wrong person, and I was to blame.  Mary Beth blamed me, too.  Our marriage fell apart."

"Jake, I'm so sorry."

"I won't bring a child into a world of suffering, into a world that doesn't cherish its children or protect them by keeping criminals like that thug behind bars instead of paroling them.  I will never get over losing Davie.  Not in this lifetime or the next.  Don't you see?  I can't have more children.  I can't put myself through that again."

Sara leaned against the closet door.  She knew his pain went deep, but she'd hoped their marriage would heal the wounds.  Yet, she also knew if he wasn't ready for healing, he'd fight it.  A child could make the pain deeper instead of healing him.  She'd been naive to think the news of her pregnancy might be welcome.  Jake said what he believed.  He was passionate about what he felt.  Could she trap him in a situation he didn't want?  What would happen to his feelings for her?

If she told him about the baby, she knew what Jake would do.  He'd go through with the wedding because he was an honorable man.  But what kind of marriage would they have?

Tears flooded her eyes.  Certainly a marriage he didn't want, a child who'd remind him every day of the son he'd lost.  He'd resent the pain.  He'd resent her.  Worst of all, though he'd never admit it, he'd resent their child.  She couldn't bear to see the love they'd shared erode with each passing day, each time Jake looked at her and their child and realized he was imprisoned in his anguish.

Her love wasn't strong enough to watch the feelings between them die instead of grow.  Yet she had to give them one last chance, one last chance for Jake to put their love before his pain.

With trembling fingers she brushed the tears from her cheeks.  Lifting her chin, she walked into the kitchen.

Jake's head came up.  His brown eyes warmed just for her.  Standing, he took her in his arms and hugged her.  "Hi, there."  His voice was still low and husky from the strain of sharing the past with her mother.  "I was worried.  Did you get tied up at work?"

"No.  I need to talk to you.  Let's go into the living room."

"But your mother has supper ready."

Jennie Standish's gaze passed quickly over the two of them, worried because she knew from the tone of Sara's voice that something was wrong.  "That's all right.  I can keep everything warm."

Jake took Sara's hand and walked with her to the sofa.  When they were seated, he wrapped his arm around her and kissed her.  Her fear kept her from responding with her usual fervor, and he leaned away, never a man to push, never a man to take more than she wanted to give.

The gold in his eyes told her better than words that his desire for her would ignite with a kiss, a touch, a smile.  But she had none of them for him now.  Meeting his gaze, she took a deep breath.  "Jake, I need to ask you something."  She unconsciously placed her hand on her stomach.  "Do you think you'll ever change your mind about having children?"

The gold disappeared as his eyes darkened with pain.  "Sara..."

"I want your children.  And I...need to have a baby.  To feel fulfilled in our marriage.  To feel fulfilled as a woman."  A tiny kernel of Sara inside her heart urged her to believe that her announcement might change Jake's mind, that they could have a happy future.

The nerve in his jaw worked.  "We had an agreement."

A sob lodged in her throat but she pushed out the rest of what she had to say.  "I know.  But I can't keep it."

For a moment, she saw...devastation.  And for that moment, she could see all the pain he tried to hide from the loss of his son, the depth of the wound she thought she could help heal.  She'd been naive again.

Jake turned away, his lean cheeks taut.  When he met her gaze again, she couldn't see anything but his dark brown eyes.  He'd erected a wall...against her.  She could feel it as tangibly as she'd felt his love a second before.

Stoicism marked his face as he asked, "What are you trying to tell me?"

Her heart broke and she knew it would never be the same again.  She loved Jake too much to trap him.  "That...that I need to have children and if you truly don't want them...then I can't marry you."

"Sara..."  He spoke her name with such feeling…then all emotion was gone.  "You're calling off the wedding?"

"Jake, I have to.  I have to think about the future.  Can't you do that?  Can't you imagine--?"

He reached for her, then dropped his hand.  "No, I can't.  I can't imagine you pregnant, worrying day after day, night after night, whether you and the baby will be all right.  I can't imagine caring for an infant, chasing after a toddler, knowing I can't protect him.  And most of all, I can't imagine the aching every time I'd look at our child because I'd miss Davie even more.  No, I can't imagine it, Sara, because at times even now the pain is unbearable.  I can't imagine it being even worse.  If you need children in your life, then you're right to call off the wedding."

He stood, moving away from her, moving out of her life.  "Tell your mom I won't be staying for dinner.  Tell her whatever you need to tell her."

Sara took one last chance.  "Jake, you can't leave like this.  We can talk--"

He shook his head.  "There's nothing to talk about.  We've made our choices.  Now we'll have to live with them."

His tall body was rigid.  She wanted to hold him and make everything right.  But she couldn't.  She had to let him go.

Jake Donovan didn't meet her gaze again, didn't touch her, didn't say good-bye.  He simply walked out the door.

 

 

Chapter One

Almost Four Years Later

 

In a fog, Sara walked around the house her mother had rented in Los Angeles for most of her life.  She picked up a needlework magazine on the coffee table.  Crossing to her mother's favorite easy chair, she opened the tapestry bag with her mother's knitting.  A small sweater was almost finished.  Jennie Standish had intended it to be a Christmas present for her grandson.  Christmas...a time for families and love and--

Sara had been debating with herself ever since Christopher was born--as she'd fed him, and changed him, and cared for him in Wasco, a small town about two hours away.  She'd thought her love for Jake and her memories of him would fade with the years, but they hadn't.  She saw him in Christopher's brown eyes, the quirk of his smile, the beauty of him.  She constantly questioned whether she'd done the right thing when she'd left L.A. without telling him about her pregnancy.

With Christopher's first birthday, she'd told herself that Jake had probably gone on with his life.  During Christopher's second year, every time she visited her mom in L.A., she'd thought about calling Jake.  And this past year as Christopher had learned and grown and asked more questions about the world around him, she'd doubted her decision daily.

A month ago, the owners of the day care facility in Wasco where she'd worked had informed her they'd be closing it at the end of the month.  They'd said operating costs were too high and the profit margin not great enough.  Thinking about moving back here, she'd sent resumes all over Los Angeles, seriously considering telling Jake they had a son.

