




Praise for the romances of New York Times

bestselling author Catherine Anderson
“Anderson comes up with another winner by deftly blending sweetness and sensuality in a poignantly written story.”
—Booklist
“Count on Catherine Anderson for intense emotion.”
—Jayne Ann Krentz
“Catherine Anderson is an amazing talent.”
—Elizabeth Lowell
“Catherine Anderson has a gift for imbuing her characters with dignity, compassion, courage, and strength that inspire readers.”
—Romantic Times
“A major voice in the romance genre.”
—Publishers Weekly
“Not only does author Catherine Anderson push the envelope, she seals, stamps, and sends it to the reader with love.”
—Affaire de Coeur
Sun Kissed
“This smart, wholesome tale should appeal to any fan of traditional romance.”
—Publishers Weekly
“Vivid descriptions, realistic family relationships (especially the lively sibling banter), and a dash of suspense make this heartwarming, gently sensual romance a satisfying read.”
—Library Journal
“Another heartwarming chapter in the Coulter family saga is on tap in the always wonderful Anderson’s newest release…. Anderson is at her best when it comes to telling stories that are deeply emotional and heartfelt.”
—Romantic Times (4½ stars)
Summer Breeze
“Anderson understands the inner workings of the human soul so deeply that she’s able to put intense emotion within a stunning romance in such a way that you’ll believe in miracles. Add to this her beautiful writing style, memorable characters, and a timeless story, and you have an unmatched reading adventure.”
—Romantic Times BOOKclub (4½ stars)
“The kind of book that will snare you so completely, you’ll not want to put it down. It engages the intellect and emotions; it’ll make you care. It will also make you smile…a lot. And that’s a guarantee.”
—Romance Reviews Today
My Sunshine
“Another winner from Anderson’s compassionate pen.”
—Library Journal
“Sweet and sensual.”
—Publishers Weekly
“With the author’s signature nurturing warmth and emotional depth, this beautifully written romance is a richly rewarding experience for any reader.”
—Booklist
Blue Skies
“Readers may need to wipe away tears…since few will be able to resist the power of this beautifully emotional, wonderfully romantic love story.”
—Booklist
“A keeper and a very strong contender for Best Contemporary Romance of the Year.”
—Romance Reviews Today
Bright Eyes
“Offbeat family members and genuine familial love give a special lift to this marvelous story. An Anderson book is a guaranteed great read!”
—Romantic Times (4½ Stars, Top Pick)
Only by Your Touch
“Ben Longtree is a marvelous hero whose extraordinary gifts bring a unique and special magic to this warmhearted novel. No one can tug your heartstrings better than Catherine Anderson.”
—Romantic Times (4½ Stars, Top Pick)
Always in My Heart
“Emotionally involving, family-centered, and relationship oriented, this story is a rewarding read.”
—Library Journal
“[A] superbly written contemporary romance, which features just the kind of emotionally nourishing, comfortably compassionate type of love story this author is known for creating.”
—Booklist
Sweet Nothings
“Pure reading magic.”
—Booklist
Phantom Waltz
“Anderson departs from traditional romantic stereotypes in this poignant, contemporary tale of a love that transcends all boundaries…romantic through and through.”
—Publishers Weekly
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Prologue

Loni Kendra MacEwen could barely contain her excitement. The two-bedroom house was small and dated, but she saw it with the eye of an interior decorator, and there were possibilities everywhere she looked. She moved slowly through the rooms, envisioning white priscilla curtains at the windows, a diamond-hard polyurethane wax on the worn hardwood floors, bright pillows and throws on the overstuffed sofa and chairs, and designer shades of paint on the walls. She could also imagine a cheerful blaze in the brick fireplace, with her huge yellow dog, Hannah, snoozing before the hearth.
Normally Loni never would have considered renting an old house, much less a furnished one, but something about this neglected bungalow appealed to her. Maybe it was the charming bay windows, the built-in bookcases at each side of the fireplace, or the old-fashioned archways trimmed in burnished oak, but she was more inclined to think it was the essence of the house itself; a warm, peaceful feeling had enveloped her the moment she stepped inside.
Smiling at her good fortune, she went to stand at the kitchen sink to gaze out the window at the large backyard enclosed by a sturdy, six-foot cedar fence. There was even an oversized dog door that opened into the attached garage. While Loni was at her shop, Hannah would have shelter from the weather, an important feature in the high-desert community of Crystal Falls, Oregon, where the winters could be long and harsh.
The sudden chirp of her cell phone made Loni jump. Expecting a call from her older sister, she hurried to the mahogany dining table and plucked the device from her purse. Bypassing hello, she answered with, “You’ll never guess what.”
Deirdre, a second grade teacher at Roosevelt Elementary a few blocks away, laughed and said, “You got the house!”
