






Little A.J. turned his gapped-tooth smile on Brooke. He offered the banana.



Brooke exchanged smiles with Gabe. “Someone is raising him right.”

“I’m doing my best. I’m a widower,” Gabe said.

“I’m sorry. That must be really hard.”

“Child care’s not easy to find in Clayton.”

Brooke stilled, her expression part yearning and part fear, neither of which Gabe understood.

“Would you be interested in the nanny job?”

Her eyes widened. “I…can’t.”

She’d dismissed his offer, yet her gaze followed every move A.J. made. A.J. high-stepped into Brooke’s legs and wrapped his arms around her knees, gurgled something and grinned up at her.

What was that look in Brooke’s pretty eyes?
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A man’s heart devises his way: 
but the Lord directs his steps.

—Proverbs 16:9
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Prologue



George Clayton Sr. did three things before he died. He made his peace with God. He sold the Lucky Lady Silver Mine to a fella out of Denver named Gabe Wesson. And he wrote a will.

Now, it was the will that brought the simmering pot of Clayton, Colorado, to a full-out, rolling boil. The way old George figured it, sometimes a wound’s got to fester before it can heal.

And fester it did.








Chapter One



Gabe Wesson was a desperate man.

Inside the aptly named Cowboy Café, a hodgepodge of western types and various other townsfolk gathered at the long, Formica-topped counter for homemade pie and socializing. Gabe joined the counter crowd, his toddler son perched on his knee.

In a few short weeks, he’d discovered that if a man wanted to know anything or spread any news in the town of Clayton, Colorado, the Cowboy Café was the place to do it. Today, what he needed more than anything was a nanny for his son, A.J. Funny that he could run a corporation with dozens of employees but he’d hit a brick wall when it came to finding suitable child care in this tiny Rocky Mountain town.

He was a gambler of sorts, a speculator. Some would even call him a troublemaker, though he always left a place better than he’d found it.

He’d found Clayton to be a sleepy community time had forgotten. With an abandoned railroad track slicing through town and an equally abandoned silver mine perched in the nearby hills, the town was just about dead.

It was the “just about” that had brought Gabe here. He had a knack for sniffing out near-dead businesses and bringing them back to life. This gift—and he was convinced it was a gift from God—had taken him from a scrappy kid stocking groceries to the head of his own Denver corporation by the age of thirty-three.

But unless he found a nanny soon, he would be forced to move back to Denver, something he did not want to do. At least not now, not when the weight of the past two years was starting to lift.

The friendly young waitress, Kylie Jones, sailed past with a slice of hot pie oozing cherries and drowning in vanilla ice cream. Gabe’s mouth watered. He ordered the pie and a coffee for himself and a grilled cheese with milk for his son.

Filled with the smell of home-baked cakes and cinnamon, the long, narrow café was warm, welcoming and always busy. Square wooden tables with chunky, straight-backed chairs crowded every space. The Denver Post, well-read and refolded, lay next to the old-fashioned cash register and a credit card machine. From a jukebox beside the door, George Strait sang about the best day of his life.

On the stool next to Gabe a cowboy type in boots and Wranglers angled a fork toward the street. A white hearse crept past. “They’re planting old George today.”

“Cody Jameson, show some respect.” Red-haired Erin Fields, the surprisingly young café owner, took a swipe at the worn counter with her bleach rag. “This town wouldn’t exist without George Clayton and his family.”

Kylie, carefully filling a salt shaker, looked up. “Nobody liked him that much, Erin, even if he was the only lawyer in town. Or maybe because of it.”

“Still. Speaking ill of the dead doesn’t seem right. His grandkids are here for the funeral and they’re good people.” She propped a hand on one hip and gazed at the street. “Brooke came in yesterday and bought burgers to take over to Arabella’s. That girl is still sweet as that cherry pie.”

“I’d love to see Brooke again,” Kylie said wistfully. She’d moved on to stuffing paper napkins into tall, metal holders. “We played basketball together in high school. She was a terrific point guard.”

Erin tossed the bleach rag into the sink behind the counter and ran her hands under the faucet. “Then see her, Kylie. None of the Clayton kids have been in town for ages, but she’ll probably stick around for a couple of days.”

Kylie’s pretty face tightened. “You know how Vincent feels about that side of his family.”

Erin’s lips thinned but she didn’t say anymore. She took a pair of roast-beef–laden platters from the order window, grabbed an iced tea pitcher and moved toward a couple seated at one of the square tables.

Gabe listened with interest, gleaning the facts and the undercurrents. He’d returned to Clayton this morning after a three-day trip to corporate headquarters in Denver. Between then and now, the former owner of the Lucky Lady Silver Mine, George Clayton, had passed away. He wondered if George’s heirs knew he’d sold the mine to an outsider.

While he contemplated what the unexpected death could mean to his company, Kylie stopped in front of A.J. A trim brunette, she was the fiancée of one of his new employees, Vincent Clayton. She always made a fuss over A.J.

