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				The Perfect Family

				Ten-year-old Daniel has had a rough year. His mother’s
					unexpected death has landed him in the custody of his uncle, elementary-school
					principal Joshua White. And though Josh is a pro when it comes to dealing with
					other people’s kids, he can’t get through to Daniel.

				Meanwhile, Daniel’s classmate Becky isn’t having a great
					time, either. Her mother, Amy Loar, left a troubled marriage and is now fighting
					to rebuild her career in Atlanta while Becky stays with her grandmother in
					Sweetbrook.

				As they try to help Becky and Daniel, Amy and Josh find
					themselves thrown together and forming an unexpected bond. Could coming together
					as a family be just what all of them need to heal?

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				Home, family, community and love. These are the values we
					cherish most in our lives—the ideals that ground us, comfort us, move us. They
					certainly provide the perfect inspiration around which to build a romance
					collection that will touch the heart.

				And so we are thrilled to have the opportunity to introduce
					you to the Harlequin Heartwarming collection. Each of these special stories is a
					wholesome, heartfelt romance imbued with the traditional values so important to
					you. They are books you can share proudly with friends and family. And the
					authors featured in this collection are some of the most talented storytellers
					writing today, including favorites such as Brenda Novak, Janice Kay Johnson,
					Jillian Hart and Patricia Davids. We’ve selected these stories especially for
					you based on their overriding qualities of emotion and tenderness, and they
					center around your favorite themes—children, weddings, second chances, the
					reunion of families, the quest to find a true home and, of course, sweet
					romance.

				So curl up in your favorite chair, relax and prepare for a
					heartwarming reading experience!

				Sincerely,
The Editors

			

		

	
		
			
				ANNA DESTEFANO

				Bestselling, award-winning author Anna DeStefano has
					volunteered in the fields of grief recovery and crisis care. Over the years, she
					felt privileged to walk alongside parents and children struggling to rebuild
					their lives after their family had come undone. She was inspired by the
					courageous single parents that she met, whose lives were filled with private
					battles, daily failures and victories that the outside world rarely saw. And yet
					they kept fighting, conquering one day at a time until they made a new life for
					themselves and the children they cherished. She hopes that with the characters
					in A Sweetbrook Family, she has done justice to the
					real single mothers and fathers out there who are fighting daily for the special
					kids in their lives.

				For exciting news about her other Harlequin Books titles and
					her paranormal romance suspense series, visit Anna at www.annawrites.com.
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				To the blessings of family.

				To love’s defiant victory
over the toughest
of life’s
					challenges.
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				CHAPTER ONE

				LIFE STINKS sometimes.

				That’s what Daniel’s psy…psychol… That’s what the stupid doctor
					his uncle made him talk to said. Life could stink, for kids most of all. But
					when you get through the bad stuff, Dr. Steve said, there’s a world of good
					things waiting on the other side.

				Just wait and see.

				Life will get better.

				Trudging down the hallway of White Elementary School, headed
					for the principal’s office for the second time that week, Daniel rolled his
					eyes. Dr. Steve didn’t have a clue.

				Daniel had to get out of this place. But where? Where did he
					have to go? Back to his uncle’s home? There was only there or here, which left
					Daniel exactly where he’d been for the last four months.

				Nowhere.

				Forget Dr. Steve.

				There was no bright side just around the corner.

				Daniel’s mother was dead. His chest heaved from the sharp pain
					that came, even as he shoved the memory aside. His dad had split years ago,
					never to be heard from again. Living in Sweetbrook, South Carolina, with his
					uncle wasn’t working, no matter how hard Daniel tried.

				Life stinks. Period.

				He turned left at the end of the hall and shuffled into the
					bustling school office. His sneaker caught as he stepped from the tiled floor
					onto carpet. Arms and legs flailing, he managed not to fall on his face. Barely.
					But now every person in the room was staring at him, when what he really wanted
					was to be invisible.

				“Have a seat.” Mrs. Lyons pointed to the ugly couch the kids
					called death row. “Principal White’s expecting you, but he’s on the phone.”

				Mrs. Lyons had worked here for over forty years, he’d heard.
					She’d worked here when his uncle was in elementary school. Rumor had it his
					uncle had done his own time on death row. Maybe she’d pointed that same bony
					finger at him. Maybe she’d stared him down like he was trouble, too.

				Probably not. What could his perfect, by-the-book uncle have
					done to match the mess Daniel made out of school every day?

				He dropped onto the couch and gave Mrs. Lyons his best glare.
					He kept right on staring, until she looked away. He knew exactly what she was
					thinking. What they were all thinking—the teachers and everyone. He’d heard them
					talking when they didn’t think he was listening. He’d seen the looks on their
					faces, just like the one on Mrs. Lyons’s now. And he hated them all. Hated their
					nosey questions, the way they pretended to understand….

				He’s always been such an angry little boy…. But he could be such a good student. Before his mother’s accident, he was
						starting to settle in…. It’s just so sad! And his poor uncle…can you
						imagine trying to deal with a troubled child he barely knows on top of
						everything else?

				What did they know?

				What did he care?

				“Daniel.” The door to the principal’s office opened. As usual,
					the man was wearing freshly pressed dress clothes, plus the frown he didn’t even
					try to hide from Daniel anymore. “Ready to step inside?”

				Daniel decided staring at his shoes was a better plan. Not
					because he was afraid. He wasn’t afraid of anything in this nowhere town. Adults
					found unresponsive kids annoying, Dr. Steve had told him, and being annoying
					suited Daniel just fine today. He reached a finger down to tug at the hole in
					the trashed sneakers his uncle had forbidden him to wear to school.

				“Daniel? In my office. Now.”

				* * *

				PRINCIPAL
						JOSHUA WHITE shut the office door as ten-year-old Daniel
					threw himself into the guest chair that was practically his second home.

				Shrugging off a wave of discouragement he couldn’t afford, Josh
					rounded his desk, giving the scared, defiant kid dressed in jeans and a
					dirt-smudged T-shirt his space. Josh remained standing as he reread his notes
					from the phone call he’d just concluded with Becky Reese’s grandmother, Gwen
					Loar.

				Becky and Daniel had mixed it up in class again today, and
					according to their fourth grade teacher, Mrs. Cole, Becky had instigated their
					latest tussle. Then Daniel had taken things way too far, as usual. Before Mrs.
					Cole could intervene, the confrontation had escalated into classroom warfare,
					complete with the kids throwing anything they could lay their hands on at each
					other.

				Josh and the girl’s grandmother had discussed Becky’s role in
					the altercation, trying to formulate a plan for better settling her into her new
					school. For compensating for the fact that a month ago Amy Loar had shipped the
					little girl off to live with Grandma, so Mom could dedicate 24/7 to her career
					in Atlanta.

				Amy Loar.

				Josh’s memory produced an image of his childhood friend.
					Dazzling in white, her auburn hair a soft cloud of tousled curls, she was
					smiling at him from across the dance floor at their senior prom. Somehow she’d
					blossomed from his pal since kindergarten into the most beautiful girl in the
					room. A girl he’d suddenly wished he hadn’t wasted so many years being just friends with.

				After graduation, they’d left for their separate colleges, and
					their friendship should have slowly faded away.

				If only it had been so simple.

				Amy had always been ambitious. Growing up poor in the South had
					left its mark on her, and she’d been determined to do better. To be better. To
					ensure that she and her mother never again went without anything they needed.
					He’d always admired her beauty, brains and ambition. Right up until the moment
					she’d produced a big city fiancé who Josh had known instinctively was all wrong
					for her.

				And how had he handled the situation? He’d done the
					unforgivable, made a jerk out of himself, and they hadn’t spoken since.

				She’d achieved her success, he’d heard. She’d carved out the
					dream life she’d wanted. Except her wealthy husband was out of the picture now.
					And as far as Josh could remember, being divorced and a single parent to boot
					hadn’t been part of Amy’s plans.