Then two weeks ago, she received a phone call from her aunt in the middle of the night, a phone call that had changed her life.  Her mother's unexpected death had shaken up Sara's world.  It had made her look at her life with Christopher more closely--what he needed.  They had Aunt Eloise, her mother's sister.  But no one else.  Christopher needed his father.  Soon he'd begin to ask specific questions.  Sara couldn't lie to him.  She wanted to tell him what a wonderful man his father was.  She wanted him to know Jake because he deserved to know his father.  Now, all she had to do was pick up the telephone...

The doorbell rang and Sara jumped.  Maybe it was Aunt El.  She'd offered to watch Christopher so Sara could start packing her mother's belongings, so she could spend some time alone with her thoughts--in the house where she'd grown up, in the house she'd soon have to vacate.

When she answered the door, a man in a green uniform stood on the porch.  "Eloise Murray told me I could find Sara Standish here.  I have a package for her."

"I'm Sara Standish."

"Sign here, please."

Sara signed the paper on the clipboard and the young man gave her the manila envelope.  She thanked him, closed the door, and checked the letterhead.  It was from her mother's lawyer.  Sara had met the white-haired, older man when she was a teenager, after her father died.

Slipping her thumb under the flap, she tore the envelope open.  Inside, she found a sealed letter along with a note from the lawyer.

Dear Miss Standish,

Your mother instructed me to deliver this letter to you upon her death.  I will call you in a few days to set up a time for the reading of her will.

My sincere condolences,

George Gunthry

With shaking fingers, she carefully opened the ivory envelope.

Darling Sara,

I know this will be a difficult time for you.  But there is something I'd like you to do.  Do you remember your father's gold pocket watch?  It's in my jewelry box.  I want you to give it to Jake.  George made my will after your father died.  I preferred not to tamper with it because I want this bequest to be a personal moment between you and Jake.  Before Christopher was born, you made a decision considering Jake's wishes.  Maybe it's time to consider yours and Christopher's.

I love you, Sara.  All I've ever wanted is your happiness.  Be happy, sweetheart, no matter what you decide.

Mom

Was this her mother's way of giving her a last bit of guidance, a gentle shove?  Making her face Jake again and her feelings for him?

It was time to face the truth, to let Jake decide if he wanted to be a part of his son's life.  It was time to let go of the guilt and the doubts and put the decision in his hands.

She would go see him.  Test the waters.  Tell him about her mother's bequest.  Then she'd decide what to do next.

#

On Wednesday afternoon, the heat of a September sun poured onto Sara's shoulders as she rang Jake's doorbell, praying he still worked from an office in his house.  Her courage faded as she stood on the doorstep of the Spanish-styled two-story with its black wrought iron trim and terra cotta-colored exterior.  She'd always loved Jake's house with it's old world charm and cozy interior.  Was he sharing it with someone else?

The door opened and a pretty woman with light brown hair and a warm smile stood before Sara.  Sara was speechless for a moment, though she'd thought about Jake marrying another woman.  She swallowed hard, her courage flagging, but her determination taking over.

"Hello?  Can I help you?" the woman asked as her gaze slid over Sara's yellow dress and bolero jacket.

"I'm looking for Jake Donovan.  Are you...Mrs. Donovan?"

The woman laughed.  "Absolutely not."  She extended her hand.  "I'm Gillian Bradley, and I work with Jake.  Are you trying to find someone?"

"Uh, no.  Just Jake."

Gillian motioned her to follow.  "Come in.  He's in the office."

Sara stood in Jake's living room, her emotions tightening her throat.  After four long years, everything was the same, from the native American painting above the fireplace to the hand-carved wooden lamps standing as sentinels on either side of the taupe and green tweed sofa.  The light wood end tables, their tops inlaid with mosaic tiles, even held the same bronze sculptures of wild horses Jake had purchased from an art collector.  She'd stood beside him as he'd bargained for them.  The only new piece was a chest with shelves sitting by the stairway.

Gillian motioned to the office, a sunroom adjacent to the living room.  Sara walked toward it, her heart pounding.

A portable playpen was set up in one corner.  But a child wasn't in it.  Jake stood by the windows, holding a toddler.  Sara couldn't believe it.

Jake said, "I think Matthew's getting another tooth.  I have an extra teething ring in the refrigerator--"  He turned toward the doorway and went perfectly still.

Sara knew she looked different.  She'd let her hair grow longer after Christopher was born.  She'd lost some weight, too.  Working and running after her son had kept her in shape.

But she wasn't the only one who'd changed her hairstyle.  Where Jake had once worn his hair cropped short, it now hung to his shirt collar in the back and over his ears on the sides.  As for the rest of him--  Her heart had already tripled its rhythm.  In khakis and a cream polo shirt, he looked good enough to...hug.  But the stance of his body, the set expression on his face told her this wasn't a reunion he'd anticipated or ever expected.

Suddenly, the baby waved his arms and reached for Jake's collar.  Jake tore his gaze from Sara's and rubbed the little guy's back as if he'd done it many times before.  "I think your mom has plans for you."

Gillian laughed.  "It's time to go home.  He's just trying to coax you into carrying him around a bit longer."  She picked up the diaper bag sitting near the playpen, then held out her arms.

Matthew reached for his mother, then swayed back toward Jake with a smile and a gurgle.  Jake leaned closer to Gillian.  "Go on, pal.  I'll see you tomorrow."

Gillian lifted Matthew from Jake's arms.  After a short pout, he snuggled in his mom's arm.  "Call me if you have any questions on the notes I made.  I'll see you in the morning," she said, glancing at Sara, then back to Jake.

Jake nodded, but his gaze returned to Sara's.  It wasn't until the front door closed that he finally looked away.

Sara felt shell-shocked, seeing him again.  Memories came rushing back along with old feelings.  She remembered the day she'd met him, the workshop he'd presented, his intensity when he'd talked about teenagers needing to be guided in the right direction instead of letting them end up in the criminal justice system.  After his workshop, she'd approached him with a few questions.  They'd gone for coffee and talked, becoming more absorbed in each other than the subject of his presentation.  He'd asked her out over the weekend.  And their courtship had begun.

She remembered the kisses, the touches, that one special night...

She'd matured and changed over the past four years.  Watching Jake hold a child in his arms led her to believe he'd changed, too.

Her memories and emotions kept her immobilized.  Jake had to pass her to get to his desk chair.  When he did, she could have sworn they both held their breath.  The brief contact of his shoulder against hers as he bypassed the playpen acted like a jolt of electricity to her already overloaded nervous system.