“What a big boy you are. You ate up every bite of that sandwich.” She felt A.J.’s muscles and received a giggle in return.


Fork paused at half-mast, Gabe said, “My job offer is still open.”

“Sorry, no. I’d love to nanny A.J., but I’m getting married soon.”

Gabe didn’t know what getting married had to do with his offer, but he let the comment pass. “Got any other ideas for me? I need to find someone soon.” Like yesterday.

Her brown ponytail swung side to side. “I’ve been asking everyone who comes in. So has Erin, and your sign is still up.” She pointed to the fancy graphic-enhanced poster stuck to the front door. “So far, no luck. Who’s looking after him now?”

“Me, mostly.” That’s what made the situation desperate. A job site, especially a construction zone, was no place for a curious toddler. Gabe sweated bullets every time he had to go to the mine. As work progressed, he’d need to be there more and more.

“Let me know if you hear anything, okay?” He took out his wallet and tossed a bill on the counter. “Keep the change.”

Kylie’s eyes widened at the size of the bill. “Wow, thank you, Mr. Wesson. I’ll keep asking.”

With a nod toward the cowboy and a wave toward the redhead, Gabe and A.J. pushed out into the summer sun as the last of the funeral cars crawled by. A pretty woman with wavy blond hair gazed bleakly through the passenger window. Something in her expression touched a chord in him. He knew he was staring but couldn’t seem to help himself. A.J., tired of standing still, yanked at his father’s hand. The woman, stirred by the motion, looked up. Their eyes met and held. Sensation prickled Gabe’s skin.

The car rolled on past and she was gone. But the vision of those sad blue eyes stayed behind.


 

Brooke Clayton gazed around at the collection of Clayton grandchildren gathered in the conference room of the Clayton Christian Church like a bunch of errant school-children sent to the principal’s office. Not one of them wanted to be here at the reading of their grandfather’s will. Yet, five of the six had come out of blood loyalty, not for Grandpa George Clayton, but for their cousin Arabella. It was her phone call, her need, that had brought them together again after more than four years.

Brooke’s gaze rested on each beloved face. Her intense cop brother, Zach. Her sophisticated sister, Vivienne. Mei, the adopted sister of the only absent grandchild, rebel Lucas, and of course, darkly pretty Arabella. With a clutch of emotion, Brooke acknowledged she’d missed them, though she hadn’t missed the painful memories of living in the tiny town that bore her family name.

Only family and a few close friends had attended Grandpa George’s funeral services, although plenty of townspeople had stared at the procession on its journey to the cemetery. She wondered what they were thinking. Good riddance? Was there anyone who’d miss George Clayton, Sr.? None of the grandchildren had it in them to pretend what they didn’t feel, and silly as it sounded, the lack of grief had made Brooke sad.

As they’d driven down Railroad Street, a man had stepped out of the Cowboy Café. A tall, handsome stranger with a very small boy.

That’s when she’d begun to weep. Small children had that effect on her.

She’d once known everyone in this town of less than a thousand, but she hadn’t recognized the man. They’d made eye contact, and something—some indefinable something—had passed between them. She’d thought about him and his beautiful brown-haired son off and on during the graveside service. Who was he? Why had that particular stranger’s image been stamped on her memory?

“We need to begin.” Pencil thin in an appropriately black suit, attorney Mark Arrington had already waited more than an hour for the sixth and final grandchild to arrive.

Calls had been made and letters sent, but no one was certain their rebellious cousin had received the summons. Even if he had, only one person in the room was confident of Lucas’s attendance. His sister.

Brooke wiggled her feet inside the confining heels. With a broken pinky, pinching heels and her wounded pride, she hurt everywhere. A few days ago, she was planning a wedding. Now, she had no plans at all beyond getting through today.

“I don’t think Lucas is going to make it,” she said.

“If Lucas was coming, he’d be here,” Zach added with coplike frankness.

“A few minutes longer.” The quiet steel of Mei Clayton’s voice drew every eye to her round, delicate face. Of all her kin, Brooke understood Mei the least. As she’d grown older Mei had pulled away from all of the Claytons except her adopted brother, Lucas.

“What makes you think he’ll show?” Zach asked.

Mei sat up straighter in the cushioned chair, quietly insistent. Her gleaming black hair swung softly around her Asian features. “If he’s needed, my brother will come.”

The lawyer cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, everyone. I have another appointment in thirty minutes.” With a gesture Brooke found overdramatic, the attorney pointed toward a flat screen. “If I may direct your attention to the TV. Mr. Clayton himself would like to address you first, and then I have the task of setting out the rules of the will.”

Brooke exchanged frowning glances with her brother. What in the world? Zach lifted an eyebrow but offered no response. Whatever his thoughts, he’d keep them to himself until all the evidence was on the table.