Sinking onto a ladder-backed chair, Loni pushed a curly tendril of dark brown hair from her eyes. “It was love at first sight. I just signed a one-year lease. I’m so happy I want to shout.”
“Oh, Loni, what wonderful news! I was starting to think you’d never find a place that would take Hannah.”
Having an eleven-month-old Fila Brasileiro mastiff that weighed nearly two hundred pounds did come with its own set of problems. Loni couldn’t count the lease applications she’d filled out over the last two months that had been denied.
“I got lucky,” she told her sister. “The man who owns the place lives in Portland, and he’s had some bad experiences with property management companies.”
“So he was motivated to lease the house without involving a third party?”
“Exactly. He never even blinked when I mentioned Hannah.”
“What about when the place needs repairs? It’s a long drive from Portland for him to fix a leaky faucet.”
“If something goes wrong, he gave me permission to call a handyman, deduct the cost from my rent, and just send him the receipt.”
“That works.” Deirdre sighed. “I’m delighted for you, absolutely delighted.”
Loni grinned. “Don’t sound too enthusiastic, or I’ll think you’re glad to be rid of me.”
“Ha. I’ve loved having you, and so has Michael. You know that. Can I come see the house? The boys have Kids’ Club until four o’clock, and I was planning to go grocery shopping, but the heck with that. What’s the address?”
Smiling happily, Loni grabbed the lease agreement and read off the information.
“Oak Street?” A note of alarm crept into Deirdre’s voice. “Isn’t that in an older section of town?”
Loni knew what was coming and ignored the question. “It’s perfect for me and Hannah, Deirdre. Just wait until you see it. Very quaint, with darling bay windows, beautiful oak trim, and a fenced-in yard. There’s even a dog door opening into the garage.”
“Quaint?” Deirdre echoed. “Quaint as in old?”
“Yes, fairly old,” Loni finally confessed. “I’m guessing it was built sometime in the forties.”
“Oh, Loni, what on earth were you thinking? You’ll never be happy in an old house. You’ll have psychometric divinations bombarding you left and right.”
It never ceased to amaze Loni that her sister, the only nonclairvoyant female in the MacEwen family, knew so many paranormal buzzwords. “Psycho what?”
“Psychometric divination. That’s the appropriate term for the phenomenon that sometimes occurs when you touch things.”
“What’s wrong with just calling it a nasty jolt?”
“Nothing except that it’s boring.”
“Boring suits me fine. I swear, if I had a deformed toe you’d call it a lower-digit deviation.”
“Don’t compare your gift to a deformity.”
“Why not?” Loni’s gift, as members of her family persisted in calling it, had adversely affected her entire life. As a child she’d had to be tutored at home. As a young adult, she’d been unable to hold down a job or attend college. Even now, when she was thirty-one, her social life was next to nonexistent. She rarely dated, she felt like a pariah at church, and as icing on the cake, she was forced to keep other decorators on the payroll so she could focus only on new construction. “It feels like a deformity.”
With an ease born of long practice, Loni pushed away the negative thoughts and walked slowly to the living room, barely hearing her sister, who chattered in that shrill, nonstop way of hers when she got upset.
“Back to the house,” Loni cut in, giving the small living room an appreciative look. It was going to be so lovely when she finished fixing it up. “I understand your concerns and know it would be best to rent a brand-new place. Unfortunately they don’t grow on trees, and my applications for the few I found were turned down because of Hannah. Now I’m glad they were. I’ve done a complete walk-through here and touched practically everything—cupboards, door-knobs, windowsills, faucets, and even all the furniture. I’ve picked up nothing unpleasant. Not every surface affects me, you know. It mostly happens only when I touch a person or the possession of someone who’s been through something terrible and needs help, or soon will go through something terrible and needs help.”
“The house is furnished?”
“I sold practically everything before I left Washington, hoping to buy new. Now I can wait to worry about furniture later.”
“Oh, Loni.” Deirdre’s voice went even shriller. “What’ll you do if you start having problems and can’t break the lease?”
“Live with you, I guess.” Loni laughed. Trailing a hand over the back of the sofa, she said, “Would you stop, Deirdre? I’m a big girl. If I’d thought for a moment I might have problems here, I never would have rented the place.”
“It still worries me.”
“Well, stop worrying. It’s a friendly little house. Have you ever walked through a door and felt instantly at home?”
“Yes,” Deirdre replied, beginning to sound calmer. “When Michael and I were looking to buy, that’s exactly how we felt when we finally found our house.”
“Well, that’s the feeling I got here. It’s just right somehow. I can’t wait to start decorating. I’m thinking of sage green here in the living room, with a darker shade on the fireplace wall to accentuate the brick and oak. It’s going to be a dollhouse when I’m finished with it.”
