






He was over her, wasn’t he?



Scott had been telling himself that Mike’s death had changed everything, helped him overcome an unwanted awareness of a woman he had no business being aware of.


He’d been wrong.


But he was surprised. By the way his gut twisted hard. By the way he stood watching her, practically holding his breath, waiting. He had no clue for what. But he did know that the only thing he could control in life were the choices he made. He’d already made this choice. Long ago.


No man he’d want to know would covet a friend’s wife. Period.


Riley glanced around and spotted him. “Scott.”


Her smile flashed fast and real. She held out her hands and headed toward him.


“Welcome home,” was all he had a chance to say before she was taking his hands and leaning up on tiptoes to press a kiss to his cheek.








 



Dear Reader,


Pleasant Valley, New York, is a very real place that’s near and dear to my heart. And while this quaint town has grown up in the years since I spent time there, it’s a place filled with warm memories and wonderful people living life to the fullest.


Her Husband’s Partner combines my love of action and suspense with the very thing I love best about Harlequin Superromance—falling in love while dealing with the struggles and issues women know intimately. For Riley, returning to Pleasant Valley means facing a devastating loss and finding her footing as a single parent. She accepts those challenges and comes face-to-face with a few others she hadn’t anticipated. That’s life. Learning to roll with the punches. Riley does and in the process learns to live and love again. Life is too precious to waste a second.


Ordinary women. Extraordinary romance.


I hope you enjoy Riley and Scott’s love story. I love hearing from readers so visit me at www.jeanielondon.com.


Peace and blessings,


Jeanie London
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PROLOGUE



SHE KISSED MIKE GOODBYE, arms still immersed to the elbows in soapy dishwater at the kitchen sink. The twins hopped up from the table, eager to make the daily pilgrimage to the porch to see Daddy off to work. Mike, the twins, even the dogs, clustered around her, surrounding her as if she was the sun in their universe. Seraphic chaos, Mike always called it, and she could practically hear those unspoken words when he handed her the dish towel. A perfect moment.

“Got to run,” he said.

Without another word, she herded the troops toward the door. He needed to get out early to make court on time, and the traffic getting into downtown Poughkeepsie could be hellish. Judge Callahan ran an orderly courtroom, and Mike didn’t want to be late the day he’d be taking the stand. Not when he and Scott had worked for over a year to collar the gang leader on trial.

“Good luck,” she said once they made it to the porch, lifting her face for another quick kiss. “You’ll be great.”

He met her gaze with a deeply amused look as if he’d known she wouldn’t say anything else, and that he appreciated how she always thought he was great. No matter what.

Then he scooped up the twins, one in each arm, because at three they were still small enough for him to do that. She wondered what he’d do when they grew too big. Pick up Camille first because she was the princess and the oldest by twenty-two minutes? Or Jake, his little guy? Knowing Mike, he’d take turns and always manage to remember who went first.

Now they’d never know for sure.

Letting her eyes drift shut, Riley blocked out reality for another desperate instant, clinging to the details of that morning, details that had been looping in her head nonstop until she couldn’t sleep, eat, feel.

Had it only been days since life had been normal?

“Riley,” a voice prompted, forcing her back to reality.

Opening her eyes, she found Chief Levering extending a neatly folded American flag. He didn’t offer condolences to the widow. He didn’t have the words. She knew it, recognized the grief he bore in the worn lines on his face, the heartbreaking weight of a job that cost more than he had to give.

She wanted to thank him for caring, thank the entire force that had loved and respected Mike. She didn’t have the words, either. When she accepted the flag, her hands shook.

The chief stood there a moment longer, finally signaling his men to begin the salute to honor their fallen brother.

A gunshot cracked the silence, then another and another, each exploding before the whine of the previous one had faded. The deafening blasts rattled the morning, should have rattled her. But each came as if from a distance, the volume almost too low to make out.

She was disconnected, numb, the only person left alive on the planet though a thousand people surrounded her, fanned out in every direction from the grave site. But they were just background noise, too. Not one of those people could come between her and the reality of that gaping hole in the ground.


Not one could come between her and the extravagant flower sprays with their blossoms so jarringly alive, the bright colors violent against the misty gray morning.

Not one could come between her and her husband’s wooden casket, polished to a high gloss that reflected her image, an image as disjointed as she felt.

Had it been only days since Riley Angelica’s dream had become a nightmare?








CHAPTER ONE



Two years later

“DADDY’S HERE?” Camille sounded unsure, so Riley glanced in the rearview mirror to find her daughter peering through the minivan window with a disbelieving expression.

Despite grief counseling, Camille’s idea of a cemetery clearly wasn’t lining up with the sight of lush forest and crowded gravestones whizzing past.

“Daddy’s in heaven,” Riley prompted. “Remember what we talked about with Ms. Jo-Ellyn? This is his special place on earth so we can visit him whenever we want.”

“Like God at church,” Jake explained, the caring brother.