The screen flickered to life and the face of Grandpa George appeared, looking a little too hearty to have been buried a few hours ago. Dressed in his usual dark business suit, he was seated behind the desk at his law offices. An uncomfortable hush fell over the five assembled Claytons.

“If you’re watching this, I’m dead.” George chuckled at his own morbid joke. “You’re all wondering why I’ve dragged you back here. I haven’t been the best grandfather. I haven’t always done right by you, or by anyone, for that matter. But before the deaths of my two sons changed everything, we were a family. Not as close as we should have been, but we spent Christmas and Thanksgiving together.”

“Then because of issues I hope you never know about, I lost my daughter, too. Kat won’t even speak to me, and five of you grandkids have scattered across the country. Clayton, Colorado, might not be much, but it’s your home, your history. My daddy started this town. My wife started the church. Claytons belong here.” He pointed a bony finger toward the camera. “You belong here.”

The cousins exchanged uncomfortable glances. Brooke knew they were all thinking the same thing. Having a dead man point at you was weird.

“I want you to come home,” Grandpa said. “All six of you—for at least a year. Be a family again. Revive this dying town. Find your hearts and souls right here where you left them.”


Zach pushed up from his chair and paced to the window.

“Sit down, Zach. You always did pace like a tiger when upset.” Grandpa George chuckled. “If you didn’t get up, you wanted to.”

Zach returned his attention the video, arms folded, mouth quirked in wry amusement. Goose bumps shimmied up Brooke’s back. Zach’s philosophy might be “Never let ’em see you sweat,” but Brooke was all for sweating. Grandpa George’s video bordered on creepy.

“You may think Clayton is your past, son,” Grandpa George went on. “But I know a thing or two about your present. Miami holds nothing but bad memories for you. Clayton and this county need you. Even dead, your old grandpa can pull a few strings, and you’d do mighty fine as Clayton County sheriff. Think about it, Zach.”

Zach as county sheriff? Now there was an outrageously interesting and laughable idea. After what Zach had been through in Clayton? No way.

“As incentive, because I know none of you will willingly come home, I’ve left something for each of you.” Grandpa George paused. Brooke refused to even ponder an inheritance. The old miser had probably left them all a pile of debts just for orneriness. “Two hundred fifty thousand dollars each, plus five hundred acres of Colorado real estate right here in Clayton County.”

A clamor broke out in the room.

“How could he have had that much money?”

“I thought he was broke.”

“I can’t believe this.”

Mark Arrington lifted a long hand. “Ladies. Zach. There are stipulations to the inheritance. You need to hear the rest.”


Vivienne rolled her thickly lashed blue eyes. “Stipulations. That figures.”

The clamor subsided, but Brooke’s heart clattered wildly in her chest until she could barely hear her grandfather’s voice. A quarter of a million dollars? She could…she could do anything she wanted to. If she knew what that was.

“Arabella.”

Her cousin jumped. How many times in the past months had kind-hearted Arabella jumped up to do their sick grandfather’s bidding?

“You’re the only one who’s stuck with your old Grandpa. That’s why I’m leaving you the house, too, as long as your cousins cooperate and stick out their year. With out you, I wouldn’t have made my peace with God. Leastways, Reverend West says the Lord forgives my sins, and though that doesn’t make up for the wrongs I’ve done, perhaps this legacy of good I’m leaving behind will make a difference.”

Arabella dabbed at her eyes. She’d worried a tissue into a ragged mess. Mei reached into her handbag and pulled out a handful of tissues, offering them to her cousin without a word.

“So there you are, children,” Grandpa George said. “An inheritance that can change your lives if you choose to accept it. But the will is ironclad. No exceptions. All of you have to spend a year in Clayton. And you have to come home by this Christmas. Hear that, Lucas?” He rapped twice on the desk. “No later than Christmas.

“This is my chance to leave a legacy—a good one—for the town that bears my name. I know what you’re thinking—too little, too late—but I ask that each of you look in your hearts and find one happy memory of me. It might take a while, and you might be reluctant, but you’ll find at least one. And maybe it’ll help.”

The television screen flickered and went dark. The conference room was so quiet Brooke could hear her finger throb.

Mark Arrington cleared his throat. “So there you have it. Spend one year in Clayton and inherit a fortune.”

Vivienne, elegant and classy in black and white, was already shaking her dark blond head. As a renowned New York chef, she had worked hard to shed her rural ways. She loved the city. She loved her life. “I can’t just walk away from my career. What am I supposed to do in Clayton? Flip burgers at The Cowboy Café?”

“We all have jobs, Viv,” Zach said quietly.

Well, that wasn’t exactly true. But Brooke was too embarrassed to bring up her homeless, jobless state at a time like this. Both her siblings had great careers. Important jobs that mattered. Brooke had never wanted to come back to Clayton, but now… The others had lives. She didn’t. An inheritance of this caliber could change everything.

