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What readers are saying about KAREN KINGSBURY’S books

“Karen has done it again. Every one of her books is just a constant reminder of why God’s love for us is unfailing and eternal. I am totally hooked on this series. Each book in the series is better than the last, and Found is no exception. Keep those tissues handy—you will need them.”

Rebecca

“I buy all of Karen’s books. I liked Found and the other Firstborn books. I loved the Baxter family, and it’s nice to see them in this series also. Karen is one of my favorite authors! I can’t wait to read the next one!”

E.G.

“Karen Kingsbury’s books have made me see things in ways that I had never thought about before. I have to force myself to put them down and come up for air!”

Tabitha

“I love, love, love this series. I find that your books have helped me become a better wife, mother, and daughter!”

Paula

“I love all of Karen Kingsbury’s books. As with the previous books, I could not put this one down—read it in two days. While they all touch my heart, the beautiful brokenness of Dayne Matthews and his search for significance and love really got to me this time. Read this one! It was wonderful.”

C.B.

“As always, Karen Kingsbury is captivating in her writing. Couldn’t wait to get this book and read it in its entirety the first day I received it.”

Denise

“Karen has done it again! Another wonderful read. I have not ever read through one of her books without crying, laughing, and thinking about my life choices. Once you pick up this book, it is nearly impossible to put it down.”

Yavette

“A friend recommended this series to me and so far I am loving it! I can’t wait to finish all the books in it. It is nice to have something to read that doesn’t have all the garbage in it as so many books do these days.”

Kasey

“Another EXCELLENT read, definitely one you don’t want to miss in the series. Karen is an incredible author that keeps you turning the pages. ENJOY!”

M.R.

“I can’t get enough of Karen Kingsbury! This whole series is so real to our life right now and presents the joys, struggles, successes, and failures that all Christian families face.”

Nancy

“I have missed the Baxter saga! [Found] was salve for a thirsty soul. I was on the edge of my chair. I read it practically nonstop but hated it, as I always do, when I reached the last page.”

Jan

“I absolutely loved this book! I was able to connect with the characters because I also am adopted. I laughed and cried at the same time! Karen keeps you into the book from cover to cover, page to page.”

Tyesha
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To Donald, my Prince Charming

In this season of life, with you working as full-time teacher here at home

for our boys, I am maybe more proud of you than ever. I am amazed

at the way you blend love and laughter, tenderness and tough standards

to bring out the best in our boys. Don’t for a minute think that your role

in all this is somehow smaller. You have the greatest responsibility of all.

Not only with our children but in praying for me as I write and speak

and go about this crazy, fun job God has given me. I couldn’t do it without

you. Thanks for loving me, for being my best friend, and for finding

“date moments” amid even the most maniacal or mundane times.

My favorite times are with you by my side. I love you always, forever.

To Kelsey, my precious daughter

You are sixteen, pushing seventeen, and sometimes I find myself barely able

to exhale. The ride is so fast at this point that I can only try not to blink

so I won’t miss a minute of it. Like the most beautiful springtime flower,

I see you growing and unfolding, becoming interested in current events and formulating godly viewpoints that are yours alone. The same is true in dance, where you are simply breathtaking onstage. I believe in you, honey.

Keep your eyes on Jesus, and the path will be easy to follow.

Don’t ever stop dancing. I love you.

To Tyler, my beautiful song

Can it be that you are thirteen and, yes, taller than me? Just yesterday people would call and confuse you with Kelsey. Now they confuse you with your dad—in more ways than one. You are on the bridge, dear son, making the transition between Neverland and Tomorrowland and becoming a strong, godly young man in the process. Keep giving Jesus your very best, and

always remember that you’re in a battle. In today’s world, Ty, you need

His armor every day, every minute. Don’t forget . . . when you’re up

there onstage, no matter how bright the lights, I’ll be watching from

the front row, cheering you on. I love you.

To Sean, my wonder boy

Your sweet nature continues to be a bright light in our home. It seems

a lifetime ago that we first brought you—our precious son—home from Haiti. It’s been my great joy to watch you grow and develop this past year, learning more about reading and writing and, of course, animals. You’re a walking encyclopedia of animal facts, and that, too, brings a smile to my face. Your hugs are something I look forward to, Sean. Keep close to Jesus. I love you.

To Josh, my tender tough guy

You continue to excel at everything you do, but my favorite time is late at night when I poke my head into your room and see that—once again—your nose is buried in your Bible. You really get it, Josh. That by being

strong in Christ, first and foremost, you’ll be strong at everything else.

Keep winning for Him, dear son. You make me so proud. I love you.

To EJ, my chosen one

You amaze me, Emmanuel Jean! You have become a different little boy while attending your daddy’s home school. In every possible area you have

improved. I see you standing straighter and taller, articulating more,

making eye contact, and feeling confident and proud. I know that Jesus

is leading the way and that you are excited to learn the plans He has for you. But for you, this year will always stand out as a turning point.

Congratulations, honey! I love you.

To Austin, my miracle child

Can my little boy be eight years old? I love that you still wake up every now and then and scurry down the hall to our room so you can sleep in the middle. But most of all I love your tender heart. Just last week you looked at me and said, “Mommy, you’re so pretty.” Talk about making my day! Then you were at a basketball game with us, and you sat on Daddy’s knee and hooked your arms around his neck and said, “You’re my best friend, Daddy. Thanks for loving me.” Wow . . . it’s so wonderful to see a reflection of my own heart in you, my littlest son. I thank God for your health, precious boy. I love you.

And to God Almighty, the Author of life,

who has—for now—blessed me with these.
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The story was more than any reporter could resist.

A knife-wielding stalker with the delusional belief that she was married to the famous actor Dayne Matthews. The accusation that the same crazy woman had jumped from the dark shadows of Paradise Cove in an attempted murder of an associate of Dayne’s. The rescue of that associate by Dayne, the photos that showed him and an unknown woman kissing on the beach earlier that night, and the fact that no one had ever been able to identify her.

Never mind that it was just a deposition. A crew of news vans and photographers surrounded the entrance to the Los Angeles Superior Court this January morning, hoping for a glimpse of the star they couldn’t get enough of. Desperate for details beyond what they already knew.

Dayne Matthews sat in the backseat of the rented black Suburban. His attorney, Joe Morris, was driving. They were the only people in the vehicle, and from their position at a stoplight in front of the courthouse, they could see everything. Newscasters and print guys and tabloid photogs scurrying about the scene, searching for the best angle, the fewest shadows, plugging in wires and adjusting lenses as they waited for him to appear.

“They’re out in full force.” Joe turned the SUV into the parking lot.

“They love a good story.” Today’s newspaper lay on the seat beside Dayne, and he picked it up. His publicist had spoken with the media and put quite a spin on the facts. The article read: Dayne Matthews and his unnamed associate will appear in court this morning to give depositions in the case against stalker Margie Madden.

Dayne chuckled to himself. Katy was coming into court half an hour after him, and she was hardly a mere associate—though that’s what the media and the police had believed about Katy since the beginning. An “associate” helping him scout out a location for an upcoming film. Since Katy was an unknown and since they didn’t need to release her name until the trial, no one had to know that she was an actress or that she’d turned down the lead role in Dream On or that she lived in Bloomington, Indiana. The tabloids had a picture of him kissing an unknown woman earlier that evening on the beach, and he had explained that she was an actress who preferred to stay anonymous. The media had never put the two stories together.