“I’m sure it will be,” Deirdre conceded. “You’re a professional decorator, after all. And a one-year lease will be perfect, too. That’ll give you time to get your shop on its feet and make sure you like living in Crystal Falls before you buy a place of your own.”
Loni pirouetted slowly to take in the room again. “I know it’s premature, but I’m no longer quite so worried about liking it here. All the snow was my biggest concern, but now that I’ve found this house I can cross that worry off my list. The driveway and front walk are pretty short. I’ll be able to clear them in no time. I’m actually excited. Isn’t that great?”
“It’s fabulous.” Deirdre released a taut breath. “I’m sorry for going on and on at you. I just want you to be happy, is all.”
“I know that, and I honestly think I will be here. It’s such a cute little place. Nice solid doors, too, inside and out. Once I get some dead bolts and a security system installed, I’ll feel safe as a baby in its mother’s arms.”
“We need to celebrate somehow,” Deirdre suggested, clearly trying to show the enthusiasm she had failed to at first. “How about a special dinner tonight?”
“That’d be nice.” Loni glanced at her watch. “And since you worked all day, I’ll do the cooking. How does beef bourguignonne with hot homemade biscuits sound? Gram’s recipe only takes about three hours. I’ll stop at a store on the way over to pick up everything I’ll need. We can feed the boys hot dogs, get them into bed, and have a grown-up night.”
“Beef bourguignonne? Yum. I haven’t had that in ages. I’ll call Michael and ask him to pick up a nice burgundy from the wine shop. Is there any kind you especially like?”
Loni was about to answer when a bright flash of light suddenly blinded her. The next instant she saw a jet-haired cowboy standing before the fireplace hearth, his booted feet planted wide apart, his work-roughened hands resting on his narrow hips. The shadow cast by the brim of his chocolate-colored Stetson did little to diminish the burning intensity in his dark brown eyes.
“Loni?” Deirdre’s voice seemed to come from a great distance. “Loni, are you still there?”
Loni tried to speak, but her throat felt paralyzed. She finally managed a faint whisper. “Oh, God, Dee, it’s him.”
“Who?” Deirdre demanded.
Loni could barely hear her sister now. It was like being trapped in a snow globe. She was in the same small living room, but it was different now, exactly how she’d imagined it would look in a few weeks when she finished decorating. A designer shade of sage green covered the walls, and colorful rugs graced the gleaming hardwood floors. An awful dizziness set her head to spinning, and for a moment she thought she might faint.
Then her senses suddenly cleared, and the room came into sharper focus. The cowboy still stood before her. Under the blue shirt his shoulder muscles were bunched with tension. Loni could feel a cool breeze coming through an open window, and the scent of freshly cut grass wafted to her nostrils. Down the street somewhere, a dog was barking, and its owner yelled for it to be quiet.
She heard herself say, “That’s an absolutely preposterous suggestion.”
She started to turn away, but the cowboy clamped a hard hand over her arm.
“Look, lady,” he said in a deep voice that curled around her like hot wisps of smoke. “I’m no happier about this mess than you are. All this hocus-pocus stuff gives me the willies. I’ll also remind you that you’re the one who sought me out, not the other way around.”
Loni jerked her arm free of his grasp. “If I give you the willies, why are you even here?”
“That’s a damned good question.”
The vision evaporated as quickly as it came. An icy chill had raised goose bumps on Loni’s skin, and she was shaking violently. The awful dizziness assailed her again, and she dropped onto the sofa, too stunned to remain standing.
“Loni!”
Deirdre’s voice still sounded far away. Struggling to focus, Loni finally spotted the cell phone lying on the hardwood floor where she must have dropped it. With a trembling hand she scooped up the device and pressed it to her ear.
“I’m okay,” she managed to croak, even though her head was still whirling.
“You scared me half to death. What happened? Did you fall or something? I heard a loud crash.”
“I, um, dropped the phone.” Loni swallowed to steady her voice. “It was him, Deirdre.” Loni had been seeing the cowboy in her dreams practically all her life, but this was the first time she’d ever seen him in a waking vision. “My dream cowboy. It was my dream cowboy.”
“What?” Deirdre asked incredulously. “Where did you see him? Does he live next door or something?”
“No, no.” Another wave of nausea made Loni’s stomach pitch. “I didn’t actually see him. Not in the flesh, anyway.” In the MacEwen family it went without saying what Loni meant by that. “He was standing in front of the fireplace—” Loni broke off and swallowed hard again. “He touched me, Dee. That’s never happened before, not ever.”
“You don’t sound so good.”
“I’m dizzy and sick to my stomach. He crossed over somehow.”
“Crossed over? I’m not following.”
“He was real.” Loni heard the hysteria in her voice and struggled to calm down. “Not just a vision, but real. I actually felt his hand on my arm.”