“That’s exactly right, sweet pea.” Riley caught her son’s gaze in the mirror and gave him a smile. “We can always talk to God because He’s everywhere, but church is His special place.”

Jake nodded slowly, looking so serious that Riley knew he wasn’t convinced about this cemetery business, either. Tough little guy was just looking after his “girls.” She didn’t think he could actually remember when his daddy had charged him with that responsibility….

“You’re the man around here while I’m gone,” Mike had always said. “Take care of our girls for me.”


Obviously Jake had been affected on some level. One thing Riley had learned during the past two years of grief counseling was that the human mind had an amazing capacity to cling to long-ago details. She also knew caring for “his girls” was a big responsibility for a five-year-old.

She maneuvered the minivan down one of the narrow paths winding through St. Peter’s Cemetery. Left. Left. Right. Left. She made each turn as if she’d just visited the grave site yesterday.

Her mind definitely had an amazing capacity for the past.

In some ways Riley felt as if she’d lived a lifetime since that last time she’d been here. Yet she didn’t even have to close her eyes to see the place as it had looked then. Stark during that bleak time of year before spring breathed even a hint of promise. Just mere months after Mike’s death, when she’d finally accepted she wasn’t going to forge through the healing process like the strong widow.

Riley had intended to deal with grief head-on. She knew it would be hard, the hardest thing she’d ever tackled in her life, but she was practical and had every reason in the world to cope with this unexpected turn their lives had taken.

Two very precious reasons—both securely strapped in the back seat of the van.

Much like Jake felt the responsibility of caring for his girls, Riley’s responsibility was to care for the family in Mike’s absence, to make their dreams happen even though he wouldn’t be with them.

It had never even occurred to her that the healing process wouldn’t be hers to manage and control, that the process had a mind and a will all its own.

The Law Enforcement Support Network provided a variety of services for family members who’d lost loved ones in the line of duty. She’d read every word of the literature, followed every counselor’s suggestion, listened attentively to other grieving folks in the support group. She’d accepted the help of loving family and friends though her inclination was to put on a determined smile and tell everyone, “I’m good. It’s all good.”

She hadn’t been good at all.

It had taken months to accept that fact, months to realize that her decision to grieve in a healthy fashion for herself and her kids didn’t matter. Not when everywhere Riley turned she’d been bombarded by memories of Mike, their wonderful life together and all the dreams they’d made for the future.

Riley could barely stand to be inside the house. She couldn’t sleep. She couldn’t eat. She couldn’t concentrate long enough to write a 1200-word article. No matter how hard she tried, she simply couldn’t believe that Mike wasn’t coming home. Ever.

Part of the problem, she knew, had been the investigation. While Mike had managed to kill his murderer on the courthouse steps, there’d been other gang members who had organized the shooting behind the scenes, a revenge killing against the cop responsible for building the case that would send one of their own to prison. Mike’s partner and the entire police department had been determined to bring down each and every one.

Even if she could have avoided the newspaper headlines and television and radio sound bites, she would have had to burn the city to the ground to avoid the reminders of gang graffiti on street signs and bus stops and the sides of buildings.

Every time Riley drove through downtown Poughkeepsie—and her job as a reporter for the Mid-Hudson Herald brought her there often—she’d witness the visible displays of anger and violence that had cost Mike his life.


In that fragile emotional state, she hadn’t wanted to make decisions about selling their farmhouse in Pleasant Valley, Mike’s twenty-five-acre dream home for the horses he loved.

Fortunately she hadn’t had to. Their college-age nephew had become caretaker as a way to move out of his family home since he hadn’t earned scholarships for dorm housing.

Riley had made arrangements to stay with her mother and stepfather in Florida. On that long-ago day, she’d come to the cemetery on her way out of town to apologize to Mike for abandoning their life until she could figure out some way to heal and go on. But Florida wasn’t meant to be forever, and now she and the kids were coming home.

Steering the van off the path, she came to a stop in the grass so a car could squeeze past if one happened along, not that she could see another living soul around. The place was quiet, but with that lively silence of summer. Birds twittered. Insects chirped. Fat squirrels scampered around trees. Though there wasn’t much of a breeze, leaves rustled sharply as a squirrel leaped in a daredevil arc from one branch to another.

These antics of nature were familiar reminders of the life they’d left behind in Florida. A life spent largely outdoors with play group visits to parks and the beach. The twins couldn’t remember the reality of an upstate New York winter, and Riley hoped the novelty of snow would ease their transition through the upcoming, and unfamiliar, season changes.

“We’re here.” She forced a brightness into her voice she didn’t quite feel and turned the key in the ignition. “Let’s grab the things we made for Daddy.”

She’d barely gotten the words out of her mouth before seat belts snapped open, the minivan door rattled on its hinges and sneakers hit the ground, ready to run.


She didn’t bother repeating her direction, didn’t stand a chance against the twins’ curiosity and excitement. She just said, “Hang on,” while retrieving the backpack from the floor of the van.