“Let’s go.” His attorney exhaled hard as he put the vehicle in park. “It’ll take a while to get through the throng.”

Dayne unbuckled his seat belt and slid toward the door of the Suburban. The explanation he’d given to the press and the police had holes big enough to drive a train through, but none of it was a lie, not really. Katy was his associate, in the sense that she’d associated with him in a work setting for a time. And the police didn’t care about the tabloid photos of him kissing some woman on the beach. He wasn’t on trial after all.

Margie Madden was.

The explanation bought them time. That way Katy could stay out of the limelight as long as possible. By the time the press heard actual testimony and realized her name, and that she’d been thinking about the role in Dream On, the movie would already be released and Katy would be only a small aspect of the story.

Dayne and Joe walked close together, their pace fast and clipped. Joe had flown out from New York City to be here, even though his presence wasn’t really necessary. The prosecuting attorney would handle the deposition, and normally witnesses needed no other representation. But Dayne’s situation was different. His public persona was at stake any time he did or said anything involving the law. His attorney even planned to have someone out here from the New York office at Dayne’s side every moment during the trial.

They were a hundred feet from the courthouse when the swarm of media caught wind of Dayne’s arrival. In a rush they pivoted and aimed their cameras. A few nicely dressed newscasters stepped in front of the others, large booming microphones in their hands. The bigger the network, the more likely they were to use his last name.

“Mr. Matthews.” A heavily made-up blonde stepped into his path. “Is it true you want the judge in this case to make an example of Margie Madden, and is it true—?”

“No comment.” Joe took hold of Dayne’s elbow and straight-armed a path through the crowd. “Excuse us.”

“Dayne.” It was a photographer shouting from a few layers back in the crowd. “Tell us about the associate. Where is she? Isn’t she supposed to be—?”

“She’s already here.” Joe’s answer was loud enough for most of them to hear. It was part of the plan, that he would discourage the press from sticking around and waiting for Katy.

The photographer raised his hand and shouted again, “Does she still work with Dayne and in what capacity, since we don’t have a name on her and—”

“No comment.” Joe kept up his pace. He pulled Dayne along, leaving no room for responses. Dayne sort of liked the help. Maybe if he had Joe around more often, the paparazzi would leave him alone. He stifled a grin at the thought.

The crowd parted easily, and Dayne did his best to look straight ahead, his expression serious. The press would have their requisite photos and footage—Dayne Matthews, Hollywood star, coming to court to give testimony on the crazy stalker who tried to kill his associate. None of them really expected more than that.

Other than passing glances and whispered comments, Dayne and Joe weren’t approached again as they entered the building and took the elevator to the eighth floor. Dayne stopped for a minute and looked out the window across the hazy Los Angeles scene. Somewhere out there Katy Hart was back in his city, making her way to the courthouse. Her visit was all he’d been able to think about since Christmas.

“This way.” Joe took the lead and headed toward a room at the end of the hall.

They were met by a sharp-looking woman who appeared to be in her midfifties. She introduced herself as the prosecuting attorney. “We have a room set up for you.” She gave them a businesslike smile. “Follow me.”

The attorney explained the proceedings as they walked down another hallway, but Dayne did little more than give an occasional nod in her direction. Joe would handle the details. All he had to do was tell the story while the prosecutor tape-recorded it. For now he could let his mind wander, let himself think about Katy.

He hadn’t heard from her since opening night of Annie, but she was there when he woke up and when he lay down to sleep. The past few months had been the loneliest of his life. Not that he hadn’t had offers. He was in the middle of filming a romantic suspense film opposite Angie Carr, a dark-haired beauty with exotic looks and a penchant for her leading men. They’d met at several functions but never starred in a film together until now.

On the first day of filming she had poked her head out of her trailer and called to him. “Dayne, come here.” Her eyes danced, and her smile held the pout she was famous for. “I have a question.”

He was in the middle of three things, including a conversation with his agent. But she was his priority as long as they were still establishing chemistry for the film. He jogged to her trailer, stepped inside, and closed the door behind him.

She stood facing him, dressed in nothing but a transparent negligee. “Hi.” She took a step closer. “I need your opinion.” Another step. “Will this work for the bedroom scene, the one at the beginning of the film?”

He swallowed and put his hand on the trailer door. “I thought the script called for a nightgown.”

She pushed out her lips in a pout most men would have found irresistible. She played with a lock of her hair, dropping her chin and looking beyond seductive. “You don’t like it?”

“Yeah, well . . .” He let loose a single chuckle and rubbed the back of his neck. “The film’s PG-13, so I’m thinking something less see-through.”

She grinned. “Oh, well.” One more step and now she ran her finger down the length of his arm. “It works for right now, anyway.” She nodded toward the set crew outside. “They’ll be busy for an hour before they need us.” Her face was so close he could smell the mint on her breath. She dropped her voice to a whisper. “Do you know how long I’ve wanted to practice a love scene with you, Dayne Matthews?”

He gritted his teeth. “Angie, listen . . .” She was stunning, but so what? Did she want him to take her right here on the trailer floor? And if he did, then what? They’d pretend to be hot lovers for a few weeks, and after that he’d be lonelier than ever. Something else too. The peace he’d found in Bloomington wouldn’t last if he went back to his old ways.

With gentle hands, he framed her face and drew her close. Then he kissed her forehead. “The film calls for a few kisses—that’s all.” He searched her eyes. “We’ll have time to practice later, okay?”

She could’ve gotten angry, but she didn’t. Instead she took a few steps back, making sure he had a view of her full frame. “I’ll look forward to it.” She tossed him a confident smile as if to say she wasn’t giving up that easily. “Dinner tonight?”

Since then, Angie’s attempts had been relentless, just short of desperate, but he’d managed to keep his distance and still build chemistry with her. Working with her had its benefits. She was a professional, brilliant on the screen and fun off it. But she made him feel empty and plastic, the way all of Hollywood made him feel lately.

He was glad for a day off now, and never mind that he’d spend most of it here in a Los Angeles courthouse. He would’ve looked forward to a day in jail if it meant seeing Katy Hart again.

The attorneys were still talking as they reached a door at the end of the hallway. Dayne glanced at his watch, then toward the elevator. Katy would be here in fifteen minutes.

“This is perfect.” Joe opened the door and led the way into a small room. He looked at Dayne. “You ready?”

“Perfectly.” Dayne felt a sudden rush of passion toward the job ahead. The stalker had cost him much. This was his chance to get back at her.

The prosecutor followed them inside. “The deposition doesn’t start for twenty minutes.” She checked the clock on the wall. “I’ll grab coffee and be back by then.”

“I’ll come.” Joe set his portfolio on the desk and nodded at Dayne. “Want anything?”

“I’m fine.”

The attorneys left, and Dayne took one of the seats. In the silence he could almost hear his heart beat. Would Katy still have feelings for him? Would the electricity, the emotions that had existed between them still be there after they’d been apart so long? He tapped his fingers on the table. The minutes couldn’t drop off the clock fast enough.

He should’ve brought his Bible, the one Katy had given him. That would’ve passed the time. He had been reading it lately, taking in a little more of the message every night. Not that he was ready to hit the nearest church or claim himself born again, the way some of his athlete friends had done recently. But the God of the Bible was the same God claimed by his parents, the Baxters, and Katy Hart. Because of that, He was the same God on Dayne’s mind more often now.