“If we do this, we all have to agree,” she said. “A quarter of a million dollars is a lot of money for any of us. Even you, Vivienne.”

Zach, who was up pacing again, spun around. “You’re forgetting something—or someone. Lucas. Does anyone even know where he is? Anyone talked to him lately?”

They all looked to Mei who sat apart, serene and alone. Long black hair swished across her slender shoulders as she shook her head. “Not in weeks.”

Vivienne blew out an exasperated breath. Like Brooke, she bore the Clayton looks—their father’s looks. Blond, blue-eyed, a single dimple in her left cheek. Unlike the others, she’d studied at Le Cordon Bleu in Paris and had an air of sophistication totally out of place in Clayton, Colorado. “We could spend a year in Clayton for nothing.”

“I say we forget about it,” Mei said. “None of us wants to be here. The chance of actually inheriting anything but trouble is slim at best. I don’t want to waste a year of my life in this town for nothing.”

Nods of agreement circled the room. Mei had spoken for them all.

“If I may say something please.” The lawyer took a manila folder from the table in front of him. “No one has asked what will happen to the money should the six of you fail to inherit.”

Zach shoved an agitated hand over his military-style haircut. “What happens?”

Mark opened the folder. “This is in your grandfather’s handwriting, notarized and witnessed as part of his last will and testament. He says, ‘Should any of you choose not to spent one full year in Clayton, the entire inheritance, including the family home, with apologies to my dear Arabella, will go to Samuel Clayton. We’ve had our share of bad history, but he is my brother.’”

“What? That’s crazy.” Vivienne’s blue eyes flashed. “There’s no way Grandpa would leave anything to Great-Uncle Samuel or his clan of rotten Claytons.”

Mark offered the folder for Vivienne’s perusal. “I tend to agree with your sentiment, Vivienne, but your grandfather was adamant. After his spiritual awakening, he felt badly about some of the things he’d done to his brother.”

They all knew the story. Grandpa George had not only stolen Samuel’s girl and married her, but he’d also convinced his ailing, blind father, Great-Grandpa Isaac, that, as an attorney, he was best suited to handle the family landholdings. Grandpa George had wound up owning most of Clayton, whereas Samuel had only his home and a few acres. The resulting bad blood had flowed into Samuel’s three sons and their children, too.

“Some of us have too many wounds from Great-Uncle Samuel and his bunch to let them inherit anything,” Brooke said as she stroked Zach’s shoulder. The muscles beneath her hand were rock hard with tension. She remembered the lies Vincent Clayton had told that had almost destroyed Zach’s dream.

“There are some decent people in this town,” Mei said. “We all know what Great-Uncle Samuel’s bunch would do with that kind of power and money.”

Grimly, Vivienne nodded. “Destroy everything in their rotten path. I don’t know if I can take off a year, but—”

Mei’s melodic voice finished the thought. “We have to try.”

Zach stretched a hand toward them, palm down, the way they’d done as kids. “Agreed?”

Like old times. One for all. All for one.

“Agreed.” Brooke slapped her hand over her brother’s and looked to the others.

Slowly, one at a time, with doubt and uncertainty hovering, the other three joined the circle of family and added a hand to the tentative promise.

They would try.

But it was the missing hand that had them all worried. What if Lucas didn’t come?








Chapter Two



The summer morning was cool, as still and fresh-smelling as only mountain air can be, and the sun streaked pale gold through fat white clouds. Brooke, breath coming in small puffs, jogged down the hillside and around the curvy road of Bluebird Lane leading to the white frame home where she, Zach and Vivienne had come of age. The old place looked weary and sagged a little but Arabella, the eternal optimist, had done her best to keep the house livable.

After a short trip to Colorado Springs to pack and give up her apartment, Brooke had arrived late last night, three days after the reading of the will, still in a quandary. She was here, in the near ghost town of Clayton, beginning a year that might lead to nowhere. Unless her siblings and cousins followed through—a prospect that worried her a lot—she’d be no better off in a year than she was now.

She’d called her former fiancé and apologized. She was still embarrassed about the fit she’d thrown that day in his car—a door-slamming fit that had broken her pinky finger. A part of her had been hoping he’d changed his mind, that the wedding she’d been meticulously planning was back on. Marty had been polite but firm and cool. In the days since their breakup, his time in prayer had brought him to one conclusion. He and Brooke were a comfortable habit—not a match made in heaven.

He’d mentioned nothing about the original reason for the breakup. Nothing about the disagreement over having children. He was leaving next week, he’d said, for a year of mission’s work in Guatemala.

In three days, the man with whom she’d planned to spend her life had moved on without her.

Running shoes slapped the gravel road as she pushed harder. Marty’s words had stung. The reminder that she’d once prayed about everything also stung.

Somewhere in the last exciting year of finishing college, making wedding plans with Marty and dreaming of distant lands and needy souls, God had grown further and further away.