“Where is he?” Camille scanned the sea of gravestones impatiently.

Riley handed her daughter a bouquet of bright tissue-paper flowers and her son the Popsicle-stick frame showcasing him displaying the foot-long bass he’d caught on his latest fishing excursion with Grandpa Joel.

“Follow me.” She directed them down a winding path, careful not to tread on other folks’ resting places. Her two high-energy little kids grew eerily quiet.

“Here we are,” she finally said, placing a hand on each small shoulder as they gathered around Mike’s grave.

Riley couldn’t bring herself to look down, not yet, so she watched her kids instead, the sun glinting off their pale blond heads as she tried to gauge their reactions.

Jake frowned intently, the spattering of freckles across his nose crinkling with the effort. Camille’s crystal-blue eyes took in every detail, and she could barely contain her need to move, a need that had her bouncing up on her tiptoes excitedly.

As fraternal twins, Jake and Camille resembled each other as any brother and sister might, but they were entirely their own little people. While both were towheaded with fair skin that held enough of Mike’s Italian heritage to let them tan to a deep golden brown, they had distinctly different features. Jake’s eyes were a deep, almost sapphire blue while Camille’s were startlingly light, the sparkly blue of ice.

The last time Mike had seen them they’d been adorable three-year-olds. Not quite kids, but no longer babies, either. Now they were all kid, each with his and her own personality and opinions, both raring to get out into the world, which at this age meant kindergarten—the very reason Riley had decided now was the time to come home and get settled.

Unsurprisingly, Camille was the one to make the first move. She launched forward with a hop-skip and sank down in front of the headstone, propping her bright bouquet against it.

“Hi, Daddy,” she said in her singsong lilt. “I made this for you at Chiefie school. Jakie made one, too, but Ryan knocked over his juice bag and grape juice squirted all over it. The flowers melted on the table.”

“Ms. Kayleigh said it wasn’t my fault so it was okay,” Jake added in a hasty defense, taking a few tentative steps toward his sister.

Chiefie school had actually been a child-care class in a public high school. The program was designed to give student teachers hands-on experience in child care while gearing up preschoolers for kindergarten. Since Chamberlain High School’s mascot was a Native American chief, the preschoolers had been known as chiefies. With four student teachers caring for each little chiefie, the mornings the twins attended the program had been filled with structured fun and a lot of caring attention.

“Here, Jakie. Give Daddy your present.” Camille mothered her twin every step of the way, even reaching out to take the frame he held tightly in both hands. Jake pulled away and held it away from her. Camille just shrugged, familiar with her brother’s unwillingness to accept help, and told her daddy, “Jakie made you a frame for his fish picture.”

“It was a bass, Camille,” Jake corrected, still clearly put out that she’d tried to take his gift. Slanting his gaze toward the headstone, he steeled his nerves and said, “Grandpa Joel said it was the biggest bass in the lake, and he showed me how to bend the hook so his mouth didn’t have a big hole when we threw him back in.”

The thought of Mike watching this show from heaven helped Riley shift her gaze down to the headstone, too.


Michael Jacob Angelica

Beloved Husband and Father

4/4/1975—2/2/2008

Always in our hearts



She’d chosen that tombstone for the simple design. Two angels poised on top, wings touching to create an arch over the marble memorial. That was the only ornamentation other than the inscription, and somehow seeing those words brought all the expectation she’d tried not to feel, all the anxiety that had been building to fruition. Riley exhaled a deep sigh.

Mike’s place was peaceful.

Taking a step forward, she ran her fingers along the smooth arch of an angel’s wing, felt the warm marble beneath her touch. A headstone that marked the resting place of the man she’d loved with all her heart. Then she noticed the bottle of Guinness Stout propped against the side of the headstone.

And smiled.

That would be a gift from Scott Emerson, Mike’s partner on the vice squad of the Poughkeepsie Police Department, a longtime friend and drinking buddy. Since the label wasn’t weathered, Riley guessed this unusual memento must be a recent addition. Leave it to Scott to continue the friendship despite death. That quiet loyalty had always been a part of her husband’s partner and friend.


“Mommy, aren’t you going to say hi to Daddy?” Camille asked.

“Hi, Daddy,” Riley said softly, brushing aside a cluster of tiny leaves from an angel’s wing. “We miss you.”

“He knows that, silly.” Camille rolled her eyes. “We tell him when we say our good-night prayers.”

“So, Camille,” Jake shot back. “He still likes to hear it.”

“Oh, shut up, Jake.”

“Camille,” Riley cautioned.

“He’s grouchy.”

No argument there. Riley shifted her gaze to her son, assessing whether or not the emotional letdown was the cause of this mood swing.

Jake shifted from one foot to the other, clutching his picture frame against his tummy. “I’m starving, Mom. We haven’t eaten in forever.”

Riley bit back a smile at the exaggeration. Apparently now that his apprehension about the situation had been dealt with, Jake’s mind was back on the priorities.