He was about to step outside and check for Katy when he heard a knock. The attorneys would’ve come in without waiting, so maybe it was . . .

He stood and opened the door, and before he could take another breath he was looking into her eyes. The same clear blue eyes he’d connected with from the balcony of the Bloomington Community Theater back in November.

“Hi.” Katy was breathless. She looked over her shoulder, nervous. “I’ve never seen so many cameras.”

“They didn’t know it was you, did they?”

“No.” She exhaled, finding her composure. “I slipped past.”

He let her in, closed the door, and suddenly they were alone, face-to-face as if no time at all had passed between them. “Katy—” he reached out and took her hands—“you look wonderful.”

The faintest blush tinged her cheeks, and she shifted her gaze to the floor. When her eyes found his again, he had the answer he was looking for. The connection was still there. It was in her eyes and in her expression and in the way she ran her thumbs along the tops of his hands. “I didn’t think we’d have any time alone.”

“We won’t have much.”

Her smile told him everything she was feeling. But at the same time it cried of resignation. Because here they were again, their emotions leading the way, and yet their time would be measured and counted by the events around them, by the parameters of his world.

“How are you, Dayne?” Katy didn’t blink, didn’t seem to want to lose a moment of whatever minutes they had together.

“I’m good.” He grinned, wanting desperately to keep things light. How was it fair that this visit would end up amounting to little more than another sad good-bye? “What are you working on?”

“Robin Hood.” She stifled a laugh. “It’s coming together.”

“The kids?” He wanted to know, wanted to soak himself in everything about her. “Are they okay?”

“They are. The older kids are still in the Bible study, the one they started after Sarah Jo Stryker’s accident.” She made a funny face. “Of course, we should probably spend an extra day a week on practice, the way things are going.”

“Blocking, you mean?”

“No.” She laughed. “Trying to stay onstage. I’d be happy with that.” Katy talked with her hands when she was excited. Now she released his hands and began illustrating her story. “So there’s this scene where Robin’s supposed to fly in from the wings on a rope, right?”

“To rescue Maid Marian?”

“Exactly.” She took a quick breath. “Marian’s standing on a fake tree stump, her hands tied, and he’s supposed to swing in, land beside her, and save the day.”

Dayne chuckled. He could see what was coming.

“Instead—” Katy demonstrated the swinging motion—“he sails in from the wings and knocks her square on the floor.”

“Oh.” Dayne made a face. “Was she hurt?”

“Her pride, yes. Her onstage chemistry with Robin, yes.” Katy gave him a teasing look. “We decided we better just have him run in from now on.”

“Sounds good.” Dayne saw so much more than her physical beauty. Her enthusiasm and spirit, her joy and excitement for the little things of life. All of it was like getting air after being too long underwater.

“So . . . enough on that.” Her tone softened. “How are you . . . really?”

“Well . . .” He found her eyes and held them. “I’m not a Kabbalist.”

Her eyes widened, and she looked deeply at him, to the lonely desert plains of his heart. “Really?”

“Tossed it all.” He felt his eyes begin to dance. “Some girl said it probably wasn’t for me. Told me I needed to find the truth.”

“Must’ve been a smart girl.”

“Mmm.” He took hold of her hands again, but he kept his distance. “Definitely. In fact, she gave me a Bible.”

“A Bible? How interesting.” Her eyes twinkled. “What a great idea. You know . . . since, well, it is the truth. I mean, if you’re looking for it you might as well go to the source.”

“That’s what I figured.” He felt his smile fade. “It’s changing me, Katy. I can feel it.”

Her expression softened, and what had been playful became serious. She closed the gap between them and slipped her arms around his neck. “Dayne, I prayed for this . . . for you.”

He wouldn’t have gone to her, wouldn’t have crossed the line he’d crossed the last time they were together. But now, lost in her embrace, he couldn’t imagine letting her go. Slowly, he worked his fingers along the back of her neck into her hair. She smelled wonderful, like the flowers in Bloomington.

Too soon she pulled back and searched his eyes. “Did you find Jesus? When you read the Bible, I mean?”

His hands were around her waist but only loosely. He looked beyond her. The question was a good one. He understood forgiveness and peace better. “Have I found Jesus?”

“Mmm-hmm.” She angled her head, her soul as transparent as a child’s. “When you look past the hurt and sadness of your yesterdays, is He there?”

A part of his heart sank a little. The answer wasn’t what she wanted to hear. “Not yet.” He released his hold on her waist and took her hands once more. “But I’m looking.”

Disappointment never even flashed in her eyes. She gave him her brightest smile yet. “That’s it.”

“What?” It was all he could do to keep from kissing her.

“That’s what I’ve been praying for.” Her eyes glistened. “That you’ll look.”

The door opened. They dropped hands and stepped back to keep from being hit.

Joe Morris was the first to enter. He stopped and looked from Dayne to Katy. “Hi. You must be Katy Hart.”

“I am.” She held out her hand to him. Her cheeks were red, but she rebounded quickly. “I understand the deposition won’t take long.”

“Not at all.”

The prosecutor stepped into the room. She greeted Katy and then Dayne. “We need your testimony on record so we can prepare for the case.”

Dayne felt the intimacy from a moment ago fade like fog in July. It was no longer a reconnecting, a time to remember why he couldn’t get Katy Hart out of his mind. They were in business mode now, and the atmosphere stayed that way for the next hour.

When the lawyers were finished, the group stood and moved to the door. Dayne was about to ask Katy if she wanted to go somewhere, spend some time together before she left. But before he could say anything his cell phone rang.

He checked the caller ID. Kelly Parker. He stuffed his frustration. She rarely called. At least he could politely put her off until later. The two of them hadn’t talked much since she’d moved out. He held his finger up to Katy and opened his phone. “Hey.”

“Dayne.” There was a cry in her voice, one that mixed sorrow and fear. She waited a moment. “I’ve got bad news. I just found out.”

His heart skipped a beat, and he moved to a corner of the room. In the background he heard his attorney start a conversation with Katy. He pressed the phone to his ear. “What is it?”

“There’s no easy way to say this.” Kelly sighed, and it rattled all the way to his soul. “Dayne, I’m pregnant.”

[image: story-break dingbat]

John Baxter was running out of options.

He’d done everything he could to find his firstborn son, everything a person could possibly think of. He’d searched the Internet for information, and he’d gone to adoption sites. He’d made phone calls and connected with people who aided parents in finding their birth children. Now he was down to his last hope.

The chances of finding his oldest son rested completely in the hands of a private investigator. John had hired him a week ago, and now—sitting on his desk—was a message from the man with one simple instruction: Call immediately.

He stared at the piece of paper and reached for the phone. Was this it? Had the man found the boy he and Elizabeth had prayed about for so many years? Would he have every bit of information he’d ever wanted in just a few minutes? The possibilities welled up in him and made it hard to breathe.

John closed his eyes and exhaled. God, meet me in this place. I want to find him so badly, and this is my last chance. Please let there be something to go on—a lead, a phone number, a name. Something.

He opened his eyes, and they fell on a small frame on his desk. It read: With God all things are possible. Matthew 19:26. A smile tugged at the corners of John’s lips, and he felt himself relax. Thanks, God. You always know just what I need. Whatever the private investigator had to tell him, he wouldn’t give up. Not now, not ever.