Not knowing where to start, she said, "Gillian said she was your partner."

"Yes, she is."

"She brings her baby to work?"

Jake lodged one hip against the desk.  "Sometimes."

"How old is...Matthew, isn't it?"

"Fifteen months."  The lines along Jake's mouth that carved into his lean cheeks when he smiled now looked deeper than they had four years ago.

Sara couldn't keep the burning question in her mind.  "Is Matthew yours?"

Jake looked as though he might not answer, but then in a brisk tone explained, "Gillian is happily married to a friend of mine.  Matthew is theirs."

"I was surprised to see you with a child."

"I never said I didn't like kids.  I just didn't want to bring any into the world." 

When the silence stretched into an unbearable awkwardness, he asked, "Why are you here?"

There was no welcome in his voice, none of the gentleness she knew he was capable of.  The wall he'd erected the last time they'd talked, the day he'd left her mother's house, was solid and sturdy.  All she could do was take one step at a time.

"My mother passed away two weeks ago."  Sara's throat tightened and she had to fight back the tears that were all too ready to come to the surface these days.

Jake's stony expression softened.  "I'm sorry.  I know how much she meant to you."

Yes, he did.  In fact, he'd known everything about her because she'd held nothing back.  Not until she'd received the news of her pregnancy.  "I've been staying at Aunt El's."

"How's your aunt taking this?" he asked, his tone bringing back memories of his arms around her, confidences shared, yellow roses.

She shook off the images and the feelings that went with them to concentrate on his question.  Her Aunt Eloise and her mother had been close all their lives.  "It's difficult for her."

Jake stuffed his hands into his pockets, a familiar gesture.  He always did it when he was uncomfortable.  "I am sorry about your mother, but you could have sent me a note.  Why did you come?"  He seemed genuinely perplexed.

"Because Mom left me a letter.  She wants you to have something of my dad's."

The seconds ticked by.  "Why?"

"Because she liked you, Jake.  She...she just wanted you to have it."  Sara knew Jake's memories of his mother weren't all happy ones, that's why she'd hoped he could share her mother.  It was too late.  But it wasn't too late for him to have a relationship with his son.  "I wanted to invite you over to Mom's house to pick it up.  How about tomorrow sometime?"

Jake looked torn.  Finally, he said, "All right.  Around one?"

"That's fine.  I'll look forward to seeing you then."

He pushed away from his desk.  "I'll walk you out."

Jake felt almost numb and didn't try to make conversation as he walked Sara Standish to the door.  He'd never expected to see her again.  He'd told himself she was history.  But he couldn't look at a yellow rose, he couldn't close his eyes sometimes, he couldn't look at the tux still hanging in his closet without wondering what they could have had, without wondering why he still missed her, without wondering if she was now married to someone else, mothering the children she'd wanted.

The sense of betrayal he'd experienced when she'd called off the wedding had never ebbed.  He'd fallen in love with her and he'd trusted her--with his heart and with his life.  But he hadn't been enough for her.  His love hadn't been enough.  She'd wanted more.  She'd wanted something he couldn't give her because in giving her a child, he would have given himself unending heartache.  His grief over his dead son hadn't lessened, it had taken a deeper foothold.  Sara's broken promise had made him more guarded, and he knew he'd built an impenetrable shell around his heart.

So why did Sara's presence in his house make that shell feel not quite as secure, as if it needed another layer?

Jake glanced at her again.  If he looked too hard, too long, he might feel something that after she left again could only hurt him more.  She was so damn pretty.  Those big blue eyes once filled with optimism and sparkling enthusiasm now reflected sadness and something else he couldn't put his finger on.  But it didn't matter.  After tomorrow he'd never see her again.

He opened the door for her.  When she stepped over the threshold onto the porch, he called, "Sara?"

She turned.

"Don't go to any trouble tomorrow.  I won't be able to stay.  I have appointments later in the afternoon."

As soon as he saw her disappointment, he regretted his abrupt words.  She looked as if she was about to say something, but then changed her mind.  Instead, she nodded.  "I'll see you tomorrow around one."

Jake watched her walk down the path to her car, wishing he could deny her effect on him, wishing tomorrow over so feelings he'd kept in check for four years could stay buried.

#

Jake walked up the steps to the house Jennie Standish had rented, remembering the last time he'd left it the night Sara had called off their wedding.

He'd thought he was over her.  He'd thought he'd gone on with his life.  But just one look at her, the scent of her, the lift of her brow when she was unsure, was enough to make every nerve in his body need.  And not just any woman, but her. He hadn't slept last night.  Not that insomnia was new to him.  But too many memories had come crashing back.

When he rang the doorbell, Sara answered immediately.  She must have been waiting.  She was dressed in a navy top and shorts that wasn't intentionally seductive, but showed off  her slim figure.  Had she lost weight?  He'd always liked her short hair, but he had to admit the longer style was sensually enticing.  He wanted to touch it, to brush her cheek, to—

He gave himself a mental kick.

"Come in," she said softly.

That damn soft voice.  He'd never heard it raised in anger.  "I can't stay long."  He knew he was curt, but he had to watch every response, every syllable, every thought.

She led him to the living room couch.  He chose a side chair.  Not commenting, she lifted a small felt pouch from the coffee table.  "This is what Mom wanted you to have."

Her fingers brushed his palm and the years slipped away.  Heat forked through him and he remembered the night they'd made love.  He'd never forget that night as long as he lived--the intimacy, the closeness, the sheer pleasure.

Focusing on the pouch, he opened it and shook the contents into his hand.  A gold watch.  Her father's watch.  A lump formed in Jake's throat.

"Sara, I don't know what to say."

"You don't have to say anything.  I think Mom had a reason for giving that to you."

He heard the seriousness in Sara's voice and his investigative senses went on alert.  More was going on here than a bequest.  Sara had come back into his life for some reason.  "Why did she give it to me?"

He watched Sara's breasts rise and fall as she took a deep breath.  "I've been living in Wasco, Jake.  When Mom died, I wasn't with her.  It was a heart attack, out of the blue..."  Her words faded and she blinked away emotion.

He wanted to comfort her, but he knew better and stayed put.  "Sara?"

She regained her composure.  "When Mom died, I had to rethink decisions I'd made.  Decisions that involved you."

He cocked his head and listened intently, to hear what she wasn't saying.  "Go on."