Now she wondered if God had intentionally pushed her out, because she’d make a lousy missionary’s wife—she couldn’t even speak Spanish—and she was too unreliable to take care of His children. Anyone’s children.

Her eyes, protected by sunglasses slick with sweat, cut toward the creek that ran behind her family home. If she listened closely, she could hear the pretty, happy sound of clear, cold water trickling over rocks. Water could be so deceptive.

And men, even Christian men, could be so cruel. Marty hadn’t understood her fear of having children. He’d said he did at first, but he never really had.

She tugged her attention toward more comfortable thoughts. Someone, she noted with interest, had bought the house next door. The luxury home had been empty for a while—ever since the local doctor passed away and his wife had moved to Oklahoma to live near her daughter. Now the closest medical care was miles away.

Home buyers in Clayton, Colorado, were as rare as medical care. On the day of the funeral, she’d heard mention that the old Lucky Lady Mine might be opened again and that some hotshot front man from Denver had moved to town. Could he be the new neighbor? Someone with a corporate job would be the only person who could afford the doctor’s home.

By now she’d reached her long, covered front porch. Hot, thirsty and eager for a shower, she reached beneath a flowerpot for the key. It was gone.

Weird. The key had been there when she’d left. She was certain. She’d put it there herself. Although most people in Clayton rarely locked their doors, she’d been living in Colorado Springs for the past four years. She always locked up, and as she and her family had done her entire life, she’d stuck the extra key beneath the flowerpot. She tilted each of the other pots. Nothing.

Puzzled, she rattled the doorknob for good measure, then jogged around to the back.

As she’d known it would be, the back door was locked, too.

By now, she was frustrated and a little nervous. She was sure she’d put the key under the pot. Her family had always kept the key there. Vivienne and Zach each had a key, but they’d gone back to their respective cities of New York and Miami. They’d both agreed to return, but Brooke wasn’t sure about her siblings. They had jobs, lives, futures right where they were.

Brooke had a locked door, a missing key and a case of nervous worry. Someone must have taken her key.

No, that was silly. Why would anyone steal the key without going inside the house?

Her eyes cut to the curtained window. She hoped no one had gone inside.

After one final, frustrated rattle of the knob, she eyed the side of the house and her bedroom window. With an exasperated sigh, she turned in that direction.

 

Gabe leaned against a fluted column at the corner of his newly acquired back porch with his morning coffee and spoke into his cell phone. “Not everyone’s happy about reopening the mine.”

On the other end of the line, his lawyer and best friend, Manny Ortega, replied. “People don’t like change.”

Gabe understood that. His own life had changed often and much, and sometimes change hurt so badly it cut you in half. He’d been there. Tara’s death had taken a lot out of him. Being here in Clayton was the kind of change he needed to get him on track again. The slower pace gave him more time to pray and refuel.

“I hired a local, Vincent Clayton, to round up potential labor and smooth ruffled feathers.”

“One of the Claytons?”

“Oh, yeah. He let me know right away. Apparently, there’s more than one set of Claytons, and a good old-fashioned family feud between the factions.”

“Hatfields and McCoys? Shootin’ and feudin’?”

“Let’s hope not. According to Vincent, the Lucky Lady should have been his father’s, but his uncle, that would be late the George, swindled him out of it.”

He cast a watchful eye toward the sandbox installed yesterday afternoon where A.J. happily shoveled pale, golden sand onto a bright red fire truck. Gabe’s chest filled with overpowering love for his child. Caring for A.J. had kept him anchored when the world had spun out of control.

As if Manny could read his thoughts, he asked, “You found a nanny yet?”

Gabe rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “There’s no daycare here. I’ve advertised, passed the word around, talked to people, but other than a couple of teenagers, no one has applied.”

Manny knew he wouldn’t hire a teenager. After Tara and her irresponsible behavior, he would take no chances with his son.

“He’s going to the mine with you?”

“What else can I do?”

“Find a young, single, really good-looking nanny.”

A quick vision of the pretty woman in the funeral car flashed through Gabe’s head. He huffed. “Try older and mature. A.J. could use a grandma type.”

Hearing his name, A.J. dropped a handful of sand and toddled to his daddy, face alight with curiosity and pleasure. He was a happy, easygoing kid.

“My juice?” He reached for Gabe’s coffee.

“No. Here’s your juice.” Gabe snagged the sippy cup from the patio table and handed the colorful, cartoon-covered cup to his son. A.J. drank deeply, then dropped the cup and went in pursuit of a black and yellow alpine butterfly. The boy moved so fast, he could be here one minute and gone the next.

Another movement, this one to his left, caught Gabe’s eye. He rotated toward the house next door. “Looks like I have a neighbor after all.”

The place had been empty since he’d moved to town a few weeks ago, but now a young woman in stretchy jogging pants and a tank top stood on the back porch. She shook the doorknob, then shook it again.