His palms felt sweaty against the phone’s receiver. He took a full breath, picked it up, and tapped out the private investigator’s number.

The man’s secretary answered and connected him to the PI.

“Tim Brown here.” The man was a fast talker, high energy. “How can I help you?”

“Uh . . . this is John Baxter, returning your call.” He swallowed hard. “Did you find my son?”

“Yes, John, thanks for calling back.” The man’s tone became serious, slower than before. “Listen, something’s come up in my research. Something very, very important. We need to talk about it in person.”

In person? John wouldn’t be able to think straight until he heard the news. “Are you sure? Can’t you tell me now?”

“Not something like this.” Tim rustled some papers. “Can you be here in the morning? Eleven o’clock?” He sighed, and the sound carried his concern across the phone lines. “This is very sensitive. I think you should know right away.”
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The shock was still setting in.

Dayne clutched his cell phone, but the floor beneath his feet shifted the way it did when an earthquake rolled through the LA area. He was still standing in the corner of the small room, ready to make his way out behind the lawyers, behind Katy Hart. But suddenly a million miles seemed to separate them, as if everyone else had gone ahead to the cars waiting behind the courthouse, and he was being sucked backward, downward into a suffocating tunnel with no way out and daylight fading fast.

Katy turned around and tilted her head. Question marks danced in her eyes. “You okay?” she mouthed, her question for him alone.

Just beyond her, the attorneys were talking. But their words ran together. Kelly Parker was still on the other end, silent, waiting. His head hurt. He closed his eyes and whispered into the phone, “Hold on, okay?”

“Look, Dayne . . .” Kelly exhaled, irritated, impatient. “We need to talk.”

“I said give me a minute,” he hissed, and anger crept into his tone. “I’m at court.” Dayne covered the phone and lowered it to his waist. His eyes found Katy’s and held. “I have to take this call.”

If she was disappointed, she didn’t let it show. She looked at her watch. “The attorneys want to pick up lunch and meet in a private room off the lobby of my hotel.” She shrugged, and the innocence of it made her look beyond adorable. “Can you go?”

Dayne’s attorney pulled out of the other conversation and poked his head over Katy’s shoulder. “We need to take separate exits. There’s a car waiting for you at the back of the building, Dayne. An officer’ll show you the way.” Joe put his hand on Katy’s shoulder. “She’s got her own driver. I’ll go on my own, and we’ll meet at Katy’s hotel. Sound good?”

Dayne’s mind was reeling. Kelly was pregnant? How was this happening? He pinched the bridge of his nose, tried to focus. Lunch at the hotel? “Uh . . . sure. Can you tell my driver I’ll be five minutes?” He held up his phone. “I have to take this.”

“Got it.” Joe took a step back. “The driver knows which hotel.” He motioned for Katy to follow him. He was already flipping open his cell phone as he turned and headed down the hallway.

“See you there.” Katy gave Dayne a little wave and turned to leave. Something in her eyes looked more distant than before. Or maybe it was his imagination, his conscience.

His conscience.

He moved farther into the room, leaned against the wall, and lifted the phone to his ear. With his other hand he braced himself so his knees wouldn’t buckle. “Kelly?”

“Dayne, I don’t have long. They need me on the set in five minutes.”

“Sorry.” His mouth was dry, his heart racing. She was pregnant? He was going to be a father? He squeezed his eyes shut. “So what . . . what happens now?”

“Well—” she laughed, but the sound came out more like a cry—“I guess that’s up to me.”

“Meaning . . . ?” He slid one foot up the wall behind him, bent forward, and dug his elbow into his knee.

“Meaning it’s my choice. I’m four months pregnant, but I could fix that in an afternoon.”

Abortion. Kelly was talking about getting rid of the baby, and in a rush of memories he could hear his adoptive parents talking to a group of adults. His mother was saying, “Of all the gifts God has given us, life is the most precious of all. Life at any stage, any season, very young or very old, healthy or sick. Life is God’s to give, God’s to take.”

And his father was pulling him aside and giving him “the talk,” saying, “Abstinence is God’s way, but it’s also the only way because once a girl gets pregnant you’re a father. No matter what happens after that, you’re a father.”

“Dayne!” Kelly was jumpy, her words short and heavy with frustration. “Did you hear what I said?”

“No . . . Kelly, you can’t.” He felt sick, and the room swayed. Wasn’t that the easy answer, what so many in their situation would do? Get an abortion? Eliminate the evidence? But it was all happening too fast. He rubbed his fingers into his brow. “I need time to think.”

“You’re not listening, Dayne.” Kelly sounded more composed. There was noise in the background, probably from the shoot. She was working on a new film, one that starred two other A-list actresses and some unknown new guy. She drew a steady breath. “I want to keep the baby. But I’m not raising a child by myself.”

What was she saying? He straightened and stared at the ceiling. “Kelly, you’re living with Hawk. How does he feel about this?”

“I’m back at my own house now.” Her voice fell. “He knows about the baby. We talked last night.” She hesitated. “He thinks you and I should give it another try.”

“Okay.” Dayne paced to the other side of the small room. Was this his life they were talking about? Had Kelly and Hawk come to conclusions that would basically decide the course of his future? But if a baby was involved and if Kelly was willing to keep it, what choice did he have? His own actions had decided the course of his future. “Is . . . is that what you want?”

“Dayne—” she groaned—“I don’t know what I want. You’re one of my closest friends and for a while there I thought . . .”

She didn’t have to finish her sentence. He had thought so too. That if he couldn’t have Katy Hart, he might as well have Kelly. She was an actress, someone who would understand his crazy life and all it came with. Because it was her life too. But after spending a few weeks in the fall in Bloomington, after seeing Katy and feeling the way his heart responded every time she was near, he had known.

He could never settle for Kelly Parker.

Not when the real thing was out there. Even if his world and Katy Hart’s were so different they never found a way to be together, he could never settle for less than what he’d felt with her.

Until now.

A rush of everything he knew to be true and real and right came at him from every side. The words of wisdom from his adoptive parents, the way his biological family clung so tightly to each other, even the conversations with Katy, the ones they’d had on the trails around Lake Monroe that felt like a lifetime ago.

All the words and whispers came back, and suddenly Dayne knew. It didn’t matter how he felt about Kelly, not if they were going to have a baby. He had loved her once, right? What he’d thought was love, anyway. For the sake of their child, he would love her again. He would learn to love Kelly the way she deserved to be loved.

And Katy Hart would be nothing more than a wonderful dream that never had the chance to come true.

“Dayne, you’re not talking.” Kelly sounded weak, hopeless. “Look, if you’re not into this, I can get it taken care of. I’m not raising a kid by myself. Not with the tabs taking potshots at me along the way. If you want out, don’t worry about it. I can be done with this in—”

“Kelly!” He didn’t raise his voice, but his tone caught her attention. He raked his fingers through his hair and paced across the room to the other side. “I would never ask you to raise a child—our child—by yourself.” He was breathing faster now, his mind racing with the possibilities. “Should you . . . do you wanna move back in with me? So we can go through this together?”

“It isn’t that easy.” Defiance colored her words. “I’m not a charity case. If you take me back, it’ll be because you want me. Me and no one else but me.”