"I felt it was best at the time.  I thought--  Well, it doesn't matter what I thought.  The last four years I've been doubting my decision.  Since Mom died, I realized I was wrong and you need to know."

"What do I need to know?"  He asked the question slowly, expecting a shock, trying to prepare himself for whatever was coming.

"You have a son.  I was pregnant the night I called off the wedding."

The buzz of a lawn mower penetrated the windows.  The space between him and Sara vibrated with his shock and something much stronger than came from his gut and surged through his bloodstream.

Sara's hands fluttered.  "I couldn't tell you.  I didn't want you to marry me for that reason, not when you didn't want children.  I couldn't see any other way to go."

He could hardly contain his anger, his sense of betrayal, and he felt like a volcano ready to blow.  "You could have told me the truth!"

"No, I couldn't have.  Because you would have done the honorable thing despite the way you felt, and that would have been wrong for both of us."

He'd never imagined Sara could lie or deceive.  He'd trusted her and this was how she'd repaid that trust.  Anger rushed through him, vibrating in his quick response.  "So you did the dishonorable thing.  You lied," he added, his voice sharp and meant to cut through her.

"I didn't lie.  I told you I wanted children.  I wanted this baby.  I never could have given him up for adoption or--"

Jake leaned forward, his arms braced on his knees, his breathing fast, his heart pounding.  "Don't say it.  I can't believe you believed I'd want you to do either.  Not after what we shared."  He remembered her telling him she loved him.  He remembered loving her.

Her voice quivered.  "You didn't want children!"

He straightened and tried to rein in his reaction so he could think clearly, so he could get the information he needed.  "No, I didn't.  But once you found out you were pregnant, I had a right to know.  What's his name?"

"Christopher," she said quietly.

Pictures of Davie flashed in Jake's mind.  Every one of them hurt to see.  "Where is he?"

"Right now he's with Aunt Eloise…at her house.  We'll be staying with her as I empty this one."

"I want to see him.  Now."  He was prepared for any argument she might give to keep him away from his son.

To his surprise, she didn't argue.  Rather she said, "I would have brought him with me but I didn't know if you'd have to think about this--"

"There's nothing to think about."  He stood.  "Let's go.  I remember where your aunt lives.  I'll follow you."  He wouldn't let Sara out of his sight until he saw his son.  And then...  One step at a time.

Sara felt shaken to her core as she locked the door and they went to their cars.  She wished she could say something to cut the tension between them, to diffuse Jake's anger.  But she realized she had to let it wear off…she had to be patient.  And she would be patient as long as it took.  Because she still loved this man.

She always would.

When she pulled into the driveway of her aunt's house, she took a few deep breaths.  She had no idea what Jake's reaction would be when he saw his son, but she'd soon find out.  She didn't wait for Jake but went to the door, opened it, and called to her aunt.  "I'm back."

"In the kitchen," her aunt responded.  "Cookie time."

Jake's car screeched to a stop in front of the house.  He ran up to the porch and came in behind her.

"Christopher's in the kitchen with Aunt El."

Jake grasped Sara's arm.  "Does he know?"

"What?"

"Will he know I'm his father?"

"No.  I haven't talked to him about it yet because I wasn't sure what you'd want to do."

He released her, but the heat from his skin remained.  "Introduce me as his father.  That's what I am.  That's what I'll always be."

Lord, she wished she had a child psychologist at her elbow.  She supposed the best thing to do was to be honest with her son in the simplest way possible.  "Give me a few minutes to explain to him."

Jake searched her face, his eyes probing, anger still in evidence.  "That's probably best for him.  I'll wait here."

Sara breathed a sigh of relief and went to the kitchen.  Her Aunt Eloise stood at the counter mixing a meat loaf.  "I saw Jake get out of his car."

"As soon as I told him, he insisted on coming over."

Eloise smiled.  "Good."

Christopher was eating a cookie.  Sara crossed to him and sat beside him.  "Hi, honey.  How was your morning?"

He took another bite of the cookie.  "Okay."

"I need to talk to you about something."

Christopher kept munching.

"Remember when you asked me if you had a daddy, I said you did but he lived somewhere else?"

Her son nodded.

"What would you think about meeting your dad?"

Christopher's eyes brightened and he smiled.  "A daddy like Patti's?"

Patti was one of Christopher's friends from day care.  Her father had picked her up every day.  "He's your dad so he wouldn't be exactly like Patti's.  He's is the living room.  Should I get him?"

Christopher nodded and put the cookie on the table.

Sara returned to the living room and saw Jake pacing back and forth.  "He's looking forward to meeting you."  It sounded so formal.  But what else could she say?  She didn't know what was going to happen any more than Jake did as he followed her to the kitchen.  

"Hello, Jake," Eloise said simply.  Her aunt had invited her and Jake to dinner a few times when they were engaged.

Jake nodded, but his attention was all on his son.

Sara went over to her three-year-old, who was still munching on his cookie.  She laid her hand on top of his head and ruffled his black hair.  "Honey, this is your daddy."

Her son looked up at her with wide brown eyes.  Sara swallowed hard.  "Jake, this is Christopher."

Jake approached slowly, as if he couldn't believe the three-year-old in front of his eyes.  The lines deepened around his mouth and his quick intake of breath told her he was remembering another little boy, another son.  The pain on his face was almost more than she could stand.  Would seeing Christopher always bring him pain?  How would that pain affect his relationship with Christopher and with her?

Jake crouched down beside his son and glanced at the pile of crumbs in front of him.  "I guess you like chocolate chip cookies."

"Mommy's an' Auntie El's."

"I know your mommy can make a great chocolate chip cookie.  How many have you had?"

Christopher looked up at Sara then leaned closer to Jake and held up three fingers.  "I eat two."

Jake smiled.

Christopher took a cookie from the plate in the middle of the table and offered it to Jake.  "Want one?"

Jake's smile faded as he took the cookie and stood, leaning against the table as he took a bite.  From experience, Sara knew he was reining in emotions, thinking, letting logic decide his next step.

Finally he said to Christopher, "Maybe you and I could go outside and take a walk in the back yard.  What do you think?"

Christopher looked up at Sara.  Trying to protect her son but wanting to give Jake every opening she could, she asked Christopher, "Do you want to?"

Her son examined Jake from his six-one stature, over his face, to his sneakers.  "Okay."  Checking with his mother again, he asked, "Is he a stranger?"