				He refocused on his young visitor, shoving aside the unwanted
					trip down memory lane. It was April in South Carolina, and the kids in school
					were beside themselves with spring fever. All of them but this child. A study in
					shaggy blond hair and intelligent green eyes, Daniel sat sprawled in his chair,
					digging at the monstrous hole in the toe of his right sneaker. No doubt waiting
					for Josh to make the first move, so the kid could ignore him some more.

				Well, let him wait a little longer. Nothing else had worked.
					Not exactly what they taught you at principal school, but it was worth a shot.
					Josh continued to flip through his notes, still standing.

				“So?” Daniel finally sputtered, making eye contact for the
					first time.

				Josh sat as if he was in no particular hurry to get to the
					point. He exchanged Becky Reese’s file for Daniel’s even weightier one. He
					didn’t have to read through his notes. He knew Daniel’s issues by heart: the
					struggles to conform and get along in the classroom; the confusion; the
					emotional explosions that so quickly built from simple disappointments. And the
					kid internalized each failure, each bit of negative feedback, making it that
					much more difficult for him to try the next time.

				“So.” Josh braced his elbows on the desk. “You and Becky got
					together this morning and decided to toss your classroom?”

				Daniel shrugged and picked some more at shoes that looked like
					last year’s Salvation Army rejects. “She started it,” he mumbled.

				“Someone else always does.”

				Josh shifted his shoulders, shrugging off the lingering weight
					of his own personal failures. The guilt still remained from the mistakes he’d
					made the last few years. The relationships he hadn’t been able to save. But he
					was learning to let the past go and focus on making the best of now.

				At least that was the plan.

				But helping a child as angry as Daniel understand that loss and
					crushing defeat were just part of the game was a different story. What could he
					say that wouldn’t sound like a bunch of psychological hooey?

				Welcome to the club, kid. Life bites. Get
						used to it.

				He gave his head a mental thunk.

				“We’ve talked about throwing things in the classroom,” he said.
					“We can’t keep you with the other kids if we have to worry about one of them
					getting brained with a book—” he flipped through Daniel’s file “—or your
					backpack. Or your shoe—”

				“I didn’t hurt anyone.”

				“You’re down here almost every day, and you don’t get along
					with any of your classmates—especially Becky Reese.”

				“She’s a pain in the—”

				“She’s not your problem.”

				“She said—”

				“She said that your mom was as big a loser as hers.” Josh
					sighed. “Mrs. Cole told me, and I just got off the phone with Becky’s
					grandmother. The girl owes you an apology, but you can’t completely lose it
					every time someone mentions your mother. You and your therapist have talked
					about that.”

				“Good old Dr. Steve.”

				Cynicism sounded awful coming out of the mouth of a
					ten-year-old.

				“If you can’t keep it together with the other kids in
					class—”

				“No one talks bad about my mom.”

				“Having temper tantrums isn’t the answer.” Josh was as
					disturbed as Daniel by what the little girl had said. It made him want to throw
					things himself, when up until a few months ago he’d been a pro at keeping his
					emotions and his job separate.

				Everyone at school, including the kids, knew what Daniel had
					been through—at least part of it. A year ago, he’d come to them an unhappy
					child, after his mother moved them to Sweetbrook, a place Daniel had never seen
					before. Then she’d died in a single-vehicle car accident on New Year’s Eve while
					driving under the influence. Rumors had spread in the four months since that
					perhaps she’d aimed for that telephone pole, after all, leaving folks in the
					community to pity even more the lost little boy left behind.

				Sweetbrook might be small and antiquated by most standards, but
					tiny South Carolina communities took care of their own. People wanted to give
					Daniel the break he deserved. Everyone except Becky. From her first day in
					school, the child had seemed determined to bait Daniel with the one thing she
					knew would hurt him the most—trash-talking the boy’s mother right along with her
					own.

				Josh resented Amy Loar for dumping her problems in Sweetbrook,
					while she kicked back and did whatever she was doing in Atlanta.

				“I know Sweetbrook has been a bum deal for you,” Josh said with
					care. Sounding soothing and understanding was tough, when he understood next to
					nothing these days. “Moving here to be near family you don’t know. Starting
					over. Then losing your mom the way you did.”

				Daniel’s scowl rearranged itself into something fiercer.
					Something near tears.

				Josh’s chest burned. “But you have to keep your hands and
					things to yourself if you want to stay in school.”

				“When did this become about what I want? I don’t want to be in trouble all the time, but that’s what
					keeps happening.” The kid looked up then, his green eyes glistening. “Maybe
					everyone would be better off if I wasn’t here.”

				“That’s not an option, Daniel.”

				Josh refused to let it be. He watched resignation crowd out the
					grief on Daniel’s face, and he knew exactly how the boy felt. The situation
					everyone in Sweetbrook expected Josh to handle like a pro was speeding from bad
					to worse with each passing day.

				He’d grilled the Family Services caseworker assigned to Daniel
					after his mother’s death. He’d read every book available on dealing with kids
					with Daniel’s issues. Josh was using all the tools at his disposal to help the
					little boy believe he was wanted. That he belonged here. That he could succeed.
					But the demons that drove Daniel to strike out every time someone got too close,
					every time the vulnerability he tried to hide swam to the surface, were
					unfortunately about so much more than losing his mother.

				Josh’s well-thought-out plans to help Daniel weren’t making a
					dent. The boy’s behavior was defying every logical step Josh took, just as his
					ex-wife’s had, when she’d left to build the life she’d wanted away from him and
					Sweetbrook.

				“It’s going to get better, you know,” he finally said,
					following Dr. Steve Rhodes’s lead, even though the words sounded ridiculously
					shallow. Maybe if Josh kept saying them, he could will the platitude into
					reality.

				Daniel’s total lack of reaction announced that the kid wasn’t
					born yesterday.

				Josh checked his copy of Mrs. Cole’s schedule. “Your class is
					at recess. You think you and Becky can retire to neutral corners until the end
					of the day?”

				A mumble and a shrug were all he got in response.

				“Give it your best shot.” Josh stood and walked around the
					desk, his stomach tightening at the realization of just how close he was to
					losing Daniel to whatever dark place he’d gone to after his mother’s death.
					“We’ll deal with the rest later.”

				He reached to smooth Daniel’s bangs out of his eyes. The boy
					flinched, and Josh dropped his hand, fresh out of next steps.

				Daniel inched to his feet, putting more space between them.

				Josh let him go, like a principal should. He stared at his
					dress shoes, forcing his hands to stay in his pockets, when everything in him
					wanted to pull the lonely child close and hug it all better.

				As if that had worked every other time he’d tried.

				It was some kind of sick cosmic joke that he was Daniel’s best
					shot at a normal life now. The kid needed love so badly, and neither one of them
					knew how to make sure he got it.

				“Hey, buddy,” he rushed to say as the ten-year-old reached the
					door. He hated the strained silence between them, almost as much as he hated the
					thought of Daniel leaving his office in worse emotional shape than when he’d
					come in. “Hot dogs for dinner again tonight?”

				He held his breath, hoping Dr. Rhodes hadn’t been placating him
					when he’d said to play the intense times loose and easy.

				Daniel looked back, his eyes too old, too lost, and so much
					like his mother’s the last time Josh had seen her.

				The last time he’d seen his baby sister.

				“Sure.” The ten-year-old yanked open the door, his bored
					expression an improvement over the wariness that had been there just a moment
					ago. “Why not?”

				Josh watched his nephew amble through the outer office and
					disappear down the hall.

				What do I do now?

				He’d asked himself the same question once before, when his wife
					had filed for divorce two years ago.

				A decade into marriage, Josh had blissfully assumed he had the
					world under control. Granted, they’d had trouble getting pregnant. But with his
					family’s money, they could have hired the best specialists in the world. They
					could have kept trying. But one day out of the blue, Lisa’s bags were packed and
					she announced she’d been accepted to law school in New York. That she wanted
					more than what they had together. Namely, a life of her own that didn’t include
					him, his agenda for having a baby and his dream of raising a family in the small
					town he’d grown up in.