The room was spinning again. Outside in the hall he could hear new voices—new attorneys, no doubt, getting ready to use the room for whatever deposition or hearing came next. He tried to focus. “Okay . . . so you don’t want to do this alone. But you don’t want to move back in either?”

“What I’m saying is, let’s take it slow. Let’s start hanging out again and see where it goes.” Her tone softened. “There’s no one I’d rather have as the daddy for my child. I’ve seen you with kids—on the sets and on location. I think we have a chance here. Let’s at least give it a try.”

“Okay.” Dayne was still confused. With Kelly four months along, they couldn’t only give it a try, could they? They had to make a commitment—to each other and to their unborn child. He stopped and stared at the floor. “When can I see you?”

“Tonight isn’t good.”

Dayne pictured Katy at the hotel, ready to catch a flight back to Bloomington in the morning. “For me, either.”

“What about tomorrow night? We could meet at my place. Eight o’clock.”

“All right.” Dayne massaged his temples with his free hand. In a single phone call his life had changed. No, more than that. His future had been decided. He had no idea what to say. “Kelly . . . I’m sorry.”

“It happens.” Possibility rang in her tone. “Who knows? Maybe it was supposed to work out like this. So we would find our way back together.”

“Yeah.” But Katy Hart’s face filled his mind, his soul. He squeezed his eyes shut, willing her smile to disappear. “Yeah, maybe so.”

They hung up, and Dayne hung his head. What had just happened? He was going to be a father? He had promised to try and make a future with Kelly Parker? All of it felt like a terrible nightmare, a horrific joke. He felt weak, nauseous. It took nearly a minute before he could force his legs to carry him into the hall to a uniformed officer waiting just outside the door.

“The car’s this way.”

Dayne nodded and followed the man. He was halfway to Katy’s hotel before he made a plan. The information about Kelly and the baby would be a secret to the media and the industry, a secret to the public and even to their friends. But there was one person who had to know before another day passed. A person who would not look back after she knew the reality of what lay ahead.

That person was Katy Hart.
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All through lunch, Katy knew.

Something was wrong with Dayne, something about the trial or one of his films or maybe something about her. There was no other explanation. He sat next to his attorney and ate with the rest of them, and whenever someone asked him a question he had an answer. But he was distant and distracted, almost despondent. Most of all, he wouldn’t look at her. While they ate salads in a meeting room of her hotel, a space rented by Dayne’s lawyer, only rarely did Dayne even glance in her direction.

True, until today they hadn’t seen each other since opening night for Annie, but the look he’d given her that night and this morning was completely missing now. Katy tried to steel herself against what might be coming. Maybe he had finally realized there could never be anything more than a distant friendship between the two of them. Whatever was wrong, she wanted to be ready for the pain. Months had passed, after all. Dayne wasn’t with Kelly Parker anymore, but maybe he’d moved on—the way the tabloids hinted—to Angie Carr, his current costar.

But then why had he seemed so glad to see her at the courthouse earlier?

Dayne’s attorney was waving his hand, talking about the press. “They’ll eat up the story, folks. I can tell you that much.” He took a drink of his iced tea. “Those prelims were dynamite.” He pointed at Dayne. “Your testimony alone makes the case a slam dunk.”

“Good.” Dayne poked his fork around at the wilting lettuce on his plate. “Then let’s give Katy a break. She can go home, and I’ll be the media circus.”

She blinked at him. Go home? Where did this attitude come from? When he was in Bloomington he’d told her several times that whatever was happening between them wasn’t finished yet. Not as long as the trial loomed ahead. But now . . .

Joe Morris was saying something about anyone witness to a crime was subject to testify, and that of course there was no way for Katy to get out of testifying. But more than that, Katy could hear Dayne’s words: “Give Katy a break. She can go home . . . go home.”

Katy kept her answers short the last ten minutes of lunch, talking only when Joe asked her a direct question about her flight or her availability.

Finally, the attorneys stood, and Joe motioned to the prosecutor. “Let’s talk out here for a minute.”

The prosecutor nodded. She was an intelligent, no-nonsense sort who had kept pace with Dayne’s attorney since the meeting at the courthouse.

They left the room, and Katy and Dayne were alone. He lifted his eyes to hers, but he looked weary, as if whatever was eating at him was almost more than he could bear.

“Did I . . . do something?” She pushed back her plate and rested her forearms on the table. She lifted her hands, baffled. “I feel like a stranger over here.”

“I’m sorry.” Dayne stood, but his movements were slow, troubled. He came to her and took the seat beside her, facing her. “We need to talk.”

Katy felt herself grow stiff. She pressed her spine against the back of the chair. Hide your feelings, Katy. Come on. “About what?”

Only then did she see it. The hurt in Dayne’s expression, the certainty that something had changed or happened. Whatever it was, the look in his eyes was so sad it moved her deeply.

He spoke straight to the loneliest places of her heart. “Later.” He looked up for a moment, then back at her. “Meet me at five o’clock tonight. Malibu Beach, a hundred yards south of the pier.”

She thought hard, her pulse faster than before. “I’m not sure I know how to get there.”

He grabbed a pen and a napkin and wrote her directions. Then he found her eyes. “Please, Katy . . . please come.”

Her flight didn’t leave until morning. But what about the paparazzi and crazy fans? “We’ll get caught.”

“Maybe.” He bit his lip. Then he came up with a plan: she would tuck her hair into a baseball cap. He would be sitting on the beach behind his house. “If I’m being watched, the moment I see you coming, I’ll stand and head up my stairs.”

“Okay.” This was crazy. How could he live this way, worrying about people taking his picture, tracking his every move? Katy’s hands shook as she took the napkin.

“If I go inside, you’ll stay on the beach for fifteen minutes, act like you’re watching the sunset. Then slip in through the door to my stairs. They’re fenced off.” He gave her a half smile. “Once you’re through the door at the bottom, the cameras can’t shoot you.”

She searched his face for clues. But before she could ask him for a hint, for an idea about what might be so serious, Dayne’s attorney returned to the room. The prosecutor was right behind him.

“Look—” Joe checked his watch—“I have to call the office before my flight.” He pointed at Katy. “Let’s stay in touch over the next few months. The trial should be the first week of May.”

Dayne stood and shook his hand. “I’ll keep it open.”

“Me too.” When Katy stood, her shoulder brushed against Dayne’s. The contact felt forbidden and wonderful, and it made her realize how much she’d missed him. She took a step to the side, her cheeks warmer than before. She, too, shook the attorney’s hand. “I’ll wait to hear from you.”

The prosecuting attorney nodded. “I might need you both before then. I’ll let you know.”

“Call me first.” Joe chuckled. “That’s one client who doesn’t do anything without someone from the firm at his side.”

“No problem.” The prosecutor raised her file in their direction. “I’ll be in touch.” She slipped her briefcase beneath her arm and left.

As the door opened, Katy caught a glimpse of a crowd in the lobby.

“They found you.” Joe grinned as the door closed again. “Man, they don’t ever let up. You got about fifty of ’em out there, Dayne. Someone at the desk must’ve seen you come in.”

“Photographers?” Dayne leaned against the edge of the table. He looked more frazzled than before.