Camille pivoted on her sneakers and raced back to the minivan. “I’ll get the cooler. We can have a picnic with Daddy.”

That wasn’t exactly what Riley had had in mind while making peanut butter and jelly sandwiches in their Maryland hotel room this morning, but a picnic with Daddy sounded like just the thing to kick off their return home. And with the canopy of leaves filtering the sunlight overhead, Mike’s grave was the perfect place to take a deep breath before gearing up for the next big challenge.

Facing the house and the memories.

Riley took that deep breath, then sidled close to Jake. He’d inherited her hair color but Mike’s cowlicks, and his thick blond hair always wanted to stand up like a rooster’s whenever it started to grow out from a cut. She ruffled her fingers through it, making it spike even more.

“Mom,” he groused, ducking away.

Riley smiled above his head where he couldn’t see her. “Are you going to tell Daddy about your bass? Grandpa Joel was really proud of you. He said you reeled in that big boy like a pro.”

Jake frowned down at the headstone, at the bright bouquet there. Riley didn’t rush him, just slipped an arm around his shoulders when he glanced down at his photo.

“I miss Grandpa Joel,” he said.

“I know, sweet pea. Do you want to call him after we get home? He and Granny want to know that we made it safely.”

Jake nodded, still clutched his photo.

Riley’s father had been a career naval officer, a larger-than-life man as fast to laugh as he’d been to issue orders. He’d died during Riley’s sophomore year in high school, and her mom hadn’t remarried until Riley’s sophomore year at Vassar College, the year she’d met Mike, who’d been playing rent-a-cop at a campus concert.

Riley’s stepfather was an Oklahoma farm boy who was as laid-back as Riley’s father had been intense. There was no question why Mom had fallen in love with him. Not only was Joel charming, but as senior VP of international relations for a Fortune 500 company, his travel schedule was more active than Riley’s dad’s had been. Mom got antsy if she stayed in one place too long.

Riley had no doubt that her military upbringing was the very reason she was so set on rearing her kids in one place. In the States. Overseas. You name it, and if Riley hadn’t actually lived there, she’d probably visited at some time or another during her early life.

Grandpa Joel had stepped in as the man in Jake’s life whenever he was in town, inviting her son along in the mornings and evenings to help water the yard. He’d taught Jake how to plant and tend tomatoes, how to fish and how to tell the difference between venomous and friendly snakes.

As if any snake could be friendly.

“Is Grandpa Joe as nice as Grandpa Joel?”

Camille reappeared and plunked down the soft-sided cooler. “Grandpa Joe and Grandpa Joel. That sounds funny.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” Riley laughed, knelt down and unzipped the cooler. “Camille, would you please grab the beach blanket. Then we can sit and have a real picnic.”

Her daughter took off again like a bolt, granting Riley a few private moments to deal exclusively with her son—alone time was always a challenge with twins.

“Don’t you remember how much fun we had at the Magic Kingdom when Grandpa Joe and Grandma Rosie came to visit? You liked them both then.”

Jake nodded.

“Grandpa Joe was a lot of fun. You told me you liked looking for shells on the beach with him. He was the only one who’d climb up those scary nets with you in the tree house at Busch Gardens.”

That got a smile.

“His feet kept poking through the holes.”

Oh, Riley remembered, all right. She’d been convinced the next ride they were going to take was in an ambulance on the way to the emergency room because her father-in-law had been determined to keep up with his grandkids.

Joe had wanted to make memories, he’d told her, inadvertently driving home the point that by leaving New York Riley had taken away the only remaining connection to his son. Until then, leaving hadn’t felt like running away, only an unavoidable necessity. But her father-in-law’s comments made her realize the time had come to decide where she wanted to raise the kids, to get them settled before school started.

In her heart she’d known the time had come to go home. And home was the Mid-Hudson Valley, where Mike had lived his entire life, surrounded by his family and friends.

It was all his children would ever have of him.

Slipping an arm around Jake’s shoulders, she squeezed. “Sweet pea, Daddy will understand if you’ve changed your mind about the picture. A reminder of your big bass would be nice, but he doesn’t need it. He already knows you caught the biggest fish in the lake because he’s keeping his eyes on us from heaven. I know he’s really proud of you.”

Jake slanted his gaze her way, indecision written all over his face. He glanced down at the photo then at the headstone. She knew the instant he’d made his decision because he squared his shoulders and set his mouth in a firm line.

So like his daddy.

“I want Daddy to have this,” Jake said. “Then he won’t ever forget how big my bass was.”

Riley pressed a kiss to the top of his spiky head and said, “Go ahead, then. Give it to him.”

She watched him cover the distance in two determined steps and position the photo frame carefully beside the tissue-flower bouquet. Add the beer bottle and Mike’s grave made a festive sight. She’d bring along some mementos of her own next visit.

“I want the cherry juice bag,” Camille shouted on her return, the blanket a haphazard tumble in her arms, ends trailing in a threat to those little feet.