				One minute he was standing in their living room listening to
					Lisa recite everything he’d never understood she needed, the next she was gone.
					And for the first time in his life, he’d had no idea what to do next.

				Just like now.

				Ruthlessly philanthropic, Josh gave away by the handful the
					White family fortune that had never bought him an ounce of peace, supporting
					organizations in the area that needed the money far more than he did. He was
					organized, compassionate and hardworking, even progressive by Sweetbrook
					standards. He could educate the one-hundred-and-fifty kids in his school like
					nobody’s business. But none of that had won him points as a husband. His wife’s
					unhappiness and longing for a different life had gone unnoticed and unchecked
					until it was too late. He’d made a mess out of loving her.

				And now he was making a mess out of caring for his sister’s
					troubled child.

				* * *

				“I KNOW
						BECKY’S NOT HAPPY there, Mama.” Amy Loar rested
					her head in her hands, her elbows atop the Kramer Industries files that would
					take her the rest of the night to organize for tomorrow’s meeting. It was only
					Wednesday, but she’d already billed forty hours to her client’s account that
					week. She had at least another forty to go. “I’d give anything to have her here
					with me.”

				She fingered the heart-shaped pendant dangling from the chain
					around her neck. Last year’s Christmas present from Becky, back before things
					with Richard had exploded one time too many. Amy never took the necklace off
					now. It reminded her why she was doing all this.

				“I hate to say it, because I know it’s impossible for you to
					get away,” her mother replied pensively. Amy could almost picture Gwen. Her
					close-cropped graying hair, originally the same dark red as Amy’s, was always
					finger-combed into an unruly mess by this time of night. “But Becky needs you,
					honey.”

				Gwen Loar never meddled. She never passed judgment nor laid
					blame. So the touch of disapproval in her voice told Amy how dicey things were
					getting in Sweetbrook. Becky was staying with her grandmother temporarily, while
					Amy moved them from their pricey Buckhead condo into a two-bedroom apartment
					closer to her job in midtown. While she fought to get their lives back on
					track.

				Gwen’s tiny house, her life in Sweetbrook, had once been a
					slice of heaven for Amy. But growing up poor in the rural South had left a lot
					to be desired. For as long as she could remember, she’d longed to get out, to do
					better, to snatch for herself a speck of the security everyone around her took
					for granted.

				So she’d earned her scholarships and attended college in
					Atlanta, only to meet wealthy, sophisticated, ten-years-her-senior Richard Reese
					during her junior year. At the time, he’d seemed the answer to all her dreams—a
					charming, successful man offering her marriage into a world she’d never dreamed
					of. But all dreams come with a price.

				Now she was hoping the small-town life she’d turned her back on
					would work its magic on her daughter. If only Becky would give it a chance.

				Just hold on for a little while longer,
						honey. I’ll make everything up to you.

				Amy checked the clock at the corner of her computer monitor and
					winced. It was almost nine. She’d meant to call home hours ago.

				She forced herself to stop wilting into her desk chair, and
					smoothed a manicured hand across her expensive silk blouse. Her career uniform.
					One more tool she needed to get her where she wanted to be.

				“Put Becky on the phone,” she said to her mother. “Let her vent
					about what happened at school today. Blaming me for everything for a while will
					do her some good.”

				“I’ve tried to get her to talk.” Gwen’s sigh sounded like it
					came from her toes. “I tried all afternoon. But she headed straight to her
					bedroom after school and locked her door until dinner. She’s finally asleep. I
					don’t think it’s a good idea to wake her and start things all over again. Maybe
					you could be here when she gets up in the morning? You could talk with her
					before the bus comes—”

				“I can’t come home right now, Mama.”

				“It’s only a four-hour drive.”

				“I have the Kramer Industries sign-off meeting at three
					tomorrow afternoon. We’re finalizing the proposal with the senior
					management.”

				She was a project leader for Atlanta’s high-profile Enterprise
					Consulting Group, a position she’d had to fight for after her divorce. The
					partners had finally agreed to give her this shot, and the Kramer account was
					going to land her the manager slot she’d declined three years running at
					Richard’s urging. The promotion came with an immediate bonus and a hefty
					increase in her annual salary. And tomorrow’s meeting was the last step before
					they presented the contract to the CEO in a few weeks.

				“I can’t pull out now for personal reasons,” she said, trying
					to drown out the second thoughts that she never completely silenced. She was
					going to secure this promotion. She and her daughter were going to finally have
					some peace. “Phillip Hutchinson’s watching me like a hawk. I have to stay on top
					of this project.”

				“Of course, you’re right.” Even though her mother sounded
					disappointed, her voice rang with the support and encouragement Amy had always
					depended on.

				Simple, solid, no-nonsense living and unconditional love. Those
					were Gwen’s gifts. The very gifts Amy hoped could break through her daughter’s
					anger and confusion.

				Gwen knew firsthand the sacrifices required of single mothers.
					Amy’s father had died when she was just a baby, and Gwen had worked three
					part-time jobs some years to keep them off food stamps.

				But she hadn’t been able to soften the blow of having so little
					in a world where everyone else seemed to effortlessly have more. So Amy had
					worked nonstop making something of herself, vowing to build a better life for
					them both. And that’s exactly what she’d done, even though Gwen had refused
					every offer Amy made to share her and Richard’s financial success.

				Her house was paid for, Gwen had argued. Her needs were simple.
					She had some savings, and she was still a part-time teller at Sweetbrook’s one
					and only bank. Unlike Amy, she hadn’t wanted more, as much as she’d wanted what
					she already had.

				“I wish I had another solution, Mama. But I need this
					promotion. I don’t mind giving up the condo, the car or that fancy private
					school Richard insisted Becky attend. But I can’t afford to live in Atlanta on
					my current salary.”

				“Then move back home,” her mother urged, as she had for months.
					“You two can stay with me until you find a job here.”

				“I can’t ask you to do that. And I can’t move Becky away from
					her friends for good and ask her to start over with nothing. Atlanta’s the only
					home she’s ever known. She wants to live here. I won’t rip her world apart any
					more than I already have.”

				“There are worse things than having nothing, Amy.”

				“Yes. There’s going back to Richard and asking him for
					money—”

				“Of course you’re not going back to him!” her mother
					interjected.

				For years, Amy had kept the details about her marriage secret
					from Gwen. But her mother knew every ugly bit of it now.

				“I have to prove to my daughter that a woman really can support
					her family on her own,” Amy continued. “That Richard was dead wrong when he said
					we’d never make it without him.”

				She’d never seen her husband as angry as the morning she’d
					worked up the nerve to leave him. He’d controlled her every move for years. What
					she thought, and wore, and did, and with whom. Even how much she was allowed to
					focus on her career, insisting she curtail her responsibilities at work after
					Becky was born.

				She’d tried to make the best of things when her marriage began
					crumbling less than a year after their wedding. She’d done everything she could
					to pacify Richard and save her dream of a perfect life with her perfect husband,
					downplaying the escalating verbal and emotional abuse. It took Richard striking
					her in front of their daughter before Amy had finally had enough.

				Richard could have fought her for Becky. Considering his
					connections as a high-priced corporate attorney, he would have won. But his
					sights had been on a priority far more important to him than his daughter. If
					Amy would agree to his demands of no alimony and the minimum child support the
					law allowed, he’d let Becky go. The money would be paid lump-sum into a trust
					account for Becky’s college tuition, not to be touched until she was eighteen.
					In return, he’d concede full custody, and Amy and Becky would be on their
					own—then maybe they’d wise up and understand just how much they needed him.

				“You’ll come back to me,” he’d said in front of Becky the last
					time they’d seen him. “Once you’re on your own and realize how tough the world
					is, maybe then you’ll have some appreciation for all I’ve given you.”

				He’d set Amy up to fail, just for the satisfaction of watching
					her crawl back to him. And as usual, he hadn’t concerned himself with their
					daughter, except for how he could use Becky to control Amy.