“Fans, I think. Probably a mix. Either way, there’s a car outside waiting for you.” Joe moved toward the door and turned to Katy. “Better wait until Dayne’s been gone awhile before leaving.” He motioned to another door. “That one leads to the bank of elevators.”

“Fine. I’m going to my room from here.”

“Wait at least ten minutes.” Joe frowned at Dayne. “Don’t you think?”

Dayne slid his hands in his pants pockets. He sighed, and the sound of it filled the room. “Of course.”

Joe patted Dayne’s shoulder. “I’ll call you.”

“Thanks.” Dayne sounded defeated, beyond tired.

As Joe shut the door behind him, Katy studied Dayne. She could almost read his mind. What sort of life was it if he couldn’t spend an hour with a friend, if he couldn’t leave a hotel meeting room without making plans to be discreet? She rested against the table too, careful to keep at least a few inches between them. “Crazy.”

“Yeah.” He shrugged, his eyes still on the door. “I tried to tell you.” He cocked his head, his expression softer than before. “It comes with the territory.”

He was right. Hollywood was full of people obsessed with a life like Dayne’s, drawing seven figures for a film, comfortably at the top of the industry’s A-list of actors. But the dream came with a price.

She crossed her arms. “Sounds like you better go.”

His bottle of water was still on the table. He took it and downed what was left of it. Then he straightened and faced her. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” Katy swallowed. Her throat suddenly felt thick, and she worked to find the words. “You can’t help it.”

“Still . . .” A handful of emotions played out in his expression—frustration, anger, resignation, and finally a longing that was unmistakable. He closed the gap between them, and for a moment he looked as if he might kiss her. But instead he pulled her into a hug. “This isn’t how I wanted today to go.” When he spoke, his voice sounded strained, as if maybe regret was throwing itself into the mix of feelings tearing at him.

“Me, either.” She slid her arms around his neck and allowed the hug to linger. This, their embrace, was wrong, wasn’t it? Letting her feelings show this way could never erase the fact that they didn’t belong together, that they were too different in every way that mattered. Back home in Bloomington she had trouble convincing herself there was nothing wrong with the feelings she had for Dayne Matthews. The same was true here. But now, in his arms, she didn’t ever want to let go.

Dayne nuzzled his face against her hair, and it seemed like he might say something else. But he drew back and took tender hold of her hands. “Tonight?” The sadness was back, a sadness that defied the moment. “Please, Katy.”

She breathed in the smell of him, the cologne and faint scent of soap. Why was his tone so heavy? He was used to the throng of autograph seekers and paparazzi, so was there something more? some reason why he’d been different during lunch? Did he feel the impossibility of his feelings for her, the same way she did? She wanted to ask, but he’d made himself clear. Whatever he needed to talk to her about would have to wait until tonight. She gently squeezed his hands and said the only thing she could say, “I’ll be there.”

Dayne hesitated and then released her fingers. He grabbed his PDA, his eyes on hers as he moved to the door. “Thanks.”

“See you.” Katy smiled and waited until he shut the door. Only then did she realize she’d been holding her breath. She exhaled and dropped to the nearest chair. On the other side of the door, she could hear loud squeals and shouts, and his name repeated over and over again.

“Dayne . . . Dayne . . . over here, Dayne!”

She hung her head. What was wrong with her? Meeting him at the beach tonight would be a waste of time. She could call him and tell him so, and if he still wanted to talk to her, he could do it then. On the phone. That way she wouldn’t be as tempted to forget all the reasons she shouldn’t have feelings for him.

But even as she considered calling Dayne instead of seeing him, even as the noise of the throng outside continued, and even as she questioned her sanity, Katy knew without a doubt there was only one place she could possibly be at five o’clock. The place where he would be waiting for her.

Malibu Beach.
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The sun was sinking fast, and so far Dayne hadn’t seen any signs of photographers. He wore shorts, an old Michigan sweatshirt, his faded navy baseball cap, and sunglasses. Only the regular media hounds would’ve recognized him as anyone other than a jogger.

A cool breeze came off the Pacific, but it did nothing to ease the pain in his heart. Kelly was pregnant. He was going to be a father. A dad. This new reality had consumed him since his conversation with Kelly. When Katy came to meet him, what more could he say? The conversation would begin and end with that one fact. Dayne squinted down the beach. It was nearly empty, the way it usually was in January. A few lone fishermen balanced poles off the edge of the pier, and the sandy stretch between him and the parking lot a quarter mile down was dotted with a handful of people.

Still no Katy.

A pair of noisy seagulls swooped low over the surf, looped around, and landed on the wet sand. Dayne pulled up one knee and rested his elbow on it. The timing couldn’t have been worse. He had been reading his Bible, trying to figure out why God was so important to everyone who had ever mattered in his life.

But if God cared about him, if God had plans for him the way Katy always said, then why this? Why a baby with a woman he had never really cared for as more than a friend? Was it a lesson of some kind, so he’d have to spend the rest of his life learning to love, loving out of obligation, for the sake of a child?

Dayne looked out over the water. The sky had been brilliant blue all day, and the sunset was already casting a pink glow over the ocean. Whatever God was trying to teach him, Dayne had a pretty strong sense that he and Kelly wouldn’t last. He would try, of course. And he would be the best father ever, active in his child’s life from the beginning.

One of the two seagulls hopped toward him, stopped, and turned its head one way and then the other.

“No food over here, buddy.”

The seagull pecked at something, then took off over the water.

If Kelly wanted to marry him, he’d do that too. It would be better for all of them, really. He and Kelly understood each other, the strange lives they lived. That way the baby would have both parents under one roof. If she’d agree to stay together, he would do it. Kelly was his friend, and he could learn to love her.

If only he could let go of Katy Hart.

That’s why he needed to talk to her tonight. So he could close the book on this wonderful, mysterious chapter in his life. So he could say good-bye to the girl who had captured his attention in a handful of minutes on a community theater stage in Bloomington, Indiana.

Movement caught his attention, and he looked to the right. At first he wasn’t sure if it was her, but then he knew. Her long blonde hair was tucked into a baseball cap, but nothing could hide the way she walked, the sway of her lithe body as she headed down the sand. Even though she was a hundred yards away, he could feel her eyes on him.

He glanced around, in case a lone photographer was lurking somewhere he’d overlooked. He knew their places—near a cropping of bushes, along one of three staircases, on the hillside beneath one of the closer houses. Every spot was clear.

Dayne leaned back on his hands and stared at the setting sun. He would’ve wanted this conversation on the beach—because maybe somehow the wind and waves would smooth out the rough edges of the moment. But he couldn’t take a chance. Especially in the fading daylight. There might not be a photog hanging around this minute, but they’d be back. And if they caught the two of them together, there was no telling what damage they could do to Katy.

Dayne stood and stretched. She could see him; she’d know where to go. His gaze cast downward, he jogged lightly up the sandy hill to the gate that led to his private stairway. Once he was inside the gate, he took the first six stairs, turned, and sat down, waiting for her.

After fifteen minutes, he heard quick footsteps and the sound of her breathing. She opened the gate and stepped inside without knocking—just the way he’d asked her to do.

She shut the gate behind her and leaned against the fence. Her sides were heaving, her eyes wide. “I . . . I saw you come inside.” She bent over and put her hands on her knees. “I ran . . . the rest of the way. Just in case.”