“I’ll be right there,” Deirdre said. “Sit down and don’t move until I get there.”

Loni had no trouble complying with her sister’s orders. Still filmed with cold sweat, her body quivered with weakness, and every time she opened her eyes the room spun.
True to her word, Deirdre arrived in less than ten minutes. She burst through the unlocked front door as if a full-scale avalanche were chasing at her heels, not a far stretch considering her attire, a powder pink parka over a sweater, and black slacks tucked tidily into fur-trimmed snow boots. Her cropped hair, spiked with styling gel, poked up every which way like swirls of rich, dark chocolate.
“Are you all right?”
“A bit better now, thank goodness.”
Deirdre rushed over to the sofa, her bright blue eyes taking sharp measure of Loni’s face. “Oh, honey, you’re white as a sheet. Sit tight. I’ll get you some water.” She hurried to the kitchen, only to return just as quickly. “No drinking glasses. What was I thinking? The water probably isn’t even turned on.”
Throat still burning, Loni rasped, “That’s fine. I don’t need a drink.” What she needed was to lie down in a dark room and regroup. “I’m just feeling a little sick.” Propping her elbows on her knees, she buried her face in her hands. “I’m sorry about this. I don’t normally feel so awful afterward. Only a little dizzy and disoriented for a few seconds.”
“It’s the house. I knew it would cause you problems.” Deirdre sank onto the sofa and rubbed Loni’s back. “Just look at you. Ice-cold and shaking like a leaf.”
“It isn’t the house. I’ve been seeing the cowboy all my life.”
“Never when you were wide-awake and in the middle of a conversation. Trust me, it’s the house. He’s apparently been here at one time or another and stood by the fireplace. When you touched it you had a psychometric episode. That’s all.”
“No.” Loni dropped her hands to meet her sister’s gaze. “I didn’t touch the fireplace. More to the point, this room was decorated just the way I hope to do it.” Loni described the walls and other appointments. “I was seeing into the future, Dee, not the past.”
“Precognition?” Deirdre frowned. “So he hasn’t been here yet.”
“No, not yet.” Loni curled her arms around her waist. “I’m scared, Dee.”
“Scared of what?”
“Of finally meeting him. That’s what this means, you know, that he’ll soon be standing right here in this room.”
“And that’s a bad thing? When we were girls it was all you talked about, meeting him someday.”
Loni had long since abandoned the foolish, romantic notions of her youth. Men didn’t take well to her psychic ability, and her dream cowboy would be no exception.
“I’m not a girl anymore.” Loni groped for the words to explain how she felt. “My life is in a shambles. All I want is to pick up the pieces and move forward. The last thing I need is another complication.”
“Meaning a man?”
Just the thought made Loni’s stomach lurch again. “Especially a man.”
“If it’s the right man, it may be a lovely complication. Why on earth does that possibility frighten you?”
Loni rubbed her sleeves, trying to rid herself of the chill that seemed to have settled in her bones. “I don’t want to love someone who can’t love me back or bails out because he can’t handle my gift. I don’t want to let myself need someone, only to lose him. And last but not least, I’m not thrilled with the thought of being laughed at because I’m still a virgin at thirty-one.”
“Laughed at?” Deirdre rolled her eyes. “Trust me, Loni, the right man won’t bail out, and he definitely won’t laugh at you for being a virgin. He’ll be delighted. At least, Michael was.”
“You were a virgin when you met Michael?”
“What do you think, that I slept with every guy at university?” Deirdre fished inside her pocket as she pushed to her feet. Once at the fireplace, she had a cigarette clamped between her lips and a lighter in her hand. Tonguing the cigarette to one corner of her mouth, she added, “With Mom breathing down my neck all the time, when did I ever have a chance to be promiscuous? I couldn’t even forget my coat and walk across campus without her calling me to scold.”
Loni had suspected for some time that Deirdre was smoking again, but actually seeing her do it was a shock. “You shouldn’t do that. It’s bad for you.”
Narrowing her eyes against the sting, Deirdre exhaled a puff of smoke. “It settles my nerves. Did you know that Mom called me last night right after Michael and I made love?”
“No. What did she want?”
“To inform me that my failure to urinate after sexual intercourse is probably why I have this bladder infection. Can you imagine how it feels to know she can tune in at will, even behind our closed bedroom door? It’s an invasion of our privacy, and I can’t help but wonder how much she saw. I love her to pieces. Don’t get me wrong. But it totally pisses me off when I find out she’s been spying on us. Even worse, I don’t dare tell Michael why I get so cross with her sometimes. He’d die of embarrassment.”