Riley launched forward and hauled the blanket from her arms. “Thanks, little helper girl. I’ll spread this out while you get those juice bags, okay?”


Camille obliged while Riley settled the blanket, trying to avoid picnicking on top of Mike or his neighbor. She finally managed an acceptable compromise, and as the kids tussled over who got the only cherry yogurt stick, Riley decided that she’d probably be too busy dealing with life as a single working parent to spend too much time obsessing about the past.

She hoped.








CHAPTER TWO



SCOTT EMERSON PUSHED out from under the pickup, the wheels of the floor dolly grinding over the concrete beneath him. Setting aside the wrench, he wiped sweat from his brow and glanced through the open garage doorway where Brian had gone outside to take a phone call on his cell. Scott didn’t blame him. It was hotter than hell in this garage, despite the industrial fans whirring overhead.

He sat up to give his back a break from spending too damn long under the antiquated truck used to transport hay for the horses. Why the kid had waited until the last minute to load the hay was beyond understanding. A few days earlier and a broken pickup wouldn’t have been a crisis situation.

Scott squelched his annoyance by taking a cooling swig of water. Brian was a twenty-year-old kid who’d been shouldering a lot of responsibility around the farm since his uncle had died. While both Brian’s maturity and foresightedness could use some fine-tuning, he’d been remarkably reliable. And that was saying something. Four horses were a lot of work.

After eavesdropping on half the conversation, Scott wasn’t surprised when Brian snapped shut the cell and announced, “Aunt Riley just passed Purple Parlor.”

“About ten minutes, then.”


Brian nodded, uncharacteristically subdued, and Scott couldn’t tell if the kid was relieved to be getting some help around here or depressed not to have the house to himself anymore. At Brian’s age it was probably a good measure of both.

Scott motioned toward the truck. “Crank her up. Let’s see if we got it.”

Brian circled the flatbed with a few easy strides and climbed into the cab. He’d been a kid when first offering to help out at the farm after Mike’s death. Two years of tending horses and baling hay, and Scott had to wonder if Riley would even recognize her nephew.

The engine roared to life, growling loudly in the lazy afternoon heat.

“All right, Scott.” Brian goosed the accelerator for good measure, sending a blast of heated exhaust from the tailpipe.

Tossing the wrench into the toolbox, Scott got to his feet. “Don’t wait until the last minute next time.” He tapped on the hood with a palm. “Give this old girl a break. Leave yourself some time in case she’s having a bad day.”

Brian shut off the engine and stepped out, saying, “I know. I couldn’t deal with the hay until I finished cramming for a test in Anthropology.”

Yeah, right. Always an excuse. Brian was going to do things his own way because he was twenty and he could.

After hanging the keys on a hook above the workbench, Brian cast a forlorn look at the steps leading to the upstairs apartment.

His new home.

“What do you think about moving into the apartment?” Scott asked. “Beats knocking around that big old house by yourself.”


Brian scowled, and Scott guessed nothing could be further from the truth.

“It’s a bachelor pad with everything a college guy needs,” Scott added. “Kitchen. Heat. Private entrance.”

“Aunt Riley watching over me.”

True. She could glance out any east window to see what her nephew was up to. And knowing Riley, she would. Often.

“I think your aunt will have her hands full enough with the twins to spend too much time worrying about you.”

“You think?”

“The twins are starting school so, yeah, I think.”

Brian didn’t look reassured, and Scott conceded that the garage apartment was a demotion from having a 150-year-old farmhouse to himself, but he couldn’t feel too bad. Lots of kids would think Brian had a sweet setup. College. Tending horses in exchange for room and board. Too many kids of Scott’s acquaintance would have given their left nut for a shot at college if it meant hauling ripe trash.

Scott dropped the subject. “You going to tell me when you want the posse to work on the yard or should I ask your aunt?”

“I’ll tell you,” Brian said quickly. “I don’t want her thinking she doesn’t need me around anymore.”

There was the real trouble. Brian was worried about his meal ticket. Good. Worry might motivate him to get organized. Riley didn’t need to add another kid to her brood.

“Let me grab my things and I’m out of here,” Scott said. “Just call me if the old girl acts up again.”

“You should stay. Don’t you want to see Aunt Riley?”

“Your grandmother told me she warned everyone not to bombard Riley until she had a chance to get settled.”

“There are only two of us, Scott. That’s not bombarding.”


The kid wanted backup, plain and simple. “I’ll stay long enough to say hi.”

“Pound it.” Brian raised his fist in the air.

Scott pounded Brian’s fist in a familiar salutation just as a white minivan slowed on the road before making the turn into the circular drive.

The Angelica family had come home.

Scott reached for the degreaser and a rag to clean his hands as the minivan doors burst open and kids hopped out.

For a moment, he stared, frozen with the rag trapped between his fingers, surprised by the jolt of emotion he felt. These were not the chubby children who used to trail behind Mike while he performed chores in the barn.