He wanted to go to her, wanted to sweep her into his arms and kiss her before either of them had a chance to talk about why she was here. But he forced himself to stay controlled. Katy deserved better. He stood and held out his hand. “Come on. Let’s go to the deck.”

She looked hesitant, but she took his hand.

The feel of her skin against his almost changed his mind—about the conversation, about the kiss. Even about his allegiance to Kelly. Find control, Matthews, he told himself. You have no choice here. The temptation passed. He squeezed her fingers and started up the stairs.

He led her through the back door into the house, and around a half wall to the deck slider. The deck had a tinted privacy wall and rail system that allowed a view of the beach but made it harder for passersby or paparazzi to get a clear photo opportunity.

He released her hand. “Want something to drink?”

Katy had her breath back, but she looked nervous. She removed the baseball cap, and her blonde hair tumbled around her shoulders. “Water, thanks.”

“Okay.” With everything in him he wanted to pretend he was fine, that her being here was simply the fulfillment of how he’d hoped things would go during this stage of the court proceedings. That they were about to share an evening catching up and dreaming about what ifs and maybes. But that wasn’t the case. His grin died before it touched his lips. He went inside, found a couple cold bottles of Dasani, and brought them back onto the deck.

Dayne had two lounge chairs and a small wicker sofa on the deck. Katy was already sitting on one end of the sofa, her cap on the adjacent glass-top table. He put the bottled water down next to Katy’s hat and took the seat beside her.

The sun had dropped halfway behind the sea. Pinks and oranges streaked across the deep blue sky.

Katy gave him a soft smile. “Gorgeous view.”

Dayne studied her, the way the fading sun reflected in her eyes. “Yes.” He blinked and turned toward the beach. “I . . . I never get tired of it.”

The wind had died down, but still there was the occasional sound of a seagull. Dayne leaned back into the sofa cushion and stretched out his legs. Katy smelled wonderful, something subtle and innocent, like her. He wasn’t in a hurry. If the scene they were playing out was on a television screen, he’d hit the Pause button and never touch it again.

She pulled up her legs and turned her body toward him. “Well, I’m here.”

“Yeah.” He shifted so he could see her better. “Thanks.” He nodded toward the beach. “The press hounds aren’t around yet. No one saw you come up.”

“Then why . . . ?”

“I couldn’t take a chance.” He sat a little straighter. “It’s private here.”

“Oh.” She nodded, nervous. “Okay.” Her expression told him she wanted to say more, wanted to know why he’d asked to meet with her. But she stopped short of saying anything more.

Dayne leaned across her and took his bottle of water. As he did, his arm brushed hers, and the touch made him crazy for wanting her. How could he ask Kelly to move in with him when his feelings for Katy were all-consuming? when he had known from the first day that no one could make him feel the way this woman beside him made him feel?

He opened the water bottle, dropped the plastic cap on the table, and took a sip. He was careful to keep his distance. The ocean air smelled damp and salty, tinged with the faintest hint of seaweed. “You know what I love about the ocean?”

Katy looked out at the water. “What?”

“The sameness of it.” He laid his head back against the cushion. This was good, delaying the real conversation. It gave him somewhere to look other than at her. He focused on a wave a few dozen yards out and watched the peaking water make its way steadily to the shore, rising and building, cresting and collapsing in a mound of white foam. “No matter what else happens in a given day, the ocean comes at you the same way. Every hour. Every minute.”

“Mmm.” She kept her gaze on the ocean for a moment. Then she turned back to him. “That’s not why you asked me here.” Her voice was soft, and it mixed with the gentle breeze.

“No.” He turned toward her and searched for a way out. There was none. “No, it’s not.”

She waited, her face filled with questions.

How could he tell her? How could he tell her the truth when doing so would change everything not just now but forever? He ached to be closer to her, to take her in his arms and hug her the way he’d done earlier. But he couldn’t even do that. Not with what lay ahead.

Even so, nothing could stop him from reaching out, spanning the distance between them, and taking her hand.

“Dayne . . .” She worked her fingers between his, but the anxiety around the corners of her eyes grew stronger. “Don’t do this to me.” She began to shiver. “Whatever it is, just tell me.”

He drew a long breath. “Kelly Parker called me today when we were leaving the courthouse.”

“When we were in the room?”

“Yes.” He soothed his thumb along the side of her finger.

Katy seemed to process that for a moment. “You acted different all through lunch.”

“Right.” He felt sick to his stomach. “Because of what she told me.”

He felt her tense up, but she didn’t pull away.

Darkness was settling in around them, and Dayne didn’t wait another moment. The truth needed to be said, regardless of the outcome. “Katy . . . she’s pregnant. Four months.” He slid a little closer, holding his breath, waiting for her reaction. “She says . . . the baby’s mine.”

It took three heartbeats before Katy seemed to understand what he was saying. Then all at once she eased her hand from his and stood. She stared at him, her mouth open, then walked to the edge of the deck and gripped the railing. Gripped it as if she were trying to keep from falling.

He wanted to warn her that whatever photographers had moved in could easily see her there. But he couldn’t. He needed her reaction first, needed to know the thoughts that must have been tearing into her heart, her mind.

After a handful of seconds, she turned and faced him. “You didn’t know?”

Her words were like daggers, and the pain in his heart doubled. Katy deserved the truth, deserved to be set free from the mess his life had become. The mess it had always been. “I had no idea.”

“That explains it.” Her tone was resigned, as if whatever emotions were playing out in her heart she was determined to let him see just this one. “The way you were at lunch.”

“I couldn’t tell you there.” He wanted to go to her, but he couldn’t. Not until she had time to process the news. “I’m sorry.”

She sniffed and gave a slight rise of her chin. “What happens now? For you and Kelly, I mean?”

Still seated, he anchored his forearms on his knees and stared at the deck. He wanted to scream or hit something. How could he have been so stupid, so careless? “She and I’ll talk tomorrow.” He lifted his eyes to hers, but her expression was guarded. Painfully so. “I’ll be there for her. I won’t be a father like . . .” He almost said it, almost compared himself to John Baxter, the man who had given him up. But the comparison wasn’t fair, even in a moment like this. John hadn’t had a choice. He wrung his hands. “My child will know me.”

Katy crossed her arms. Even in the shadows her face was pale. “So . . . you’ll marry her?”

Hollywood wasn’t that easy, decisions never that simple. But he understood what she was asking. Now that there was a baby involved, was he going to do the right thing? He laced his fingers together and looked at her, past the block wall and razor wire she’d put up between them. “Yes.” This was maybe even harder than the first part. “If that’s what Kelly wants.”

Katy sighed, but it sounded almost like a cry. She turned around again and faced the surf, her body frozen, thoughts silent. After a minute, he saw her shoulders tremble. The reality hit then. Here was Katy Hart, standing on his deck crying. Because the questions they’d had about each other, about a future together, had all just been answered.

Dayne closed his eyes. A week earlier he’d been flipping channels on TV when he came across a strongman contest. A man with more muscles than limbs was harnessed to a city bus, straining with every step as he pulled it along behind him. Now, as Dayne blinked and stood and closed the distance between them, he felt the same way. The weight of his past was almost more than he could bear.

He came up beside her and pressed his hip into the railing. She wasn’t sobbing, wasn’t hysterical. Rather a trail of quiet tears fell from her eyes, and her expression made her look a million miles away. He touched her shoulder. “Katy . . .”