				“I’m going to make things work for Becky here in Atlanta,” Amy
					vowed to herself and her mother. “She needs to see me standing up to her father.
					She needs to understand that a woman doesn’t have to put up with the way he
					treated me to be financially secure. She was there all those years, Mama, when
					her father belittled me, and I just took it. She watched me be a doormat for the
					sake of holding on to a man who didn’t respect me. I can’t even imagine what
					that did to her.”

				“But you’re working around the clock now,” Gwen reasoned. “What
					happens when the promotion comes through, and Becky moves back in with you? Will
					you have any more time to spend with her after you make manager?”

				“I don’t know. I’ll figure it out.” Whatever it took, Amy was
					going to be the strong woman her daughter needed her to be. Becky wasn’t growing
					up afraid.

				“But if you moved back here—”

				“There’s no work for me in Sweetbrook, Mama.”

				Amy’s other phone line chirped at the same time that her
					computer dinged. She juggled the receiver between her shoulder and ear, checked
					the phone display and clicked the e-mail prompt with her mouse.

				It was Phillip Hutchinson on both counts, Enterprise
					Consulting’s senior partner, and her personal slave driver.

				She didn’t bother to read the body of the e-mail or pick up the
					call. Not a man to worry about the constructive use of anyone else’s time,
					Phillip Hutchinson didn’t stoop to discussing details until those he’d summoned
					had quick-stepped their way to his corner office. His two-pronged bid for Amy’s
					attention didn’t bode well.

				“I’ve got to go.” She typed and sent a quick I’ll be right there response to the e-mail. “I’ll
					clear a few hours Saturday to come down for a day trip.”

				“Joshua White wants to set up a meeting with you and Becky’s
					teacher on Friday—”

				“Josh White no doubt thinks the entire world moves at the
					snail’s pace he runs his elementary school.” Amy winced at the anger in her
					voice, rubbing her temples, where a headache was building.

				No one listening would have guessed she was talking about the
					best friend she’d ever had. The friend she’d told off when he’d dared to judge
					her decision to marry Richard and leave Sweetbrook behind for good. The friend
					whose angry kiss had almost tempted her to change her mind.

				“Honey, I really think you should talk with the man. He’s taken
					such a personal interest in Becky since she came here.”

				“I know he has.”

				Gwen had gone on and on about the time Josh was spending trying
					to make sure Becky settled into his school. He sounded like a bang-up principal.
					And before their friendship had imploded, he’d always been there for Amy. But
					why did he have to pick tonight of all nights to work her mother into a tizzy
					about Becky’s harmless antics at school? Wasn’t there something more important
					for the wealthiest man in town to be doing besides shoving Amy over the edge of
					sanity?

				“I’m sorry to saddle you with all this, Mama. If there was any
					other way…”

				“I love having Becky,” Gwen reassured her. “And she can stay as
					long as you need her to. But she thinks you’ve abandoned her. She needs to know
					that you want her with you, that you think this is the best place for her right
					now. That you care what’s going on at school.”

				“I’ve told her how much I care. I tell her every time we talk.”
					Another e-mail message from Hutchinson dinged for her attention. The subject
					line read simply, NOW.

				Amy e-mailed back a polite on my
						way.

				She was making compromises with her child she’d promised
					herself she’d never make. Her personal definition of hell. But sometimes a bad
					decision was the only alternative.

				She hoped she wasn’t wrong.

				“I’ve got to go, Mama.”

				“You’ll call Becky tomorrow?” In her mother’s voice was that
					hint of the steel Amy had always admired.

				Gwen was first and foremost a survivor.

				Amy hoped she could be half as strong.

				“I’ll call tomorrow evening,” she said as she stacked the
					Kramer Industries papers, shuffling the files into order. “Tell Becky I love
					her, and that I know she’s going to do better with the other kids at school
					tomorrow. She’ll be fine.”

				“I hope you’re right.”

				“So do I.” Amy closed her eyes against the doubt she couldn’t
					keep out of her voice. “I love you both.”

				Her mother’s “I love you, too,” had barely sounded when her
					office door jerked open. Amy pushed to her feet and hung up the phone.

				“Mrs. Ree— Ms. Loar.” Phillip Hutchinson frowned in displeasure
					at his continued difficulty keeping her name straight. Even though she’d legally
					changed it back to Loar the same day she’d signed her divorce papers, he was
					still having trouble calling her anything but Reese. “I’ve got the Kramer IT
					director on the phone, and he wants to discuss the payout schedule.”

				“Those papers are right here.” She shuffled through her
					folders, wincing as the one she needed slid from under the others. Papers
					fluttered to the floor between her and the desk. “Um, why don’t you transfer the
					call down here?”

				“Pick up what you need,” he said with a shake of his head.
					“Leave the rest. I already have Jed conferenced in on the speakerphone in my
					office. If you’re too overwhelmed to handle a client’s unexpected requests,
					maybe we need to get you some backup on this project.”

				Amy returned the remaining folders to her desk with a slap and
					a cool stare.

				She’d managed every detail of this project from day one. This
					was her baby, and no one was taking this opportunity away from her.

				“I’ll be right there,” she said in as close to a civil tone as
					she could muster.

				Mr. Hutchinson’s eyebrow twitched upward, then he turned to
					leave. One final glance behind him at the disorganized mess covering Amy’s
					normally immaculate desk told her he hadn’t missed a single detail.

				She dropped to her knees to re-sort the five-year pay-out
					schedule for the computer system and HR applications she was determined Kramer
					Industries would purchase.

				Phillip Hutchinson. Richard. And Josh White. Why couldn’t they
					just let her be? Why couldn’t they let her win for a change?

				With fear of failing yet again nagging at her, she marched
					through her doorway and down the wide hall that doubled as offices for the
					executive secretaries.

				Everything around her looked expensive. Smelled expensive.
					Mahogany furniture glistened. She caught the subtle aroma of the polish the
					cleaning crew applied to keep everything sparkling. State-of-the-art computers
					and other office systems dominated each work space. Even the exquisitely
					maintained potted plants atop the desks had been arranged to present just the
					right image.

				This was where the powerful worked. The world of success to
					which Amy had always dreamed of being a part. The Enterprise Consulting Group
					was where you wanted to entrust the future of your company’s computer systems
					and human resource applications. Yet every square inch of the place was a prison
					Amy had never seen coming.

				She mentally squashed her introspection and the melancholy that
					always followed close behind. So what if she wanted to be anyone but herself
					right now. So what if she wanted to be anywhere but where she was, doing what
					she was doing.

				She was going to make this work, and she was bagging her
					promotion. She and Becky were coming out on top this time. They were going to be
					safe and out of Richard’s control once and for all.

				Unless you fail again, the little
					voice chimed in, right on cue.

				No…not a chance. Not this time.

				She was getting it right this time. Becky wasn’t going to pay
					the price for her mother’s mistakes. No matter what Amy had to sacrifice to get
					them through this.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWO

				“YES, MR. WESTING.” Amy nodded to
					herself, making adjustments to the project plan she was walking the Kramer
					Industries IT director through. “I’m confident your CEO will be more than
					pleased at the closing meeting on the thirtieth.”

				She withdrew a spreadsheet from her folder and slid it across
					the desk toward Phillip Hutchinson. The senior partner’s slow nod as he reviewed
					the plans she’d sacrificed months of her life to produce, and his begrudging,
					“It all looks on target to me, Jed,” were as good as a standing ovation.

				“Good.” Papers shuffled on Westing’s end of the line. “Now,
					let’s walk through the support contract again.”

				“Yes, sir.” Amy dug out another set of papers. It felt
					incredible to be on top of her game. To be staring down the pressure and to have
					the right answer at every turn. To finally be in control of something, when the
					rest of her life was such a disaster.

				“Let me fax you the schedule that details the two options.” She
					handed Mr. Hutchinson the paperwork. “Take a look at—”

				The cell phone at her hip started doing the cha-cha.