Loni had been on the receiving end of their mother’s psychic ability, but she’d never really resented it. “Mom doesn’t mean to invade your privacy, Deirdre. Something just cues her, and she tunes in for a few seconds. The house is brimming over with keepsakes from our childhoods. I’m sure she doesn’t intentionally touch something of yours so she can be a bedroom voyeur.”
“I know.” Deirdre exhaled another lungful of smoke. “But even though I know it’s unintentional, her dropping in like that totally freaks me out.”
“It isn’t easy for you, is it? Being the only normal female in the family, I mean.”
“Correction. In our family I’m the abnormal one. Gram and Mom both have the gift, and so do you. One clairvoyant female in each generation, and my number didn’t hit. It hardly seems fair, since I’m the oldest. Why did it pass over me and go to you?”
“You wish you were psychic?”
Loni couldn’t imagine it. Yet, in many ways, that explained Deirdre’s fascination with psychic phenomena and her penchant for memorizing all the scientific terms for them.
“I’ve always been the odd one out. I hear you and Mom and Gram talking, and it’s like not knowing the alphabet at a spelling bee. I love all of you, and I enjoy being with you, but I feel like an outsider. I always have.”
Loni could scarcely credit her ears. “Oh, Dee. I never realized you felt that way.”
“I’m sorry for unloading on you right now. Bad timing. You have enough problems at the moment.” She flicked ashes into the grate and sighed. “It’s my guess that you’re about to meet your cowboy, unless you can think of some way to alter the future.”
Loni closed her eyes. “I can’t alter the future. The Cheryl Blain incident proved that.”
Deirdre snorted. “The Cheryl Blain fiasco, you mean. You did everything you possibly could, and it wasn’t your fault she died. The police and news media are responsible for that.”
Loni couldn’t bear to think about it, especially not now. “I’m still not feeling well. Can you chauffeur me home and bring me back in the morning to get my car? I don’t think I should try to drive right now.”
“Sure,” Deirdre said softly. She tossed the cigarette into the fireplace and stubbed it out with the toe of her boot. “I’m sorry seeing your cowboy has made you so sick.”
Loni pushed weakly at the sofa cushion, struggling to gain her feet. Deirdre hurried over to grab her arm. As Loni came erect, the room seemed to tip off its axis.
“You okay to stand alone for a second?” Deirdre asked. “I’ll go get your purse and coat.”
Loni nodded even though she wasn’t entirely sure she wouldn’t fall. Deirdre vanished. Seconds later, she returned. With surprising deftness, she managed to push Loni’s numb arms into the sleeves of her jacket.
“You’re good at this,” Loni murmured as Deirdre made fast work of fastening the buttons.
“It comes from dressing kids. You learn to get the job done quick.”
Grateful for the thick folds of wool, Loni hugged the coat close. “Thank you. I was freezing.” She glanced at the fireplace and then met her sister’s worried gaze. “Any great ideas on how to avoid meeting a handsome cowboy?”
Deirdre smiled. “Only one. If you see a man in Wranglers and a Stetson, run like hell in the opposite direction.”


Chapter One

Two months later
As Clint Harrigan crossed the parking lot to the automatic doors of the supermarket, the late-afternoon sunlight warmed his shoulders through the wash-worn cloth of his shirt. Normally the first summery days of June lifted his spirits, but they weren’t doing the trick this year. Ever since his thirty-seventh birthday in March he’d been feeling depressed. It seemed like only yesterday that he’d been a snot-nosed college freshman with his entire adult life stretching ahead of him. Now, in what seemed like a blink, he was almost forty, had accomplished only a few of his goals, and felt as if time were running out.
Granted, his quarter-horse ranch was a highly successful enterprise. Financially, he was set, and not many men his age could say that. Only what about his personal life? He’d fully expected to have a wonderful wife and a passel of kids by now. Instead he was facing another lonely Friday evening, his plans revolving around a man-size frozen dinner, a six-pack of beer, his recliner, and the television remote control.
Unfortunately, as much as Clint dreaded spending another evening alone, he couldn’t think of anything else he preferred to do. The honky-tonk scene no longer appealed to him. Neither did the dating ritual. He was tired of laughing at stupid jokes, dancing with women who tried to lead, and trying to fill tense silences with meaningless small talk. Oh, yeah, and he couldn’t leave out the cell phones. It was damned disconcerting when a woman spent more time answering calls than she did talking to him.
The scent of oranges and flowers filled his nostrils when he entered the store. Hanging a right, he moved like a man on autopilot, his destination the beer coolers at the back of the building. Barely registering the blur of produce as he cut through the vegetable section, he wondered if his failure to marry wasn’t mostly his own fault.
Maybe he was just too fussy about women. When he met an interesting gal, there were certain criteria she absolutely had to meet. Good sense of humor. Check. Strong faith in God. Check. Interesting conversationalist. Check. Respect for human life. Check. Appreciation of family. Check. Deep love of animals. Check. And, of course, he had to find her attractive. On that count he was fairly easy to please, his focus being more on a woman’s inner beauty than her outward appearance.