Sara glanced at Jake--the curling black hair at his throat where two buttons stood open, his taut stomach, his long legs and tanned arms, and she took another deep breath.  "No, he's not a stranger."  She and her son had talked many times about not playing or speaking with people he didn't know unless she was there.  Daddy or not, he didn't know Jake.

Jake's gaze met hers briefly.  She felt the shock of it to her toes, anger mixed with anguish, and accusation.  Taking a towel from the handle of the oven, she wiped her son's mouth and hands, then brushed her hand across his hair once more.  "Maybe you can show your daddy the pretty rocks you found."

Christopher jumped from his chair and went to the door.  "See rocks?"

Jake followed his son.  "Sure."

Christopher chattered about where he'd found his treasures, his voice fading as they walked down the yard.

Eloise put her arm around her niece's shoulders.  "It'll work out, dear.  You'll see."

"He's angry with me, Aunt El."

Her aunt patted her shoulder.  "Of course, he is.  He has a right to be."

Sara thought about it as she had a million times before.  "I couldn't marry him.  It would have been wrong.  But I should have stood my ground, not married him, and then told him about the baby."

Eloise dropped her arm and went to peer out the door at Jake and her great nephew.  "You were young, Sara.  Jake was ten years older and a strong-minded man.  If he'd insisted on marriage, I'm not sure you could have held out against him."  

To see Christopher walk beside Jake gave Sara great joy.  To watch Jake take his son's hand also caused her great sadness because she'd kept them apart.  How could she ever make up for that?  Her aunt's words penetrated.

Could she have held out against Jake if he'd wanted marriage anyway back then?  "I don't know.  Maybe that's why I did it the way I did.  But I do know I'm going to move back here and give Jake as much time as he wants with Christopher.  I owe him that."

"You don't know what kind of father he'll be."

"I think I do.  Just look at them."

Father and son hunkered down over a pile of rocks.  Christopher pointed out something.

"The novelty might wear off."

Sara knew her aunt was playing devil's advocate.  "No.  Jake's not that type of man.  He doesn't pretend what he doesn't feel."

Eloise faced her niece.  "Do you think he'll be staying for supper?"

"I have no idea, Aunt El.  I have no idea what Jake's going to do.  I'll have to wait and see."

#

Sitting in the sun on the warm grass beside Christopher, Jake couldn't help staring at the boy.  He looked so much like Davie.  His features--Jake's features.  His eyes--Jake's eyes.  Had Christopher looked like Davie as an infant, as a one-year-old?  How old was he when he cut his first tooth, said his first word, took his first step?

Jake still couldn't believe Sara had lied to him, left him, and cheated him out of three years with his son.  Finding it hard to absorb, fighting off the dark anger he didn't want to influence his attitude toward Christopher, he suddenly felt the immensity of the responsibility that had fallen on him out of nowhere.  Without warning, or time to prepare, he was a father again.  This time he had to do it right.  This time he had to make sure his son was safe every minute of every day.  He didn't want to let the boy out of his sight.  Yet he knew he had to temper his fears.

What was Sara planning?  Why had she told him now?  Was she willing to move back to L.A.?  Would she let him be a parent?  She had no choice.  No matter where she lived, Christopher was Jake's son and he'd get to know his child one way or another.  The problem was--how was he going to handle having Sara back in his life?

The way he handled everything else...very carefully.

"Look, Daddy."

The sound of the title, the childlike quality of Christopher's voice, tore Jake apart.  Because he remembered another time, another voice.  Yet when Christopher handed him the gray stone and his small fingers touched Jake's palm, Jake felt the pride of fatherhood again.  Yes, this time he would do it right. 

A half hour later, when Jake and his son returned to the kitchen, Christopher ran to his mother.  "Milk, Mommy?  Daddy drinks milk, too!"

Sara's gaze met Jake's with uncertainty.  The fact of the matter was that he felt such confusion about Sara right now, he knew he needed time away from her and Christopher so he could think, and plan, and decide the best route to take.  He certainly didn't trust her.  He might never be able to trust her again.

She went to the refrigerator and opened the door, pulling out the milk carton.  "Jake, would you like to stay for a while, maybe for dinner?"

Jake looked at Christopher and then back at her.  "No.  I have to get back.  I left some work unfinished."  He turned to his son.  "But I'll see you again.  Soon."  He ruffled Christopher's hair.  "We can have milk and cookies together next time.  Okay?"

Christopher bobbed his head enthusiastically.

Sara waited for the three-year-old to sit at the table, then she poured him a glass of milk.  "I'll be right at the front door.  Aunt El's in her sewing room.  If you go in there with her, don't touch anything unless she says you can."

Jake had trouble tearing himself away from Christopher, putting physical distance between them.  After a last long look, he walked to the front door.  Sara stood a few feet from him.

His voice was gruff with all the unsaid thoughts and feelings churning inside him.  "Are you going back to Wasco?"

She straightened her shoulders and tilted up her chin, looking directly into his eyes.  "What do you want, Jake?"

The question she should have asked four years ago intensified the churning in his gut, and he couldn't keep the anger at bay.  "So now you're going to think about that?"

"I've always thought about what you wanted and didn't want."

She was lying.  She couldn't have thought about him and still kept Christopher away for so long.  Silence stretched between them until he said in a low tone, "I need time to think.  Just don't go running off without telling me.  Because if you do--"

She didn't let him finish his warning.  "I won't.  Do you want to spend time with Christopher tomorrow?"

Could he believe she wouldn't run?  Could he believe she'd stay at least until they made some decisions?  He looked into the kitchen where his son was still drinking his milk.  "I'll call you."

And with that, Jake stepped onto the porch and closed the door behind him, in more turmoil than he'd experienced in years.
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Excerpt from TOYS AND WISHES:

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

"What in blazes is going on here?"

Lexa Kittredge almost dropped the porcelain figurine she'd lifted from Clare Flannigan's bookshelf.  Before she could answer, Clare slipped from behind the desk she'd been dusting.

"Josh!  You're back!"  She pushed her blue glasses farther up her nose.  "Lexa, this is my nephew, Josh Flannigan.  Josh, meet Alexandra Kittredge."

Lexa only had time to nod before Clare rushed on, "So how was Colorado, Josh?  You deserved that long vacation.  Anything exciting happen?  Meet any bears?"

Lexa suppressed a smile, recognizing Clare's attempt to turn the focus of the conversation on her nephew, rather than the disordered state of her apartment.