				She grabbed it, grateful beyond words that she’d remembered to
					turn the thing to Vibrate. At the top of Phillip Hutchinson’s list of meeting
					dos and don’ts was no, absolutely no, cell phone interruptions. But her cell was
					her connection with Becky and Gwen until she could bring her daughter back to
					Atlanta. Forget Hutchinson’s rules.

				The man’s annoyed stare locked on to Amy. Her heart chose that
					moment to begin beating in her throat. She yanked the phone from her waistband,
					giving up any pretence of subtlety.

				“Ms. Loar?” Mr. Hutchinson prodded.

				The display revealed Sweetbrook’s area code, but it wasn’t her
					mother’s number.

				“Ms. Loar!” he demanded under his breath.

				Oh, no. What was it she’d been saying to Westing?

				The phone buzzed in her hand.

				Becky! Something must have happened. Was that the number for
					the Sweetbrook hospital?

				“I’m sorry.” She passed her notes to Hutchinson. “I have to
					take this call.”

				“I’m faxing you those support schedules now, Jed.” Hutchinson
					activated the fax machine at his elbow, his voice resonating professionalism.
					His eyes, however, raged with disapproval.

				She forced herself to walk calmly from the room. She closed the
					door behind her and thumbed the Talk button on the still-shuddering phone,
					leaving her flawless spreadsheets, the countless hours she’d spent running and
					rerunning the Kramer numbers, to speak for themselves.

				“Hello?” she said.

				Please let Becky be okay.

				“Hello?” an oddly familiar masculine voice echoed. “I was
					calling for Amy Loar…Reese. Amy Reese?”

				“This is Amy Loar.” She garbled her words as she sank into
					every mother’s nightmare. Something might have happened to her child, and Amy
					was hundreds of miles away. “What’s wrong?”

				“What? Nothing’s wrong, everything’s fine,” the man reassured
					her. “I mean, not exactly—”

				“Who is this?” She finally took a full breath, as the initial
					edge of panic receded.

				“Amy, it’s Josh…. Joshua White.”

				She stared at the phone, a rush of childhood memories consuming
					her.

				There was Josh, smiling and forever young, surely the
					handsomest senior class president ever elected, delivering his valedictorian
					speech at their high school graduation. Voted most likely to succeed. Brilliant.
					The only son of a wealthy Southern family whose forefathers had founded
					Sweetbrook over two hundred years ago. Josh had been so far removed from the
					reality of Amy’s own childhood that the fact that they’d hooked up as kids and
					stayed friends through high school was still a mystery to more people than
					her.

				And then she remembered the last time she’d seen him. His
					expression had darkened with disappointment, his voice angry and hurt as he
					passed his small-town judgment on her pending marriage to a man he didn’t think
					was good enough for her.

				“You’re marrying him for all the wrong
						reasons,” he’d said. “He won’t make you happy.”

				“And you’re an expert on me and what makes
						me happy,” she’d retorted.

				“I’ve gotten pretty good at watching you
						throw the important things in your life away in your pursuit of success,
						yes.” His hands had shook as he cupped her cheek. “It makes me sad to see
						you putting so much faith in this guy and his money. His promises that this
						better life of his in Atlanta will make you happy. It makes me… It makes me
						want to show you what you could have if you came back to live in
						Sweetbrook.”

				And before she’d known it, the anger in
						the eyes of the man she’d secretly had a crush on for years had heated into
						something new, something that felt as forbidden and thrilling as the kiss
						that had followed—

				“I’m the principal of the elementary school in Sweetbrook,”
					Josh said in the here and now.

				“I…I know who you are, Josh.” She checked her watch. “It’s ten
					o’clock at night. And I’m in an important meeting.”

				“I see.” The friendly note drained from his voice. “Your mother
					mentioned you kept late hours at the office, but I thought by now you might have
					time to talk.”

				“I’m trying to close a deal with an important client.” Amy’s
					cheeks singed at the censure she couldn’t believe she was hearing in his
					voice.

				“What I’ve called to discuss about Becky is equally important,
					I assure you,” he reasoned, “or I wouldn’t have bothered you.”

				As if taking time for her daughter was too much of a bother.
					Amy’s spine stiffened.

				Maybe he had seen Richard for the snake he turned out to be
					long before she’d wised up. Maybe Josh had been right all along, that her big
					plans for her life in Atlanta wouldn’t make her happy. But he didn’t know her
					anymore. He couldn’t begin to comprehend the kind of trouble she was digging
					herself and Becky out of. Or how much she despised herself for each minute she
					couldn’t be with her child.

				“How did you get this number?” she asked, biting back her
					favorite childhood label for him when he was being a pain—butthead.

				“Gwen gave it to the school when she registered Becky. I have
					it here in your daughter’s file.” He was full-on Principal
						White now, his voice as formal and as superficially polite as hers.
					“Just at a glance, I’d say the behavior problems and incidents Becky’s racked up
					in just the month she’s been with us constitute an emergency by anyone’s
					standards. In case you weren’t aware of what’s been going on down here, I wanted
					to bring you up to speed.”

				“I’m aware of everything that’s happening with my daughter. I
					talk with her every night,” Amy snapped. “I’m very interested in her life, and I
					stay as involved as I can be.”

				“I wasn’t judging you, Amy.” He sounded genuinely hurt.

				“Sure you were.”

				She’d been down this road before. For months now, as a matter
					of fact, ever since the mothers of Becky’s friends first learned about Amy’s
					increased hours at Enterprise after the divorce. The frenzy of unsolicited
					concern and advice that had ensued—after dance practice, at the car-pool stop to
					and from school, after birthday parties and sleepovers—had made Amy’s decision
					to remove Becky from her exclusive private school even easier. They couldn’t
					afford the tuition any longer, and Amy didn’t need the daily reminder of how
					badly she was failing as a mother, no matter how hard she tried.

				“I called to discuss Becky’s issues at school,” Josh offered,
					his tone edging toward reasonable. “Not to comment on your priorities as a
					mother, or your relationship with your daughter. I’d like to help.”

				“Look.” Amy unclenched her jaw. Chided herself for
					overreacting. The man was just doing his job. She glanced at her watch again.
					“I’ve already spoken with my mother, and I’m just as concerned as you that
					Becky’s having difficulty in school—”

				“Then you’re planning to be here Friday?”

				“What?”

				“For the SST meeting.”

				The door to Mr. Hutchinson’s office opened. The senior partner
					stepped partially into the hall.

				“Ms. Loar, I need you in here.”

				She raised a finger to signal for another minute. Turning her
					back as the door closed less than gently behind her, she gritted her teeth
					against the screaming tantrum that would be a really bad idea.

				“Josh, I’d be happy to stop by the school as soon as I wrap up
					my project here. I don’t know what this SST meeting is, but Friday’s out of the
					question, I’m afraid.”

				“And I’m afraid we can’t put this off.” His statement resonated
					with the same determination she’d once admired. Only there was an unforgiving
					edge to Josh’s controlled manner now. A harshness at complete odds with the
					easygoing charm that had tempered his personality when they were kids.

				“We’re just going to have to put it off.” Amy took a calming
					breath. “I appreciate your call, and I’ll make an appointment with the school
					admin for a few weeks from now—”

				“You don’t understand. We’re having the meeting Friday, with or
					without you. If you can’t make the time to be here, we’ll do what we think is
					best for Becky in your absence.”

				His disapproving tone snuffed out Amy’s last attempt to keep
					the conversation polite, just as it had that night over ten years ago when he’d
					decided he knew what was best for her life.

				Privilege and money had smoothed Josh’s every step from
					childhood. After college, he’d returned to Sweetbrook to take his rightful place
					in his family’s legacy of service and philanthropy to the community. He was
					principal of Dr. David C. White Elementary School. She’d heard his marriage had
					fallen apart a year or so ago, but beyond that it seemed his life had worked out
					exactly according to his master plan. How could he possibly understand what it
					was like to fight and struggle, and all the while know you’re stuck in a no-win
					battle you might never escape from?