Still, he’d be the first to admit that he’d ruled out a lot of women over one small quirk or another that drove him crazy. Why couldn’t he focus on a lady’s fine points instead of picking her apart? So what if the last gal he’d dated had bleated like a sheep when she laughed? She’d been nice enough, otherwise. And the gal before her—Janet somebody—might have been okay after some minor surgery to cure her postnasal drip. And he really should have given the coupon fanatic a little more time to grow on him. It wasn’t a crime to be frugal, after all, and it hadn’t been that bad dining out on buy-one-get-one-free coupons.
Like he was Mr. Perfect? Hell, no. He had as many faults as the next guy, the worst of the lot being that he was a control freak, according to his sister and brothers. He took their criticism with a grain of salt, though. Someone needed to take control and make the decisions. Otherwise everything was up for debate, and in the Harrigan family, debates quickly escalated into arguments.
Clint noticed an elderly lady at the far end of the produce department shaking a cantaloupe near her ear. What she was listening for, Clint didn’t know.
“The best way to check for ripeness,” he told her, “is to smell the stem end of the melon. The stronger the fruit scent, the riper the melon.”
“I’ve been selecting melons longer than you’ve been alive, young man. I guess I know better than you how to tell if a cantaloupe is ripe.”
“Sorry.” Clint quickened his pace, his boot heels tapping sharply on the tile floor. “Just trying to help you out.”
He was still muttering under his breath about grumpy old ladies when he reached the beer coolers. His mood promptly grew gloomier when he saw an empty spot where his favorite microbrew usually sat. That was not okay. Hailing a clerk, Clint asked, “Do you have any Crystal Pond Dark in the back?”
FRED was embroidered on the pocket of the man’s blue smock. “If we do, it won’t be chilled.”
It wouldn’t be the first time Clint had fast-chilled beer in the freezer. “Crystal Pond is worth the wait. I believe in supporting our local microbrewery.” Clint also believed in pleasing his palate, and Crystal Pond Dark, rich and mildly sweet, was an awesome beer.
Fred shrugged and lumbered into the back room. Five minutes later he reappeared with a six-pack of longnecks. Clint had hoped to get a half-rack. Family poker night would be at his place tomorrow, and he’d need extra beer in the fridge. But he was in a hurry to get home and didn’t want to stand there waiting any longer. He accepted the six-pack, said thank-you, and angled right to the freezer section, where he grabbed two man-size frozen dinners without bothering to check the fat content. His brother Quincy worried enough about cholesterol to keep the whole damned family healthy.
At register four, Clint took his place in line behind a slender, petite brunette in a silky cream white blouse and slacks the color of fresh-cut alfalfa. The male checker was taking forever to put in a new register tape. Clint tamped down his impatience. Why was it he always got in the slow line? He had an appointment with his recliner at five sharp to watch the evening news. Then he planned to vegetate for the remainder of the night. Absolutely no work. It was the weekend, after all. Even if he had nothing better to do, the stack of papers on his desk and all the data entries he needed to make on the computer could wait until Monday morning. His baby sister, Samantha, had been nagging him lately about becoming a workaholic. Well, hello? It wasn’t as if he had a woman in his life to fill up his leisure hours.
His gaze cut back to the brunette, touching first on the trimness of her waist and then the gentle flare of her hips. Nice. Definite proof that dynamite sometimes came in small packages. He normally preferred feminine curves showcased in snug denim, but a world-class figure had to be appreciated no matter how it was wrapped.
The line moved forward, and the brunette set a blue shopping basket on the belt. Taking stock of her purchases, Clint saw that she’d selected a small package of gourmet cheese, a box of wheat crackers, and a bottle of merlot. He wondered if she would share the wine with a significant other, or if, like him, she would be spending the evening alone. Catching a glimpse of her delicate facial features and deep blue eyes, he decided she was either engaged or married. The truly beautiful ones usually were. No ring, though. That was interesting.
While the clerk rang up her purchases, the brunette lifted the flap of her shoulder bag to pluck out a folded red cloth and a credit card. When she reached to slide the card through the customer scanner, the rectangle of plastic slipped from her grasp and fell to the floor. Clint bent forward to pick it up just as she did, and they bumped heads so hard that his hat went flying.
“Whoa!” He grasped her by the arms to keep her from falling. “Sorry about that. Are you all right?”
The red cloth slipped from her fingers and fluttered to the floor. Then she weaved slightly, making him worry that she might pass out. He didn’t think they’d hit that hard, but there was a blank, distant expression in her beautiful eyes.