"Aunt Clare, what's going on?"

His question was directed at Clare but his gaze was on Lexa.  Suddenly she wished they'd opened a window.  She hadn't noticed it before, but the heat in Clare's apartment was stifling.  Her sweatshirt was sticking uncomfortably to her shoulders.  It wasn't supposed to be this hot in Pennsylvania in October, Indian summer or not.  Or did the sudden rise in temperature have something to do with Josh Flannigan's piercing blue eyes, the same startling blue as Clare's?

"I'm moving."

Josh's attention flew to his aunt.  "You're what?"

Clare climbed onto the step stool to remove books from the top shelf of the bookcase.  "I'm moving.  Some friends and I have invested in a lovely old house," she explained airily as if she did something like this at least once a week.

Josh's fingers dashed through his shaggy black hair.  "Have you taken leave of your senses?"

Lexa set the figurine back on the shelf and took a step forward, deciding it might be time to help Clare explain the situation to her nephew.  She offered her hand.  "It's a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Flannigan.  Clare's told me so much about you."

Josh's gaze switched back to her.  "And just who are you?"

"Joshua, don't be rude!" Clare scolded.

He took Lexa's hand but also took the time to give her a more thorough looking-over.  She didn't have to guess at what he saw.  Sweatshirt and jeans.  Curly blonde hair that probably looked as if she'd just escaped a stiff wind.  Shiny face.  "I'm a friend of Clare's."

He dropped her hand.  "Since when?"

"Josh..."

"It's all right, Clare.  About two months ago Clare came to a workshop I was giving," Lexa explained.

"About?"  Josh looked at Clare as if she'd been bitten by some strange bug.

"Senior citizens developing second careers."

"Oh, great.  Just what Clare needs when she's finally retired."

"You don't know what I need."  Clare's tone matched the fiery hue of her red hair.

"Mr. Flannigan, your aunt has acted very responsibly."

"Where did you get the money?" Josh asked his aunt.

"I had money saved."

Josh's hand slashed through the air.  "But that was your nest egg.  I don't believe you've done something so...

impulsive."

Clare exploded. "It's about time I'm impulsive if I want to be impulsive." 

Lexa took a deep breath.  She had to do something to prevent a full-blown fight.  "I've directed Clare to an experienced financial advisor."

Josh shook his head and rubbed the back of his neck. "Clare, you can't be serious about moving.  You've lived in this apartment all your life.  I've lived here much of mine.  The rent's always been reasonable, you don't have to worry about mowing grass or shoveling snow."  He looked around the room at the chaos.  "My God!  I go away for six weeks and when I come back, you're packing boxes."

Clare shrugged and took Lexa's place at the bookshelves.  She reached to the top shelf for two volumes of poetry.  "I'm doing the right thing.  Ask Lexa."

Acting as a buffer wasn't Lexa's favorite position.  She'd had to do it too many times between her younger sister and their stepmother.  But at least she'd had practice.  "I think you're doing what you want to do.  That makes it right."

Striding toward Clare, Josh took the books from her hand and dumped them into an open carton.  His denim jacket emphasized the width of his shoulders, and the snug fitting jeans encased long legs and muscular thighs.  He wasn't drop-dead handsome, but even with the beard stubble, he'd certainly do.  Do for what?  Lexa asked herself, then pushed every possible answer out of her head.

"I want to know where you got this crazy idea," Josh was saying.  "Do you know the work you're letting yourself in for?  The hassles?"

Clare's eyes threw rebellious darts.  "What about the joy?  The challenge?  The thrill of a new adventure?  Just because I'm over sixty, Joshua Flannigan, is no reason to put me out to pasture.  I'm still alive and kicking more than ever.  Thirty-five years of teaching English to teenagers is not enough to wear me out or put me in a rocking chair."

She pointed her finger at him.  "You thought I'd be happy retired, you thought I'd be happy living a life of leisure.  Well, if it wasn't for the senior center this past year, I'd have gone crazy!  Lexa thinks this is a magnificent idea and I expected more support from you."

Josh pushed his jacket flaps aside and stuffed his hands in his back pockets as if he were considering the best way to reason with his aunt.  "Don't you thing you're acting recklessly?"

Lexa squared her shoulders.  This was going to be more difficult than she'd expected.  "Mr. Flannigan, your aunt came to talk to me because she was bored, because she was feeling useless, because sitting here by herself was making her feel ancient."

Josh's blue eyes were steady and concerned as they swung back to Clare.  "Aunt Clare, all you have to do is call me.  I can spend more time with you."

"What nonsense!"  Clare planted her hands on her hips.  "You're thirty-four, You have your own life to live and so do I."

Realizing her presence increased the tension, Lexa stepped forward.  "Clare, it might be better if I wait in the other room."

"Don't let Josh chase you out."

Lexa crossed the room.  "He's not.  I think you two need to hash this out on your own.  I'll take down the wall decorations in the living room."

Josh moved aside to let Lexa pass, wondering how to keep his aunt from making the biggest mistake of her life.  He cared about her too much to let her put herself in financial jeopardy, let alone create more work for herself than she needed.

Lexa's delicate perfume lingered, teasing him.  After weeks of smelling only damp earth and woods, the scent affected him.  Or maybe it was her seeming fragility--the big brown eyes, that fluffy blond hair.  She certainly looked harmless.  So what was she doing meddling in Clare's life?

Josh turned toward his aunt, his black brows pulling together in an effort to concentrate on her problem.  "Is a rambling old house going to give you a new life?  I think it's going to give you headaches.  Think of the money you'll waste on repairs.  Something always needs to be fixed in old houses.  Who's going to pay for that?"

Clare's tone was defensive.  "Lexa says it doesn't need many repairs.  The door frames need a fresh coat of paint.  That's all."

The last thing he wanted to do was dismiss or hurt Clare's feelings.  She had given him a home since he was twelve and he loved her dearly.  But the idea of her giving up her nest egg worried him.  If Alexandra Kittredge had influenced Clare unduly, there'd be hell to pay.

"How does Lexa know what repairs this house needs?" Josh asked, amazed at the confidence Clare was placing in a stranger who could be a con artist, even if she didn't look like one.

"She knows the real estate agent.  She says he's honest and would tell us if anything else was wrong.  My partners and I looked at the whole place carefully."