				“I do appreciate your courtesy.”
					She nearly choked on the words. “But how exactly do you anticipate having a
					parent-teacher conference without the parent present?”

				Butthead!

				“The Student Support Team meeting is for Becky’s benefit, not
					yours,” he explained. “It’s a little more formal than you sitting down for a
					chat with her teacher. Your daughter’s facing some tough challenges, and she’s
					going to need all the help she can get. I’ll be there Friday, along with her
					teacher, Mrs. Cole. So will our staff counselor. Together, we’ll come up with a
					set of strategies that we hope will help school become a more successful
					experience for Becky.”

				“What challenges? What strategies? Becky’s upset because of the
					hours I’ve had to keep the last few months. Because she blames me for how my
					marriage ended.” Amy clasped the pendant dangling around her neck. “My daughter
					doesn’t want to be in Sweetbrook, so she’s acting out a little more than usual
					at school. I’ll be there in a few weeks, then she’ll settle back in here with
					me. Don’t you think you’re overreacting with this SST thing? Becky’s going to be
					fine.”

				“She may not be, Amy. Not without some help.” Josh’s concern
					radiated across the crackling cell connection. Gone was the all-business
					principal who couldn’t keep his intrusive opinions to himself. In his place was
					the friend whose shoulder Amy had cried on the summer her puppy had died in her
					arms after being struck by a car. Gwen had been at work, Amy hadn’t had anyone
					else to turn to, and Josh had been there, as always. Steady, certain,
					unflappable. “Her teacher’s concerned that part of Becky’s acting out may stem
					from frustration over a learning disability—”

				“What learning disability?”

				“The purpose of the SST meeting is to discuss Mrs. Cole’s
					suspicion that Attention Deficit Disorder may account for some of Amy’s
					disruptive behavior in the classroom.”

				“Attention Deficit…” The muffled sound of the conference call
					going on behind her faded. Her surroundings shimmered to a hazy white. “I don’t
					understand….”

				“We think Becky may be dealing with ADD, on top of the other
					issues you mentioned earlier.”

				On top of the other issues…. The
					words clamored through Amy’s head. Issues that were her fault. On top of Becky losing her family and being separated
					from the life and home that were all she’d ever known. On top of her needing Amy
					the most, just when it was impossible for her to be there for her little girl.
					On top of all that, Becky might have—

				“ADD?” she whispered. She didn’t know exactly what that meant,
					but she knew enough to be scared. She covered her mouth with a shaking hand.
					Tears threatened, blurring everything around her. “But I had no idea….
					How…?”

				“It’s going to be okay, Amy,” Josh said. “We’re going to figure
					this out.”

				His reassurance was like a lifeline, and she found his use of
					the word we wasn’t as offensive as it should have
					been, given the way he’d been subtly pointing his finger at her moments
					before.

				“Ms. Loar.” Phillip Hutchinson was standing beside Amy. She had
					no idea how long he’d been there. “Mr. Westing has another question about the
					payout schedule. I need you to walk him through it.”

				The man was all but tapping his foot for her to hop-to.

				“I…” Amy fought for words, fought against the sensation that
					her world was slipping out from under her.

				“Amy, can you make the SST meeting?” Josh’s voice sounded in
					her ear, cornering her, pressing for an answer with as much tenacity as her
					boss.

				Her daughter or her career? Amy’s plans to manage both had
					never seemed more unattainable.

				“I’ll be there on Friday,” she croaked into the phone, ending
					the call before Josh could say another word.

				She turned to Mr. Hutchinson and squared her shoulders.

				“I need to take a few days off.”

				“You can’t be serious.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder.
					“I’ve got a nervous director in there, and you’re meeting with their entire
					senior management at three tomorrow. You’re not going anywhere.”

				“I have a family emergency. I’m leaving in the morning, as soon
					as I can wrap things up here. I’ll be gone until Monday.” She was already
					working out the details in her head. She’d spend tomorrow afternoon with Becky
					and Gwen, meet with Josh and his staff on Friday, get things back on an even
					keel over the weekend, then return to Atlanta by Sunday evening to catch up
					before the new week started. “I can video conference in on tomorrow’s meeting.
					The rest I’ll find a way to do from Sweetbrook on my laptop and smartphone.”

				“Sweetbrook? Where’s Sweetbrook?”

				“In South Carolina. It’s where I grew up.”

				And it was the one place, despite all her plans to leave it
					behind, where she’d last felt safe.

				She brushed past him and stepped into his office, pushing aside
					thoughts of everything but the corporate director who needed to be placated
					before she could do anything else. Lucky for Amy, reassuring nervous clients was
					turning out to be one of her greatest talents.

				If only her and her daughter’s problems were as easy to
					resolve.

				* * *

				“CAN I
						GET YOU ANYTHING, Mr. White?” Mrs. Lyons asked Josh the next
					morning.

				Josh lifted his head from his overflowing desk, trying not to
					be annoyed.

				He and Daniel had to make it home on time this afternoon to
					whip the house into shape for their Family Services caseworker. This was their
					fourth home visit since Josh had been awarded temporary custody after his
					sister, Melanie’s, death, and they needed to demonstrate they were making
					progress bonding as a family. Josh couldn’t be running late because of
					paperwork, which meant he didn’t have time to humor one overly attentive school
					secretary.

				In the past, Edna Lyons had always been efficient. But she’d
					become downright doting since Melanie died and Josh had taken responsibility for
					Daniel. She’d progressed from straightening and organizing everything in sight
					to hovering, which she was doing right now.

				She reached to restack the personnel folders he’d thumbed
					through earlier, as he considered applications for the vacant math-specialist
					position. He slid them out of her reach.

				“Stop coddling me, Edna.” He sat back and smiled as she huffed.
					“I’m fine.”

				“You’re behind, is what you are. Have been for months. Both
					here and in that mansion your family calls a home.” She scooped his wrinkled
					suit jacket off the chair he’d dropped it onto, smoothed the material and hung
					it on the coatrack. “You just don’t know how to ask for help.”

				If only there was any real help for Josh’s situation. He’d sold
					his own home after the divorce and moved back to the house he’d grown up in. His
					father, drifting through the final stages of Alzheimer’s, hadn’t even known his
					wife and son by that point. Josh’s mother, frailer at sixty-five than most,
					thanks to the devastating toll Alzheimer’s took on caregivers, had been at her
					emotional and physical wit’s end. Josh had finally talked her into moving with
					his dad to an assisted living center about an hour away, in Demming, so the
					professionals there could help her handle the progression of his father’s
					disease.

				Melanie had come back to town with Daniel somewhere in the
					midst of it all, the drama that always swirled around her adding to the strain
					of their mother’s anxiety and Josh’s messed up life after his divorce. And now
					they were all gone, all but Daniel. Josh visited his parents as often as he
					could, and he spoke with his mom each week. But all he’d tell her was that
					things were fine in Sweetbrook. He refused to burden her with either his or her
					grandson’s problems. The woman had enough on her hands.

				The lack of a family support system wouldn’t have been a
					problem in the past. Growing up with emotionally absent parents had taught him
					independence from the cradle. After his divorce, he’d turned to his work and the
					kids at school to keep him busy. But now he also had Daniel to consider, and the
					boy’s need for love and attention escalated more each day.

				“Everything’s going to be okay,” he made himself say out loud
					as he got back to work. He hadn’t asked for this kind of responsibility, but it
					was his nonetheless. Turning his back on his sister’s child was out of the
					question.

				“Oh, it’ll be okay,” Mrs. Lyons agreed in a not-so-agreeable
					voice. “Once you find a nice young lady to help you make a home for that nephew
					of yours.”

				“I don’t need a nice young lady. What I need—” He initialed the
					page before him and flipped to the next, grunting at the memory of the string of
						helpful local women who’d tried to step in where
					his ex had left off “—is to get these pay sheets approved in time for you and
					everyone else to receive your checks on Friday.”