These were kids in every sense of the word, from lanky bodies that appeared to be growing with rapid-fire speed to energetic curiosity that had them taking in everything all at once. If not for the blond hair that was bleached almost white against their Florida tans, they’d be unrecognizable from the toddlers Mike had been so crazy about.

Until Scott took a closer look.

Mike was all over these kids. The boy—Jake—came to a screeching stop the instant he saw Brian. Folding his arms over his chest, he gazed out of Mike’s eyes with a thin-lipped expression Scott had seen too many times not to recognize. The kid took in the lay of the land with the same deliberation that had made his father such a good cop and trusted partner. Mike had never missed a beat, which was why no one but he and the shooter had died in front of the courthouse that day.

Camille, on the other hand, clearly the more social twin, propelled herself forward on sneakers with wheeled soles, riding to a smooth stop in front of Brian. “Are you my cousin who takes care of Daddy’s horses?”


“Yeah,” Brian said. “You remember how to ride them?”

Camille might look more like Riley with her delicate features and light eyes, but the look she shot her cousin was pure Mike. “I don’t turn six for two months.”

She held up two fingers to emphasize her words in case Brian was too thick to understand what she meant. Scott was definitely too thick to understand.

Maybe she was too young to remember living here?

“I’ll teach you.” Brian seemed to get it. “On Baby. She’s the sweetest.”

Camille squealed excitedly, while her brother noticed Scott inside the garage. Jake narrowed his gaze and stood his ground, glancing at his sister to make sure she didn’t need help.

Scott tossed aside the rag, about to join the party, when the driver door opened and Riley emerged from the van. Mike used to joke that the day he’d met Riley was the day he’d figured out dreams really did come true. It was one of those statements that could have sounded so corny but never did.

Because Mike meant what he’d said.

Scott, and anyone who’d ever been around Mike and Riley together, had understood Riley was the kind of woman to stand beside a man and help him make his dreams come true. And Mike was the kind of guy who appreciated a wife who believed in him.

Sure, it hadn’t hurt that she was drop-dead gorgeous, too, long and lean with a head full of wild blond hair.

“You know my wife, Riley,” Mike used to say. “The one with hair bigger than she is.”

Ironically her hair did seem bigger than she did right now. Dressed casually in long shorts and a short-sleeved blouse, she didn’t appear to notice any of them while pausing with her hand on the door as if she needed to hang on for support. She stared at the house, looking lost in her memories.

Scott could only stand there, galvanized by the sight of her. The monthly phone conversations they’d had during the past two years hadn’t prepared him for seeing her again.

Or for feeling this forgotten but all-too-familiar awareness.

Scott had been telling himself that Mike’s death had changed everything, helped him overcome an unwanted desire for a woman he had no business having.

He’d been wrong.

Riley’s voice coming at him over a bouncing satellite signal had only placed distance between them, and distance only masked the symptom. The problem was still there. He supposed that shouldn’t surprise him, given who he was.

But he was surprised. The moment stretched forever. He practically held his breath, waiting. He had no clue for what, but he did know that the only thing he could control in life was the choices he made. A valuable and hard-won lesson. He’d already made this choice. Long ago.

No man he’d want to know would covet a friend’s wife. Period. The words echoed from a barely remembered youth, when he’d had someone who’d cared enough to point out the differences between right and wrong.

A young voice blessedly shattered the stillness. “Mommy, can my cousin teach me to ride Baby?”

Riley turned to her daughter. “We’ll see, sweetie.” She moved away from the van, all smiles for her nephew. “Brian, ohmigosh, what happened? You’re all grown-up.”

Before the kid could get away, he was wrapped in his aunt’s arms and hugged exuberantly.

Scott found himself breathing a little easier as Brian mumbled some incoherent greeting and started to blush.

Riley and the twins looked as if they’d been on an extended vacation with their tans and summer clothing, but Scott knew these past two years hadn’t been any kind of holiday for Riley. Their phone conversations had revealed how hard she’d been struggling after Mike’s death. He could see evidence of that struggle etched behind her smile now. She was thinner. And that tan didn’t hide the shadowed circles around her eyes.

Why had she come home to face the past instead of starting fresh somewhere new? And a town where the sun shone most of the year sounded perfect. He knew firsthand time couldn’t erase the stink from some places, which was why he’d put New Jersey behind him.

Poughkeepsie had once been his fresh start.

“Come here, Jake.” Riley finally let up her death grip on her nephew. “Come meet your cousin Brian.”

Jake dutifully stepped forward and extended a gentlemanly hand. “I’m Jake.”

Brian shook, looking amused.

“Where are the ducks, Mommy?” Camille wanted to know. “You said there were ducks. Can I go see them?”

“I’ll take you down to the pond in a minute.” Riley glanced around and spotted him. “Scott.”

She hadn’t expected to see him, he could tell, but her smile flashed fast and real. He shook off the last thought of anything that was unworthy of a man greeting his friend’s long-absent wife and met her halfway.