Partners.  His aunt was involved over her head; he knew it.  "You have no experience dealing with people who might be less than honest.  A real estate agent has one thing on his mind--selling.  As for your partners, who are they and what do they know?"

Clare's lips tightened.  "I do not have the time or inclination to keep arguing with you.  I have to be packed in five days."

"Five days?  You mean the deal's closed...finished?  You did this without consulting me?"

His aunt's voice was even, but silver sparks studded her blue eyes.  "I'm an adult.  I don't have to consult you.  And how could I anyway when you were off in no-man's land back-packing?"

"You could have waited.  You knew my timetable."

She gently clasped his arm.  "I'm doing this whether you approve or not.  We had to move fast on the house.  Someone else wanted it.  We settle on Friday and I intend to move in Saturday."

Whenever he argued with Clare, he felt as if he was running against the wind.  She could be so bullheaded.  He wanted what was best for her but he wasn't sure this was it.  "You're moving too fast; I don't like the whole thing." 

His aunt gave him a pat, then crossed to the desk and picked up a can of furniture polish.  "I've made my decision, Josh.  You're not going to change my mind so you might as well stop trying.  I have a lot to do and not much time to do it.  If you're going to help, you're welcome to stay."

Josh closed his eyes for a moment.  He was tired.  He had driven the last seven hours, anxious to get home, anxious to see how the toy stores were faring without him, anxious to find out what his aunt had been up to.  No one had heard him knock, so he'd walked in.  He'd never expected this.  The deal wouldn't be settled until Friday, so it could still fall through or be cancelled.

"I'm going to talk to Ms. Kittredge."

"You're not going to bully her.  This was totally my decision, no one else's."

"I want to know some details."

"So ask me!"

"You're too busy packing."

"Josh--"

"Aunt Clare," he parroted with the same wary intonation.

Clare threw her hands up in surrender.  "Okay.  But don't make her feel guilty or anything else.  She's been an extraordinary help.  I wouldn't have been able to do this without her."

Josh believed that.  But why had she torn his aunt's life apart?  He was determined to find out exactly what Lexa Kittredge had to do with this whole mess, and what kind of influence she obviously held over his aunt.

His footsteps were muffled by the carpet in the hallway.  But when he entered the living room, Lexa turned toward him,  as if sensing he was there.

She propped the painting she was holding against a sofa arm and sat down next to it.  "Clare is sure about the plans she's made."

Josh's expression was grim.  "Are they her plans or someone else's?"

Lexa stared up at him and didn't seem to take offense at his protective concern.  "They're her plans."

There were smudges of blue under Lexa's eyes.  Did she stay up late?  Did she live with someone?  He glanced at her hand.  No ring on her finger.  He wondered how she spent her free time and whom she spent it with, then immediately banished the thought.

He had to remind himself she could be manipulating his aunt for some gain of her own.  His words were brisk.  "Convince me.  Convince me that you had nothing to do with her pouring her life savings into an old house, nothing to do with her turning her life topsy-turvy at her age.  She said you've been advising her.  What gives you that right?"

"I have that right because I have the qualifications and because I'm her friend.  I have been since the workshop."

He crossed his arms over his chest.  "I can't believe she was interested in a second career.  She can't possibly want to work again.  She has a teacher's pension and social security."

"Why wouldn't she want to work again?"  Lexa sat farther back on the sofa, clearly making herself at home.  "These days, it's almost a necessity."

"She doesn't need to work.  She's financially secure.  If she needs anything, I'm here to help."

Lexa shook her head.  "Maybe she doesn't need to work right now, but she needs--" 

"How do you know what she needs?  You can't just advise people without knowing their situation."

Her cheeks flushed.  "Mr. Flannigan, I majored in social work and I minored in psychology.  I run a job counseling and placement center.  I didn't go looking for your aunt, she approached me.  She was sad and depressed."

Josh felt as if she'd kicked him in the stomach.  "Depressed?  She's always smiling, whistling, doing something.  Clare's never depressed.  She's the happiest person I know and you can't seriously tell me--"

"I can seriously tell you she was depressed.  Just how much time have you spent with her the past six months?"

During the past six months he had been working more than usual, making sure his management and sales teams were running without a hitch so he could squeeze in a much-earned, overdo vacation before the Christmas rush.  True, he hadn't seen his aunt much...

Hell, why was he feeling defensive?  Ms. Kittredge was the one who had probably put this hare-brained scheme into his aunt's head.  "What does that have to do with this?"

"Relatives always seem to be the last to see discontent.  If you had sat down with Clare and really listened to what she was saying, you might have realized..."  When he was about to interrupt, Lexa held up her hand like a stop sign.  "Please let me finish."

He stuffed his hands in his pockets and gave her a nod to go ahead.

Eye level with Josh's waist, Lexa saw the denim pull across his thighs.  Realizing he had noticed where her gaze had strayed, she flushed slightly and raised her eyes to his.  "Clare's friends at the center know she's been unhappy the past year.  So I'm not telling you anything that's confidential.  They persuaded her to come to the workshop and to see me.  After we talked, I realized she didn't really want to get back in the work force, but she wanted something to put meaning in her life."

"So you advised a venture that could wipe out her life savings and give her more work than she can handle."

"I advised no such thing.  I told her to think about what she liked to do, what she wanted to do, and what she did best.  She took it from there.  She talked to other seniors and discovered she wasn't the only one who was feeling lonely and empty.  She wants to care for people.  That's what she did for thirty-five years.  She found two other people who want to do the same thing.  They want to share their lives, take care of and depend on each other."

Josh was feeling more and more guilty.  He didn't like the feeling so he struck out.  "And I suppose you don't get anything out of this?  You're just a do-gooder who goes around solving people's problems, giving direction to their lives?"

Lexa's eyes told him he had struck a nerve, that she had heard the accusation before.  "I've helped Clare find a road that will bring her happiness, the same kind of happiness my volunteer work gives me.  You're not thinking about Clare's life, you're thinking about the easiest route for yourself so you don't have to worry about her."

  The static between them crackled.  "You have no right to judge me."

She stood.  "And you have no right to judge my motives or your aunt's capabilities.  Clare's an older woman, not elderly, certainly not decrepit.  She has wisdom, experience, maturity, and goals.  Goals and aspirations don't die because you reach fifty or fifty-five or sixty.  She's smart, interesting, and has a lot to share and no one to share it with."

"She has me!"