Gabe moved from his leaning post to watch. The woman gave the door a hard yank before moving around to stare up at a window.

This was getting interesting.

“Gotta go, Manny. Either my neighbor has lost her key, or some jogger is trying to break into the house next door.”

“I thought you said Clayton was too small for crime.”

“No place is that small. I said Clayton seemed a safe place to raise A.J.”

“You’re not staying down there, Gabe. Don’t get any crazy ideas.”

Gabe grinned. “Bye, Manny.”

“Is she young and beautiful? The pretty ones can be rehabilitated.”

“Bye, Manny.”

Laughing, he ended the call, his focus captured by the young, fit woman doing her level best to climb up the side of the house. She was blond, the kind of pale Nordic blond that cost a fortune to maintain, but the hair was caught up in a casual ponytail. Even from here, Gabe thought she looked pretty, and her outfit showed off curves he didn’t want to notice.

If she was a burglar, which he doubted, she wasn’t a very good one.

Hoisting A.J. into one arm, Gabe watched for another minute before crossing the lawn. Small towns didn’t afford much in the way of entertainment, and the woman was starting to entertain him. The jogger-cum-burglar had one running shoe on the side of the house and was hopping up and down on the other in an effort to catapult herself up to the window frame.

His inner smile grew wider. Yep. Highly entertaining.

She’d just gotten a handhold when Gabe decided to announce his presence. “Morning. Is there a problem over here?”

She gave a sharp yelp. The fingers slipped, rubber sole skittered against siding and the small blonde tumbled down, landing with a thud on her bottom.


“Well.”

Gabe went to his haunches. “You all right?”

“Other than the year of life you scared out of me, I’m fine.” She put a hand to her heart and Gabe got his first good look at her face. She looked familiar.

“Do I know you?”

“Is this some kind of weird come on?” She cocked an eyebrow at him. “Wait. I saw you in town the other day.”

The memory hit him then. She’d been the woman in the funeral car. The one with the sad eyes and lost expression. The one he’d had trouble getting out of his head.

“Maybe,” he hedged.

She was younger than he’d thought. Really young with the kind of sweet, innocent look and wide blue eyes that some men found irresistible. Considering her age, he was glad he wasn’t one of them…anymore. “Breaking and entering is illegal.”

She made a face. It was a cute face, exasperated, embarrassed.

“Not if you’re breaking into your own house.” She took the hand he offered and hopped up. She was quick and agile like a dancer and in better shape than him. He worked out, but she was much younger and moved like an athlete.

“If this is your house, why are you climbing in a window?”

“I don’t have my key.”

He jacked an eyebrow. “Locked yourself out?”

“No. I did not.” For some reason, the logical question stirred her juices. “I went for a run and when I came back my key was gone,” she insisted.

“From your pocket? Maybe you dropped it somewhere on the road.”

“The key wasn’t in my pocket.” Her gaze slid away from his. “I keep one hidden…somewhere. It was there when I left.”

“I see.” Too stubborn to admit her mistakes.

“Somebody took that key.” She fisted a hand on one hip and squinted. The look was comical. Charming, too. “Maybe you took it.”

“Me?” Gabe touched his chest, both amused and taken aback at the ridiculous notion. “Why would I steal your house key?”

She surprised him with a laugh. “I have no idea. Dumb thought. Why would a total stranger come walking along and steal my key when I’m out for a jog?” The really cute squint returned. “Unless you’re some kind of a stalker.”

“How many stalkers do you know that carry around a two year old? I’m Gabe Wesson, your next-door neighbor. Moved in a few weeks ago.” He jerked a thumb toward his house. “This little monkey is my son, A.J.”

Everything about her softened—her stance, her expression, even her breathing—as she turned her focus to A.J. Gabe had never seen anyone melt, but he thought his neighbor came close. For Gabe there was nothing more attractive than a woman who liked kids, especially his.

“Hi, A.J.” Voice warm, she touched the back of his son’s hand with one finger. A.J. responded with his usual babble about trucks and Elmo. “I’m Brooke. Can you say Brooke?”

“Book.”

She lifted smiling blue eyes to Gabe’s. “He’s adorable.”

Gabe’s gut tightened. So was she. “These days he jabbers constantly. Sometimes I even understand what he’s talking about.”

“‘Book’ is pretty close. Lots of kids have trouble with R.” As if magnetized by his son, her focus returned to him. She tapped the red toy A.J. clutched against his chest. “What you got there, sweetie? A fire truck? Are you going to be a fireman when you grow up?”

The toddler pointed his chin upward and howled, “Woo-woo-woo.”

“That’s supposed to be a siren,” Gabe said.

“Well, yes. Anyone could recognize that.” Amused, she lifted her chin and echoed, “Woo-woo-woo!”

A.J. gurgled with laughter and thrashed the toy against Gabe’s chest. “Woo-woo. Firetuck, firetuck.”

“Easy there, boy.” Gabe caught the truck in one hand. “You’re beating up your old man.”