“Welcome home” was all he had a chance to say before she was taking his hands and leaning up on tiptoes to press a kiss to his cheek.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

He inclined his head toward the garage. “Pickup decided not to show up for work today. I dropped by to give Brian a hand.”


“Come here, kids. Come meet…” She hesitated, shooting him a quirky look, then said, “Uncle Scott.”

Scott managed a smile. Uncle worked for him. Gave him a proper place in their lives, a place with clear-cut boundaries. His own upbringing hadn’t prepared him for the reality of loving families, so he learned on the fly.

“Hey, you guys have grown up since the last time I saw you. At first I thought you were Brian’s friends from college.”

That scored him a few points, with Camille, at least. She giggled, gifting him with a beaming smile before bolting away to see what was around the side of the house. Jake hung close to Riley and eyed him warily. Or protectively, Scott decided.

“There’s a problem with the truck?” Riley asked.

“Don’t worry, Aunt Riley,” Brian said quickly. “Scott fixed it, and I was just headed down to load the hay.”

Riley didn’t blink, but Scott got the impression she caught pretty much everything Brian hadn’t said. Giving Scott’s hands a squeeze, she released her grip and mouthed the words Thank you while turning toward Brian.

“Get going, then,” she told her nephew. “Don’t let us keep you. We’re going to take our time unloading our stuff and getting settled.”

Brian looked ready to bolt, but before he could manage a getaway, Riley asked, “Where are you staying?”

“I moved my stuff over the garage.”

She nodded thoughtfully, not bothering to hide a wistful smile. “My best arguments didn’t change your mind, hmm?”

The kid didn’t meet her gaze. “Well, you know… It’s your house and all.”

Riley chuckled. Stepping forward, she gave him another quick hug. “I do know. You’re older now, and you like your independence. Just promise me you’ll pop in now and then.”


Brian nodded, and Scott guessed the kid would be showing up whenever he got hungry.

“You want some help?” Brian asked.

Riley shook her head. “Thanks, but no thanks. If you’ve got to get hay, then the horses win. We don’t have too much to unload. Just enough to keep us going until the moving company drops off our boxes. There weren’t too many of those, either. The Angelica family travels light.”

She sounded all breezy, but Scott didn’t miss the subtext that seemed to suggest that traveling from her home was a skill she could have lived without.

“Hey, can the kids come?” Brian asked. “We can get some corn to feed the ducks after I’m done with the hay.”

“You’re just loading?” Riley asked.

“Please, Mommy.” Camille circled Riley on those wheeled sneakers before Brian even got a chance to reply. “I want to feed the ducks with my cousin.”

“Your cousin’s name is Brian.”

“I want to go with Brian. Jakie, you want to go, too, don’t you?” Camille gave her brother a sly look, trying to implicate him in her efforts.

This twin was a total live wire, Scott decided, and for a moment, he thought her brother might resist on principle. But Jake finally nodded, a willing accomplice.

“I’m just loading,” Brian said. “They can help me bale.”

“Okay, but you two ride in the cab and share the seat belt. Got that?” Riley knelt down so she was eye level with her twins. “You won’t be going out on the road, but it gets bumpy riding down to the barn. It’s really important that you listen to what Brian says and don’t wander off. Okay?”

Both kids nodded. Riley gave them each a quick kiss, then said to Brian, “They haven’t had being-around-horses 101 yet. They can help you bale, but that’s it.” She patted the cell phone attached to her waist. “Any problems and you call. I’ll come down and get them. Got it?”

Brian placed a hand on each twin’s shoulder, clearly eager to prove his trustworthiness. “No problem, Aunt Riley.”

She said, “Have fun, then, and no fighting,” but the words were barely out of her mouth before the twins were chasing Brian to the garage.

Riley watched thoughtfully as they clambered into the cab, and Brian made a dramatic display of strapping in the kids. Then he fired up the engine and drove out of the garage, him and his excited passengers waving as they passed.

Riley chuckled. “That poor kid doesn’t have a clue what he’s in for. The top of his head’s going to blow off. Camille never stops talking.”

“They’re a handful.” That wasn’t a question.

She rolled her eyes. “High energy. I don’t know who they take after.”

She looked serious, and Scott bit back a smile. He knew exactly who those kids took after. He’d never seen Riley do anything at less than sixty miles an hour.

“Brian can handle it,” he said. “He’s looking for ways to impress you so you’ll know how much you still need him.”

“Is he, now?”

Scott nodded.

“That’s pretty ironic considering I couldn’t have done the past two years without him.” She stared after the pickup as it made its way down the dirt drive toward the barn. “I’m impressed by how responsible he’s been. I’d have had to sell the place or…”

Come home.

She didn’t have to finish that thought.

“You’re ready to be back now?” The question was out of his mouth before he had a chance to assess whether or not he was getting too personal. He was. This wasn’t his best buddy, Mike, but Mike’s wife. And she looked so vulnerable standing there.