				“I heard Mary-Ellen Baxter’s Tiffany—”

				“Edna, have you by any chance started your own dating service?”
					He was only half teasing, and a bit too much of his irritation slipped into his
					voice.

				“What?” She was a study in female indignation. At least she was
					no longer hovering. “I was only—”

				“You were trying to fix me up with your best friend’s single
					daughter.” He dropped his pen, folded his hands and forced himself to smile at
					the good-intentioned woman who had caught him sneaking out of class in third
					grade without a hall pass—thus landing him his only stint in detention. “And
					while I appreciate you looking out for me—”

				“I was looking out for the child.” She pulled off dignified and
					embarrassed like a champ. “If you want to spend the rest of your life alone,
					that’s your business. But that little boy needs some stability.”

				“You’re a good woman, Edna Lyons.” And she was. Gray haired for
					as long as he’d known her, always dressed in floral prints that did her Southern
					heritage proud. Tough on the outside, she possessed a marshmallow-cream center
					the kids in school rarely got a chance to see. “I appreciate you looking out for
					Daniel. But dating someone I don’t have a hope of connecting with right now
					wouldn’t end well for anyone.”

				The good-intentioned people of Sweetbrook had discreetly
					arranged for him to meet a parade of local beauties at various potluck dinners,
					or the Wednesday night trip he always took to the grocery to stock up for the
					week. Even at the school’s Spring Fling a month ago. All of them were perfectly
					nice women, but none right for him. Because he wasn’t interested. Not after
					losing Lisa and so much of what he’d thought the rest of his life would be built
					around. There wasn’t a woman on earth who’d tempt him to go there again.

				Suddenly, his last memories of Amy Loar muscled aside the
					images of the other women. Memories of Amy laughing with him, kidding him,
					making his day lighter just because she was in it. Then of her mouth, soft and
					giving, melting beneath his. Melting away the anger and surprising hurt he’d
					felt at the thought of her marrying another man. He’d pulled her into his arms,
					wanting to hold on to something he hadn’t realized he’d needed until that
					moment. And just for a second, it had seemed as if she was as lost in their kiss
					as he was. Then she’d shoved him away, almost crying, saying she would never
					forgive him for what he’d said. For what he’d done….

				With a shake of his head, he shifted to the edge of the chair
					and picked up the next time sheet.

				You’ve got no time for daydreaming, man.
						No time for regrets about the past.

				The mistakes he wracked up each time he tried to help Daniel
					and failed, filled more hours than he had in a day.

				“I’ll take care of these, at least,” Edna said, a note of
					resignation lingering in her voice as she picked up the mail from his out-box
					and turned to go. “Do you want me to see that you’re not distur—”

				“Got a minute for me?” Doug Fletcher popped his head in,
					bringing Edna to a skidding stop.

				She scowled up at the school counselor, clearly arming for
					battle. No one entered the principal’s office unless she announced him first.
					But at Josh’s approving nod, she turned away without a word.

				“You have a curriculum meeting in ten minutes,” she called over
					her shoulder. “You don’t want to be late again.”

				Doug chuckled at her retreating back.

				“You’d better watch your step for the next few days. She’ll
					have her eye on you.” Josh scanned and initialed the sheet before him. “What’s
					up?”

				“I just got a call from Barbara Thomas.” Doug closed the door,
					then sat in one of the guest chairs. “She was asking for an update on
					Daniel.”

				Josh began stacking the unsigned reports it was clear he
					couldn’t finish before his meeting. “We have a home visit scheduled this
					afternoon.”

				“Are things getting better outside of school?” his friend and
					colleague asked. Doug Fletcher was a top-notch counselor. The best. One of those
					people who could listen to you recite the alphabet and make it seem as if you
					were delving into inner truths he found fascinating.

				“I’m starting to wonder if things ever will get better,” Josh
					finally let himself admit. “Living with me, adjusting to this school—” he spread
					his hands “—none of it is getting any easier for Daniel. He still feels out of
					place. Like he doesn’t belong here, no matter how much I try to convince him he
					does.”

				“He’s hurting, Josh. The kid just lost his mother, and he was
					already having difficulty relating to people before that. I suspect it’s an
					ongoing problem.”

				“Yeah. Dr. Rhodes thinks the same thing.”

				“Because of the father?”

				“We’re not sure. Melanie claimed the man was abusive, and the
					more I’m around Daniel, the more I’m convinced something happened.” Josh’s fists
					clenched at the thought of some jerk raising a hand to his sister and her son.
					“But Daniel won’t talk about any of it, so we can’t be certain.”

				“It would explain a lot of the acting out. The behavior that
					pushes people away before they get too close.”

				“Yeah, or maybe he just doesn’t want to be here.” Josh’s fists
					clenched again. “I’m not exactly family man of the year right now.”

				“You’re doing fine,” his friend countered, repeating Josh’s
					earlier assurance to Mrs. Lyons. Doug somehow managed to sound as if he meant
					it. “Just take it slow and give it some time.”

				“Yeah.” Josh nodded.

				His intercom buzzed long and loud, Edna’s I-told-you-so signal
					that he was going to be late for the curriculum meeting, after all.

				He threw his friend a long-suffering look as they stood to go.
					“Thankfully we have all kinds of free time around here.”

				* * *

				AMY PULLED UP THE driveway of her
					mother’s place a little before three. Gwen Loar’s tiny house looked more like
					home to Amy than her high-priced loft in the city ever had.

				She dragged her garment bag from the 2002 Civic she’d purchased
					after trading in her Lexus, picked up her briefcase and nudged the trunk closed
					with her elbow. A wisp of a breeze lifted her bangs, a welcome relief from the
					early spring heat. Sweetbrook seemed overly warm after the milder temperatures
					in Atlanta. She closed her eyes and breathed in the scent of home.

				There was a time, while she was in college, that she’d made it
					back to this place as often as possible. Then Richard had literally stumbled
					into her at the University of South Carolina, in the midst of a recruiting trip
					his legal firm was conducting on campus. She’d been a business major and not at
					all interested in a career in law. But Richard had been solid and steady, and
					magnetically handsome.

				In his late twenties, he’d been on his way to becoming his
					firm’s youngest partner. Determined to win Amy’s affection from the moment she’d
					sloshed her Coke all over his expensive suit in the student union café, he’d
					pursued her relentlessly, insisting they’d make a good fit. Flattered and awed
					by the success he wore so comfortably, she hadn’t stood a chance once he turned
					on the formidable charm that had weakened the resolve of some of the most
					cynical juries in the South. Her mother had tried to warn her she was rushing
					into marriage. Even Josh had tried. But she’d been so sure Richard was her
					future.

				After her graduation, they’d married in Atlanta, and she’d gone
					on to become the most promising of the young up-and-comers at Enterprise
					Consulting. Then Richard’s arguments that they should have a baby sooner rather
					than later had begun. And with the arrival of Becky, Richard’s passion for
					controlling Amy’s life had shifted gears.

				He didn’t like the way it looked, having a nanny raising his daughter. Amy was too wrapped up in her career.
					Her place was at home, taking care of him and their child. It wasn’t as if they
					needed the money she made. She’d clearly had her priorities out of place, he’d
					told her.

				And so, by the time Becky was in preschool, Amy’s career had morphed into little more than something to
					occupy herself while Becky was gone during the school day. Amy had passed up one
					career opportunity after another, even though she’d been more than qualified.
					She’d watched her peers’ careers eclipse her own, while she was relegated to
					doing busy work on projects she’d rather have been leading.

				She’d consoled herself with her family. With her husband’s
					money and the financial security that had exceeded her dreams. Richard had
					assured her she had every reason to be happy. She was privileged. They were the
					envy of everyone they knew in Atlanta’s supersuccessful business community. No
					matter that she became more and more terrified of her husband with each passing
					day.