She turned to him, and something in her face changed. For the first time since he’d told her about the baby, her heart lay bare for him to see. And in that instant, Dayne knew. He knew that every time he’d ever doubted Katy’s feelings for him he’d been wrong. She was in love with him, same as he was in love with her. When it had been only their different worlds keeping them apart, she had held out hope the way he had.

But now . . .

She was shivering harder. “I . . . I should go.”

“This isn’t what I wanted . . . I never planned for . . .”

“I know.” She took a step back. Her eyes were dryer now, and she brushed her thumbs over the tears still on her cheeks. “Don’t say anything, Dayne.”

There was a rustling on the hillside below and the distinct sound of rapid camera clicks.

Dayne didn’t hesitate. He took hold of her arm and pulled her away from the railing.

“What are you—?”

“Paparazzi.” Dayne grabbed her baseball cap, handed it to her, and led her into the house. When he’d shut the sliding door behind them, he fell against the wall and groaned. “Why tonight?”

“It’s too dark to see anything.”

“I hope so.” He didn’t want to talk about photographers or being found out. Katy was about to run out of his life. He glanced over his shoulder at the deck. “You can’t go out that way.”

His house was warmer than outside, but still she was shaking. “I need to leave.”

He hated that she was so cold. His sweatshirt would be big on her, but it was better than watching her shiver. He pulled it off, turned the sleeves right side out, and handed it to her. “Wear this.”

She started to shake her head, but she changed her mind. She slipped it over her head and hugged herself. “Thanks.”

They needed a plan if she was going to get out without the tabs capturing every detail. “Come on.” He grabbed his keys from the counter and headed for his garage. “I’ll drive you to your car. If we get a jump on them, you can be gone before they figure out what happened.”

She looked afraid again, but she followed him to his SUV.

Dayne watched in his rearview mirror, and as soon as he pulled onto Pacific Coast Highway, he relaxed. “Must’ve been just one guy. No one’s following us.”

Katy was silent, her eyes straight ahead. They reached the parking lot in half a minute, and she pointed to her rental car. “There.”

Dayne pulled up on the far side of it and killed the engine. Suddenly the paparazzi were forgotten. Because this was good-bye. Given the circumstances, they might not be alone like this ever again. Not even at the upcoming trial.

“Keep looking for Jesus, Dayne.” She crossed her arms tight against her middle. She looked like a child, his sweatshirt bulky on her. “Especially now.”

The air inside his Escalade felt as if it were being sucked out. She couldn’t do this, couldn’t just walk out of his life. “We can still talk . . . it’s not like we can’t be—”

She held up her hand. “Please. It’s too late.” She smiled, but her eyes glistened. “Wherever you are, know this.” She massaged her throat for a moment. “I’ll be praying for you.” With that she climbed out and shut the door behind her.

“No.” The word was for his benefit alone. She was already hurrying to her car. Dayne grabbed his door handle. He couldn’t let Katy leave until he told her how he felt. Sure, they’d see each other at the trial in May, but by then he’d be weeks away from being a father. He might even be married to Kelly. He bounded out of his SUV and caught up with her just as she reached the driver’s side of her car.

Katy stopped when she saw him, her expression willing him to keep his distance, to not make this any harder than it already was. “I need to go, Dayne.”

He slowed his steps. She looked breathtaking in the moonlight, even in his baggy sweatshirt. He came closer so they were only inches apart. “I have to tell you something.”

She pressed her back against her car and searched his face.

“It was a mistake, Katy.” He reached for her hands. When she didn’t pull away, he silently rejoiced. They couldn’t go their separate ways without this moment. “I never should’ve been with Kelly.”

“Why?” Katy angled her head. The shine in her eyes became tears, and her chin quivered. “She’s part of your world. She was always better for you than I was.”

“No.” He tightened his grip on her fingers and did the thing he’d been dying to do since she walked through his gate. He pulled her into his arms and held her. It wasn’t the embrace of two lovers, but it was a hug that he hoped told her how much he cared, how much he would always care.

When he spoke, he breathed the words into her hair. “There’s something you have to know . . . before you leave.”

She pulled back just enough to see his face. Her cheeks were wet, and the hurt on her face was once again transparent. “Tell me.”

He brushed his cheek against hers, drying her tears. He allowed himself to get lost in her eyes. Even if this were the last time. “Katy Hart, I’ve loved you since the first day I saw you.” The tears were there for him too. He breathed in hard through his nose and stared up at the sky. When he had more control, he looked at her again. “If there was a way out, I would’ve left my world in a minute to be with you.” He wanted to kiss her, but he didn’t dare. “Don’t forget that, okay?”

His admission only made her look sadder. Her tears came faster. She crooked her finger and pressed it to her lips. “Good-bye, Dayne.”

He heard the sound just as she was leaning close to hug him once more. The pounding of feet against the pavement, the click of the camera. “Katy, quick . . . go.” He shielded her with his body, tried to block the photographer’s view, but it was too late. There were two of them now, and they were only twenty yards or so from Katy’s car. He could only hope they didn’t figure out who she was. He gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze. “I meant what I said.”

As fast as she could move, she opened her door and slid inside. It took her only seconds to start the car and back out of the spot. As she did, her eyes met his, and again he was absolutely sure about her feelings. Because the look she gave him said everything her words never had. Not that she had feelings for him or that she’d wondered about what they might’ve had. More than that.

Even if their connection was ending before it ever really began, she loved him. She loved him as much as he loved her.

He savored her look as long as he could. Then he blinked back tears, turned to the paparazzi, and flashed his famous smile. “Hey, guys, let up.” He held out his hands, his expression frozen for the cameras. “I’m all yours.”

“Who was she, Dayne?” It was a big, bearded guy. One of the regulars. He was out of breath from running up the beach, but even so he kept snapping pictures. “We’ll find out eventually. Come on, tell us.”

“Yeah, Dayne.” The other guy was a wiry twentysomething—new to the shady business of lurking around the back doors of celebrities. “Make it easy on us. Give us her name.”

“All right.” He shrugged and gave them a practiced grin. In the distance he heard Katy pull her car onto the highway and speed off. “You caught me. Another day, another actress. What can I say?”

“Was it Kelly Parker? It looked like Kelly.” The bearded guy had a line of sweat dripping down the side of his face. “Tell us it was Kelly and we’ll leave.”

Dayne walked to his Escalade, watching them the whole time, smile still frozen in place. No one would’ve known that his heart was breaking in half. “Now, now . . .” He kept his voice upbeat, loud enough for them to hear. “Actresses get feisty when you give away their secrets.”

“Then it is Kelly.” The young one jabbed his fist in the air. “I knew it!”

“You guys are too smart for me.” Before Dayne climbed into his SUV, he waved big. “See ya.”

His smile died the moment he slipped behind his tinted glass. She was gone. Katy was gone, and there might never be another moment like that between them again. Not ever.

He turned the key in the ignition and backed up, leaving the photographers standing there wondering. Let them think it was Kelly. She would be with him soon enough. What mattered was that they didn’t know about Katy. That and they hadn’t seen his tears, hadn’t seen his heartache. As he sped off, he realized that he too was breathless. Not from running up the beach, like the paparazzi. But from pulling off the acting job of his life, smiling for the cameras, playing along.

When all he wanted to do was collapse there on the pavement and cry.
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