Lexa tipped her head back.  "And you think you're enough to fill her world?  Get serious.  That might have been true when you were a recalcitrant teenager, but it's certainly not true now."

He felt at a definite disadvantage.  If his aunt had told this woman about some of his escapades, Lexa was one up on him.  "Aunt Clare's an innocent when it comes to financial matters.  How does she know she can meet the mortgage payments, repairs, taxes?"

"If you talk to your aunt...calmly," Lexa emphasized, "You'll realize she's not going into this blindly.  The widower who's moving in with her is an accountant."

"You have an answer for everything, don't you?" he goaded, suddenly wanting to get a rise out of her.  To that end he stepped closer.  Lexa's perfume wafted around his head; his heart suddenly beat harder.  A slice of desire startled him.

"No, I don't.  But I've had experience with scores of people."

"The truth is you feel powerful influencing people's lives, changing their direction," he accused.

"The truth is, Mr. Flannigan, it makes me feel good, not powerful.  The truth is you don't want to let go of your aunt.  The truth is you don't want her to be independent and not need you.  And the truth is I don't think you'd know the truth if it bit you in the seat of your too-tight jeans!"

Josh needed to regroup.  Alexandra Kittredge had brought up some wrinkles he hadn't anticipated--wrinkles that, if she was telling the truth, couldn't easily be smoothed away.  "I want what's best for Clare, what's good for her." 

"You might not know what that is.  Only she knows.  I'll leave so you can discuss this without interference."  

He reached for Lexa's arm and when his fingers closed around it, he saw the same jolt of awareness he experienced reflected in her eyes.  "Don't leave without saying good-bye to her.  She'll think I ran you out the door."

"Clare loves you.  She needs and wants your support.  This isn't easy for her."

Josh's eyes narrowed.  Lexa sounded so sincere.  If she was on the level, he wondered what had drawn her to Clare, what made her care so much.  He released her arm and let his hand drop to his side.  "I want to see her happy.  But I want her safe."

"Even people over sixty might have to take risks to find happiness."

Had Lexa Kittredge taken many risks in her life?  He decided to find out more about her.  But not now.  His aunt was his primary concern.  He didn't stand in Lexa's way when she started toward the den to tell Clare she was leaving.  He watched the sway of her hips as she walked, and he made up his mind.  No, he and Alexandra Kittredge weren't finished yet.  Not by a long shot.

***

After Lexa returned to her town house from Clare's apartment Sunday evening, she showered and made herself a salad.  Wrapped in a chenille robe, she settled at her computer to skim the news feed.  But her mind wasn't on the headlines.

Joshua Flannigan was a force to be reckoned with.  But Clare was independent enough to do what she wanted.  Lexa felt a deep affection for her.  Initially, she'd gotten involved with Clare because she needed something to keep her mind off the ramifications of becoming an adoptive mother.  She was worried about Dani.  Lexa desperately wanted her sister's child, but right now she was more concerned about her sister.

The phone rang and she decided to let her answering machine monitor it.  But when she heard Dani's voice leaving a message, she grabbed the phone on the end table.

"Dani, I'm here."  Lexa flicked off the tape recording and asked, "How are you feeling?"

"About the same.  The doctor says the nausea will pass in a couple of months.  I saw a lawyer."

"And?"

"He doesn't feel there will be any problems as long as we're both sure this is what we want.  He said to think about it for another month or so then call him and he'll start the paperwork.  Lexa, are you sure you want to adopt?  It's too hard to raise a child as a single parent.  That's why I..."

Lexa's heart tore as she heard Dani's anguish.  At that moment she despised the man who refused to support Dani.  "Honey, it's different for me.  I have a sound income.  I have access to good day care here in Chambersburg.  You know, you could do it if you really want to.  Dad would help you."

Tears threaded Dani's voice.  "I can't do it, Lexa.  You're strong.  I can't believe how you've done everything on your own without Daddy's money."

"That was my choice.  But you can accept his help."

"I don't want to raise a child--not alone.  And I can't believe you do."

Lexa had loved and protected Dani since their mother died.  "Did you tell Dad yet?"

"No.  Not yet.  And don't you."

"I won't.  But you should tell him soon."

"I will.  Eventually.  He'll think I should get married to save the family name or something.  What a laugh.  Marriage is the last thing Rob wants to think about."

"Have you seen him lately?"

"Yes.  We argued again.  Lexa, I love him but he doesn't want to get married.  I told him you're going to adopt the baby.  He thinks you're crazy."

Lexa knew exactly what she was doing and crazy didn't enter into it.  Because of a bout with endometriosis, she might never be able to have children.  The knowledge had plagued her for the last two years.  No one knew but her sister.  When she learned Dani was pregnant but wanted to give the baby up for adoption, Lexa had jumped at the chance.  "I can't tell you how thankful I am you're willing to let me adopt."

"You've always been a terrific big sister even though I've wanted to pull your hair out more than once.  And I know you'll make a great mother because you care so much about everyone."

"Hey, you better stop before I get a swelled head."  The teasing tone disappeared.  "I only want you to do what's right for you.  I want you to be happy.  Okay?"

"Yeah.  I know.  And after all we've talked about this, I'm sure it's what I want to do.  Do you think you can drive up next weekend?  My roommate's going home.  You can stay in the dorm.  Everybody will be at the football game on Saturday.  I have tickets if you want to go."

"Since Penn State's having such a good season, I might consider it," Lexa kidded.  "We'll see what the weather's like.  You don't want to catch cold."

"Yes, mother."

"I'm sorry."

Dani's sigh came through loud and clear.  "It's okay."  After a pause, she asked,  "What time do you think you can be here Saturday?"

"About eleven-thirty?  Twelve?"

"The earlier the better.  You're the only one I can talk to right now."

Dani expected Lexa to be around whenever she needed her, and Lexa always was.  "I'll get there as soon as I can.  Take care.  Okay?"

"Will do.  See you Saturday."

Lexa put down the cordless phone, wishing she could protect her sister better...more.  Not unlike the way Josh wanted to protect his aunt.  But Clare was mature.  Sixty-three years old.  Dani was immature, sometimes irrepressible and rebellious even at twenty-one.

Lexa's thoughts returned to Josh.  The brilliance of his blue eyes and the strength of his chin remained vivid in her mind.  If things were different, she might want to get to know him better.  But getting involved with a man now was out of the question.
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