				When she’d finally woken from the haze of her abusive marriage,
					she found she’d been living a thinly veiled nightmare that was going to get
					worse before it got better. Not only did she have to find the strength to stand
					up to a man she’d let trample her dignity and self-esteem for years, but her
					best shot at financial independence was finding a way to be taken seriously in
					the world of corporate business, where she hadn’t competed in years. And Amy
					hadn’t just done this to herself. She’d dragged her daughter through hell right
					along with her.

				How could she have been so wrong about what life had in store
					for her? Every mistake she’d made had been entirely her fault, because she
					hadn’t wanted to see the truth in the people and things she’d built her
					happiness around.

				Becky was right to blame her for being too much of a coward to
					leave Richard sooner. Amy had stayed too long. Her daughter had seen and heard
					too much.

				“Amy!” The front door flew open. Her mom rushed out, arms wide.
					“You came. Why didn’t you let us know?”

				Amy dropped everything a split second before she was engulfed
					in her mother’s sweet-scented hug. She couldn’t hold Gwen close enough.

				“I wasn’t sure when I’d be able to get away,” she explained. “I
					had a lot to take care of this morning. As it is, I’m waiting on a conference
					call my assistant’s patching through to my cell.”

				She straightened the collar of Gwen’s faded oxford shirt.

				“This was Grandpa’s, wasn’t it?” She smiled at her mother’s
					shrug. “That’s one of the things I love about you, Mama. You never stop wearing
					hand-me-downs, no matter how many new outfits I buy you.”

				“I adore my old things. They’re like memories I get to carry
					around with me all day.” Gwen lifted Amy’s garment bag and headed toward the
					house. “It might do you some good to look through your old closet. I bet
					there’re lots of treasures hiding in there.”

				“Yeah. Everything will be just swell, as soon as I throw on a
					pair of my jeans from high school.” Her briefcase in hand, Amy followed in her
					mother’s wake. “Is Becky home?”

				“Got off the bus about ten minutes ago.” Gwen held the door for
					Amy to enter in front of her.

				“Did things go better today?” Amy took the garment bag back and
					set it aside.

				“She’s in the kitchen having a snack. You should probably ask
					her yourself.”

				Amy turned from studying how much the walls of the tiny living
					room needed fresh paint. “That bad?”

				“About the same.” With another sigh, her mom led the way the
					few steps to the kitchen.

				Becky was snacking on milk and a plate of Gwen’s freshly baked
					cookies.

				She looked so grown-up. So beautiful. So much like her father,
					with her dark hair and eyes, and her olive complexion. Had she gotten taller in
					the few weeks Amy had been away? Amy thought back to her last overnight visit, a
					hurried Saturday full of trying to help Becky understand why things had to be
					this way for now. Amy couldn’t conjure up a clear picture of how her daughter
					had looked then. All she could remember was Becky’s tears and shouts, and her
					own fear that her best was never going to be good enough.

				“Hey, baby.” She knelt beside Becky’s chair.

				Vacant eyes lifted, then shifted back to the plate. Becky
					dunked a cookie into her glass.

				“I missed you.” Amy ran her hand down her daughter’s delicate
					arm.

				“Whatever.” Becky pulled away from her grasp.

				Amy glanced over her shoulder. Gwen’s slight smile encouraged
					her to continue.

				“Grandma’s been telling me a little about what’s going on at
					school. I thought maybe we could talk about it this weekend. Maybe come up with
					a few ideas for making all this work better for you while you’re here.”

				“You’re staying the whole weekend?”

				Their gazes connected again. But the doubt and hesitation
					filling Becky’s brown eyes made Amy wish her daughter was still pretending to
					ignore her.

				“I’m sorry I haven’t visited before now.” She tried a tentative
					hug. The moment was so awkward, Amy wanted to cry. “I know this has been hard
					for you. I’d have come home sooner if I could.”

				“This isn’t home.” Becky fought
					free of Amy’s grasp, stumbling from the chair. She spun around, her arms crossed
					tightly across her neon-pink T-shirt. “Not that I have a home anymore, since you
					finally worked up the guts to throw Dad out. But I don’t care about the condo or
					the apartment. I just want out of here.”

				“That’s what your mom wants, too.” Gwen stepped to her
					granddaughter’s side and hugged her shoulders.

				Becky melted against her and frowned at Amy. “Whatever. Just
					let me go back to Atlanta with you.”

				“I can’t right now.” Amy struggled to find a way to break
					through her daughter’s unhappiness. To find different words than the ones she’d
					already said a hundred times. She was secure in her daughter’s love. She and
					Becky would be okay once the dust settled. But that didn’t erase the pain her
					child was enduring now—pain Amy never should have let touch her baby’s life.

				“We’ve talked about this,” she said. “I’ve barely moved
					everything into the new apartment. Our lives are still in boxes. And with this
					project at work taking up all my time, you’re better off here for a little while
					longer.”

				“Work! That’s all you care about. You don’t want me around any
					more than Dad does.”

				“That’s not true, honey.” Amy longed to be holding her daughter
					herself. At least Becky was taking some comfort from Gwen. “I care about you
					very much. I’m doing all this to get us back on track. All I want is for you to
					be happy.”

				“Then get me out of this nowhere place.” Anger laced every word
					the little girl hurled at Amy. “If you don’t, I’ll run away, I swear. I hate it
					here.”

				“You’re not running away.” Warning bells chimed in Amy’s head.
					Like most kids, Becky could sense guilt a mile away. And she was a pro at using
					Amy’s against her.

				Time for tough-as-nails Mom to take the gloves off. She pushed
					herself out of her chair. “Your grandmother’s taking good care of you, and
					you’ll be back in Atlanta by next month. Back with your friends, and your stuff,
					and your new school. So please, why don’t we skip the melodrama, make the best
					of the situation and talk about what’s going on at school instead?”

				Becky nibbled on her thumbnail, her outburst momentarily
					subdued. Amy didn’t know which was worse, bearing the brunt of her daughter’s
					threats and disrespect, or watching Becky slip into these scary patches of
					silence.

				“Honey, I came down here so we’d have the chance to talk. So I
					could check on what’s going on with you. Maybe I can help.” She knelt again
					until she was looking up into her daughter’s beautiful face. “I came because I’d
					do anything for you. You’re the most important thing in my life, and I don’t
					ever want you to think differently.”

				“Really?” Becky sniffed and wiped her nose with the back of her
					hand. “Are you really staying the weekend? Grandma said there was some kind of
					meeting at school tomorrow, but you couldn’t come.”

				“Of course I’m staying. We’re going to figure this out.” The
					memory of Josh saying the exact same thing echoed in Amy’s head. She took
					Becky’s hand, tugging until the child’s arm loosened and her hand dropped to her
					side. “I’ll be at the meeting with your teacher tomorrow. But I wanted to talk
					with you first.”

				Her cell phone’s high-pitched chirp made them both jump. Becky
					jerked away, her expression fracturing into a mutinous scowl. Amy stifled a
					curse as she checked her watch. It was time for her conference call.

				“I’m sorry, honey,” she said as the dratted phone rang again.
					“I have to take this.”

				After gazing apologetically at Becky, she shifted her eyes to
					her mother, silently begging for some magical solution. But all she found in her
					mom’s expression was a world of worry to match her own.

				Amy stood and smoothed a hand through her daughter’s
					chocolate-colored curls. “I promise. This evening, after dinner, I’m all yours.
					No cell phones, no interruptions, just you and—”

				“Fine, whatever.” The ten-year-old stomped away. “When you’re
					ready to fit me into your schedule,” she spat over her shoulder, “I’ll be in my
					cell.”

				As Becky slammed her bedroom door, Amy slumped into a kitchen
					chair, then answered the still-ringing phone.

				“I’m here, Jacquie,” she snarled by way of a greeting, assuming
					her assistant was on the other end of the line. “Patch me into the conference
					room whenever you’re ready.”

				“That won’t be necessary, Ms. Loar.” Phillip Hutchinson’s voice
					boomed over the line.
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