He knew the look, just as he knew the struggle to master unwanted feelings and take a step forward. He hadn’t missed how she didn’t seem too eager to get inside the house.

“You’ve been helping out Brian a lot?” she asked.

“Here and there. When he comes up against something unexpected.”

She didn’t believe him. Scott wasn’t sure if his training as a vice cop gave him the edge, or if listening to Mike talk about her all these years gave him an advantage, but he didn’t have any trouble reading her.

“It’s mutual,” he reassured her. “Brian always helps me out when I need him at Renaissance. He gets the volunteer hours for school, so it’s win-win. I mentioned that I’ve had a crew of the Renaissance kids dealing with the yard. They appreciate a steady landscaping gig.”

She nodded, sending glossy blond curls tumbling over her shoulders. “The place looks great.”

Scott glanced around the yard of the farmhouse, which was situated at the very front end of twenty-five acres, close to the road. Riley was right. The hedges around the house and two-story garage were neatly trimmed, and bright annuals lined the circular drive. The place could have been professionally landscaped, and Scott felt pride. Not of himself but of the street kids who’d earned a place on the landscaping crew.

“Yeah, it does, doesn’t it?”

Riley nodded. “I know Brian appreciates the help, too. Dealing with the yard during the summer is a lot to ask on top of the horses.”


Scott didn’t contradict her, although he knew Brian hadn’t ever taken summer classes so the additional workload wouldn’t have killed him and would have saved Riley some money. But Scott had been happy to put together a crew that had earned the trust and privilege of being employed for fair wages.

Those opportunities didn’t come along easily for former gang members.

Renaissance was a fresh-start program designed to keep inner-city teens off the streets. It began as a Poughkeepsie Police Department program over ten years ago, and Scott had been on board ever since, helping at-risk kids break away from gangs or avoid them altogether. The programs offered kids more productive things to do like getting through school and earning wages for hard work. Things that helped kids build self-esteem and earn the respect of the community.

The program volunteers provided encouraging role models and helped these kids realize they could live the kind of lives that didn’t involve gangs, drugs and prison.

Scott thought Riley had been particularly decent to allow the Renaissance kids to come and work on the farm, considering Mike had been killed for his work against a local gang….

“So tell me what’s new with you?” she asked.

“Nothing much since we talked, but thanks for asking.”

“Nothing at all?”

Scott knew exactly what Riley was avoiding so he obliged. “Chief Levering got another civic award. They had a luncheon to roast him.”

“Oh, how nice.”

The chief hadn’t thought so, but Scott kept that to himself. “And we got a local cosmetic surgeon to sit on the Renaissance board of trustees. He’s been offering free tattoo removal services to the kids.”

“Wow. Good for you. That’s quite a coup.”

Scott nodded. “Rosie warned everyone not to bombard you until you got settled in.”

“Did she? Probably afraid they’ll scare us off.”

“Probably. She and Joe have missed you.”

“I know,” Riley said softly.

“And the pickup broke down, but we got it running.”

She finally met his gaze, laughter sparkling in her eyes. “That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

“I hoped to keep you talking so I could avoid unpacking.”

“Figured that part out.”

She gave an exaggerated sigh. “It was worth a shot.”

Scott gave an equally exaggerated sigh, and she laughed, a sound that rippled through the sunny quiet like bells in the wind. Riley was easy to be around. He’d always loved—no, liked that about her.

“Want some help unloading your things?” he asked.

“Only if it’s no trouble. There’s not really that much.”

Scott stared down at her, recognized the strong woman who’d picked up the pieces and returned home to get on with life. But he also glimpsed so much vulnerability in the shadows beneath her eyes, the unaccustomed fragility. He had the wild urge to be the guy to step in and take away her burden, let her rest her head on his shoulder. So not appropriate.

Long before Mike’s death, Scott had made a promise to watch over Mike’s family if anything ever went south on the streets.

It had been the promise of one partner to another.

It had been the promise of a friend.


Helping Riley and the kids had been easy when they were in Florida. Keeping an eye on the farm. Giving Brian a hand. But now they were home. Scott would have to figure out how best to keep his promise without losing his head. He wouldn’t do that to Mike.

With a newfound resolve, Scott anchored himself to his purpose. This was a job he was trained for, and he kept that thought in mind as he held her sparkling gaze.

“No,” he said, and he meant it. “It’s no trouble at all.”







End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
’ HARLEQUIN"

TORONTO « NEW YORK » LONDON
AMGTERDAM - PARIS + SYDNEY < HAMBURG
STOCKHOLM » ATHENS +TOKYO « MILAN - MADRID
PRAGUE - WARSAW - BUDAPEST » AUCKLAND






OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
@ HARLEQUIN®,
Ot Romarce

Her Husband’s Partner
Jeanie London

Wore

than

*mend&;

Z
e’s
.one she

cdn’t have