Brooke laughed and when she did, a dimple big enough to swim in dented her left cheek. Gabe’s belly ker-plopped. He was a sucker for dimples.

A.J. thought the smile was aimed at him and stretched out both arms. The truck dangled from one hand. A.J. was friendly, but he’d always preferred Daddy’s arms. Now he bounced and babbled and reached as if Brooke was a long-lost friend.

The action had a curious effect on her. The softened expression became a yearning, but she took one step back and shook her head, setting the ponytail into action. “I’m all sweaty.”

“He’s all sandy.” Gabe lowered A.J. to the grass and wiped a few grains from his shirt.

A.J. toddled over to Brooke and hugged her kneecap. She dropped a hand to the boy’s hair. A splint poked out from one finger. No wonder she’d had trouble holding on to the window facing.

“What happened to your finger?”

She glanced down. “Oh. That.” The question seemed to make her uncomfortable. “It’s broken. Slammed it in a car door.”


“Ouch.”

She waved the thick, white-covered splint. “No biggie. It only hurts if I whack it against something.” The dimple flashed again. “Which happens way more often than I’d like.” With a glance toward the house, she said, “You wouldn’t happen to have a skeleton key, would you?”

“Do they still make those?”

“Beats me, but I’ll try anything at this point. I’ve got to get inside.”

Gabe grinned. “I’m starting to believe this is really your house.”

“Trust me…it is. Why else would I be trying to get inside a place that looks this tired? See that tree over there? If you look real close, you’ll notice notches on the trunk. My brother did that after I fell and broke my arm. He was mad.”

A broken finger. A broken arm. Like his late wife, she was delicate, breakable, fragile. “At you or the tree?”

“Just mad. That’s Zach. Better to attack the tree than the snotty cousin who pushed me.”

Gabe gave the statement its due consideration. “I think I like your brother.”

“Me, too.” She flashed that smile again. “He’s a cop.”

“Who wouldn’t approve of breaking and entering.” He cupped his hands. “You don’t look like a burglar, anyway. Hop on. I’ll lift you up.”

“Are you sure?”

He cocked his head, eyebrows raised in amusement. “Only if you’re sure you’re not a burglar.”

She laughed and he got that sinking feeling again in his belly. “You’re now my accomplice.”

Cute.

After checking the bottom of her shoe and dusting away a couple of chunks of gravel, she gingerly placed a black and pink Nike runner into his laced fingers, steadied herself with a hand on his shoulder and hopped a couple of times to get her momentum.

“Ready?” he asked.

She nodded. “The crime spree begins.”

Really cute.

Gabe hoisted and she scrambled up the side of the house like a spider monkey. Gabe stood below, feet braced and arms ready in case she slipped. The athletic Brooke clung to the facing, shoved the window up and tumbled forward with a squeal and a laugh.

Her head poked back out the window. Some of the ponytail had come loose and dangled in her eyes. “Come around to the front. I’ll let you in. We’ll steal the good silver.”

“If someone hasn’t already.”

She gave a quick look behind her. “Eek!”

Appreciating her humor, Gabe guided A.J. past a showy purple flower bush the falling blonde had barely missed and around to the covered front porch. Elevated three steps up the porch was enclosed an additional three feet by a limestone half wall. A couple of flat-topped pillars stood sentry on either side of the steps. In one corner of the concrete space a green metal chair rusted. A dried-out flowerpot grew cobwebs. Leaves had piled along the edges.

No one had lived here in a while, which made him all the more curious about his new neighbor. She’d come into town for a funeral. Was she staying longer or heading back to where she came from? And why did he care?

A.J. spotted the dangling wind chime and pointed. “Hold you, Daddy,” he said, his baby talk indicating the desire to be picked up.

Gabe obliged. Just as A.J. touched the swinging metal discs, the doorknob, an old brass handle that had seen better days, rattled.

“Ta-da.” Brooke stood in the open doorway, dimple activated. She swept the bandaged hand over the top of her head and smoothed loose hairs. “Come on in. The coast is clear. If I had a burglar, he didn’t take anything…that I know of. You’ll have to excuse the place. I just got back last night. My cousin has been looking after things around here, but the house still needs a lot of cleaning.”

Gabe and A.J. went inside. Except for a low chair and a couch, the furniture was covered by sheets and the room smelled as musty as an old cellar. “Back from where?”

A shadow crossed her face. “Colorado Springs. I went to college there.” College. She was young. “Dropout or graduate?”

“I graduated in May.”

“Congratulations.” A.J. kicked against his sides. Gabe lowered him to the floor. “So you’ve come to the metropolis of Clayton to job hunt?”

“Right. Between breaking and entering and directing all that traffic downtown, I’m a busy girl.” She indicated the flowered chair. “Sit if you want. I gotta grab a water. Want one? Or coffee? I don’t have much in the cupboards yet, but I picked up a few things yesterday, including instant coffee. A little refreshment is the least I can do after you helped further my life of crime.”