“Ma’am?” he tried again. “Talk to me. Are you hurt?”
For a long moment that seemed like a small eternity to Clint, she continued to sway on her feet. Clint was about to ask the checker to call for help when she blinked back to awareness like someone waking from a deep sleep. Her blue eyes focused on him.
“Are you hurt?” he asked again.
Her oval face drained of color, and she jerked free of his grasp. Before he could guess what she meant to do, she ran from the market without picking up her credit card or paying for her purchases.
“I hate when people do that,” the clerk said, still holding the bottle of wine in his hand. “Now I’ll have to void the transaction and get someone to put all this stuff back on the shelves.”
Clint collected his hat and settled it on his head. Then he crouched down to pick up the card and the wad of red material. The woman’s name, Loni Kendra MacEwen, was stamped into the plastic.
Handing the card to the checker, Clint said, “She’ll probably be back for this.”
The man took the card and slipped it into the cash drawer. “If not, I’ll give it to the manager and he’ll take care of it. People forget their cards all the time.”
Clint handed over the wad of cloth as well. “I’m not sure what this is.”
“Shopping bag,” the clerk said as his hand closed over the material. “Made out of parachute silk and has handles, just like our plastic shopping bags, only it holds more stuff, won’t tear, and can be used again and again. Greenies buy them on the Net. They claim plastic bags are bad for the environment.”
They were definitely bad for Clint’s environment. He stored them in a kitchen drawer, and it seemed to him the damned things procreated in there.
“It was strange, the way she acted,” Clint remarked, thinking of how the woman had swayed as if she might pass out. “I hope she wasn’t seriously hurt.”
“Moved too fast getting out of here to be seriously hurt,” the checker replied as he punched in number codes to clear the register. “And trust me, I’ve seen stranger things than that. There are some really weird people wandering around out there.”
“Hmm.”
Shaking his head, Clint ran his credit card, signed for the charges, and left the building, carrying his un-sacked purchases in the crook of one arm, his answer to the exploding population of plastic bags in his kitchen drawer.

Loni was shaking too badly to drive. Folding her arms over the steering wheel of her Chevy Suburban, she rested her forehead on the back of her wrists and closed her eyes. Oh, God. She’d finally met her dream cowboy, and his name was Clint Harrigan. So much for Deirdre’s plan to avoid men wearing Stetsons. Loni hadn’t even realized he was behind her in line.
How she knew his name, she wasn’t sure. Normally she didn’t pick up on people’s names when they touched her, only images and thoughts and sensations. But the punch from Clint Harrigan had been the strongest she’d ever felt, the images hitting her so hard and fast that she’d almost collapsed.
His little boy was in terrible danger. The instant Clint Harrigan had touched her, Loni had seen an orange raft capsizing in river rapids. Two adults, a man and a woman, had been thrown into the water along with the child and a Saint Bernard, but only the boy and the dog had resurfaced. Cold, such a horrible cold. The huge canine had seized the chest strap of the child’s life preserver in its teeth and swum toward shore.
Still trembling, Loni sat back and stared through the windshield. Trevor. That was the little boy’s name, and the faithful family dog was called Nana, after the lovable Saint Bernard in Peter Pan. Oh, God, oh, God. The adults hadn’t survived. Though Loni hadn’t been seeing through their eyes, she felt certain they hadn’t resurfaced. Instead they had been sucked under by the powerful currents and carried downstream.
The knowledge made her feel sick. Two people had either just died or were about to die very soon. Yet when she gazed across the parking lot, shoppers went about their business, oblivious to the tragedy she’d just witnessed. A young mother was opening a box of animal crackers for her toddler before taking groceries from the cart and putting them into the back of her SUV. A middle-aged man was thrusting his arm through the partially open window of a Mazda to pet his miniature schnauzer before going inside the store. Loni felt so alone, so horribly alone.
She guessed the woman in her vision was the child’s mother. Sandra. That was the name that whispered in her mind. She wasn’t sure who the man had been. The boy’s stepfather, maybe? Loni only knew that Clint Harrigan, her dream cowboy, was Trevor’s biological father. And though it made no sense, she also knew Clint Harrigan was the only person—the one and only person—who’d be able to save the child’s life. Crazy, so crazy. But Loni had long since learned not to question her visions, only to believe in them.
She jumped with a start when Clint Harrigan emerged from the market and walked across the parking lot toward a blue Ford pickup. After she’d envisioned him in her dreams for most of her life, it felt eerie to be watching him now. He walked with unhurried ease, yet covered a lot of ground with his long, loose-jointed stride. He wore a light blue work shirt stained with dirt at one shoulder, the sleeves folded back over thick, sun-bronzed forearms. A hand-tooled leather belt rode his lean hips, its large silver buckle flashing in the sunlight with every step he took.