“We’re good. Thanks.” He thought about the gourmet coffee he’d abandoned on his back porch and figured getting acquainted with a new neighbor was worth the loss of that specially blended caffeine jolt. He’d never be a snob, but he’d pass on the instant.

“Be back in a jiff.” With a dancer’s grace, she started out of the living room. A.J. toddled after her.

“Do you mind a shadow?” Gabe called.

She smiled down at his son, that same soft, yearning look he’d noticed before. “No. Come on, A.J. Let’s see what Brooke has for you.”

Gabe heard the refrigerator open and close, heard her soft voice talking sweetly to A.J. and wondered if she needed a job. A nanny right next door. Not a bad thought. Of course he’d have to check her out but his gut instinct was usually right.

She was one of the Claytons, or at least a friend close enough to attend George’s funeral. If she was staying in town—and why else would she return after a trip to Colorado Springs—chances were, she was jobless.

Plus, he liked her. Even if she was a bubblehead who locked herself out and then promptly forgot she’d done so, her sense of humor was attractive. If she was a few years older, he might like her even more.

His fingers tightened on the rough upholstery.

She wasn’t older, and he needed to keep that in mind all the time. Never mind that he couldn’t stop noticing the dark blue of her eyes or that mile-deep dimple. She was a college girl.

She and A.J. reappeared. His son, the mooch, carried an unpeeled banana.

“Do you mind if he has that?”

“Why would I mind?” he asked.

“You’re his dad. Some people do.” She curled her legs beneath her on the rust-colored couch and drank deeply from the frosty bottle of water. Gabe tore his gaze away from the smooth, pale neck where a single drop of liquid trickled. She was a college girl. He was a man past thirty with a son to raise and a company to run. Hadn’t he learned any thing with Tara?

All he needed from a woman was child care.

A.J. thumped the banana against his thigh. “Daddy.”

Gabe took A.J.’s banana, stripped down the sides and returned it. “Say ‘thank you’ to Brooke.”

A.J. turned his stellar, gapped-tooth smile on his newest conquest. “Tank oo, Book.” He offered the banana. “Bite?”

“No, thank you.” She exchanged smiles with Gabe. “Someone is raising him right.”

“I’m doing my best. A.J.’s mother died in a car accident.” He didn’t know why he’d added the last. Maybe because he didn’t want anyone to automatically assume he was divorced, although he probably would have been if Tara had survived.

The thought of that last, bitter betrayal curdled in his stomach.

The bottle of water paused at Brooke’s lips. “I’m sorry. Raising a baby alone must be really hard.”

“Sometimes. Things are tough right now because A.J.’s nanny stayed behind when we moved. Child care’s not easy to find in Clayton.”

Brooke stilled, her expression part yearning and part fear, neither of which Gabe understood.

“You’re looking for a nanny?”

“Would you be interested?” If she said yes, he could ask for references. Or better yet, ask at the Cowboy Café. Hadn’t Erin and Kylie mentioned how sweet Brooke Clayton was?

Her eyes widened. “Are you offering me a job?”

“Do you need one?”

“Well—yes, but—no.”


He would have laughed but her reaction was strange to say the least. “Can you elaborate a little?”

A.J. angled toward a dangling electric cord. Before Gabe could react, Brooke did. She yanked the plug from the wall and stashed the cord behind the lamp. With a sigh, she leaned one hand on a covered chair and said, “I haven’t decided what I’m going to do yet, but I can’t work for you.”

“Why not?”

“I just can’t.” A shiny, pink handbag rested on the end table. She opened the silver clasp and looked inside. Frowning, she bit down on her bottom lip. “I knew that key wouldn’t be in here. I put it under the pot, just like always.”

She closed the purse with a frustrated snap.

Gabe didn’t point out that she’d just revealed her secret hiding place. Nor did he point out that she’d dismissed his offer, yet her gaze followed every move A.J. made. Maybe it was best that she’d turned him down. Normally protective of A.J. to the point of paranoia, he wondered what it was about Brooke Clayton that made him trust her. She couldn’t even keep up with her keys. But he remembered her face from the funeral and knew he wasn’t being fair. She might be a college girl, but she wasn’t Tara. Thank God. He didn’t know how many times he’d called a locksmith to replace keys or the security company to turn off an alarm his irresponsible wife had triggered. Tara would laugh, peck him on the cheek and call him her hero. The charming, childish ploy had worked for a while, but after A.J.’s birth, Gabe had expected his young wife to grow up. She hadn’t.

A.J. high-stepped into Brooke’s legs and wrapped his arms around her knees, gurgled something and grinning up at her.


The memory of how close he’d come to losing his son at the hands of A.J.’s own mother froze Gabe’s insides. Never again. No woman, no matter how charming, would ever get the chance to hurt his boy again.
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