Loni studied him with detached fascination, taking in his faded jeans and the way his thighs bunched under the denim with each push of his booted feet. For some reason she’d always thought he’d be taller, possibly because she’d first dreamed of him when she was a child and all men had seemed huge to her. But instead of towering like a pine, he put her more in mind of the shorter juniper trees indigenous to the surrounding high desert terrain—rock hard to the very core and tough enough to withstand almost anything.
His jet-black hair needed a cut, lying in lazy waves over his forehead and caressing the collar of his shirt under the brim of his hat. His features, burnished to teak by exposure to the sun, might have been chiseled from granite, the blade-sharp bridge of his nose jutting out from between thick black eyebrows, high cheekbones underscoring his intense brown eyes. His square jawline, roped with muscle, angled to a deeply cleft chin.
What was it about cowboys that so many women found sexy? For the life of her, Loni couldn’t figure it out. Born and raised in the greater Seattle area, she preferred men in dress shirts, khaki slacks, and slip-on loafers. But she had to admit, if only to herself, that no man in the city had ever made her feel the way she did now. Everything about Clint Harrigan screamed “masculine,” and everything feminine within her responded.
His truck was as rugged-looking as he was, a big, high-clearance vehicle with huge knobby tires, a long wheelbase, and a grill guard and winch attached to the front bumper. Inside the four-door cab, a gun rack hung over the rear window, a lethal-looking rifle cradled in one set of brackets. What kind of man kept a weapon in his pickup? In Washington some private citizens had permits to carry concealed, but Loni couldn’t recall a single instance when she’d actually seen a gun, unless it was holstered at the hip of a policeman or security guard.
Unaware that he was being watched, Harrigan opened the rear door on the driver’s side of the truck, deposited his beer and frozen dinners on the seat, and then paused to slip a small, round can from the back pocket of his jeans. Loni stared in bewildered wonder as he cupped the can in the half circle of his thumb and forefinger, then sharply flicked his wrist to tap the lid. Chewing tobacco. Just the thought made her want to gag. He tucked a pinch inside his lower lip. Nasty. Didn’t he know that stuff caused mouth cancer? He wouldn’t be so handsome with half of his lower jaw surgically removed.
He glanced in her direction just then. Oh, God. Loni dropped lower on the seat, hoping he couldn’t see her. Why, she didn’t know. She had as much right to be in the parking lot as he did. She felt like a silly adolescent girl spying on a boy. His dark eyes swept past her Suburban and then swung back. He nudged up the brim of the Stetson and seemed to stare directly at her for a second. Then he frowned, tugged the hat back down, and swung up into the truck with the ease of a man who’d mounted a horse thousands of times.
Loni’s heart was pounding like a kettledrum. She shrank even lower on the seat as his diesel truck rumbled by. Her dream cowboy. He was real. Though she’d always known that, deep down, it still came as a shock to actually see him in the flesh.
After he drove away Loni sat there for a long while, trying to regain her composure and right her senses. When she finally felt safe to drive, she headed straight home. Once locked inside the small house, she collapsed on the russet sofa, so exhausted she could barely move. Clint Harrigan. His image was still so vivid in her mind that she could see the crow’s-feet that fanned out from the corners of his eyes and the deep creases that bracketed his mouth.
Two months ago, when she’d first envisioned him here in this house, her only thought had been to avoid meeting him. Now she had a far more complicated problem: how to let him know his son was in mortal danger without jeopardizing the new life she was trying to create for herself in Crystal Falls. If she spoke to him on the phone, he might have caller ID. She could try the blocking code that the phone company had sent her, but what if it didn’t work? Besides, how likely was he to believe a crazy psychic who telephoned him out of the blue? No. A face-to-face conversation would be better, only then he’d see her face. The consequences of that could be disastrous.
Worrying about it was giving Loni a headache, so she decided to let the problem ride for a few minutes. Sometimes she did her best thinking when she let go and thought about something else.
She pushed up from the sofa, kicked off her pumps, and walked barefoot to the kitchen. After putting the teapot on to boil, she let Hannah in from the backyard. Loose jowls wet with drool, the golden mastiff sniffed Loni’s slacks like a jealous wife searching for the scent of strange perfume.
“No, I haven’t been petting any other dogs,” Loni said with a tremulous laugh that brought her perilously close to tears.
It wasn’t easy to watch two people die. A part of Loni wanted to pretend it hadn’t happened. Only what kind of person could witness a tragedy and then push it from her mind? Loni’s mother and grandmother had tried to teach her how to distance herself from what she saw during visions, but so far Loni hadn’t mastered the techniques. Pretend it’s something on television, her mother, Annabel, lectured. Hold part of yourself back, her grandmother Aislinn advised. Only Loni couldn’t do it. When she touched certain things the visions slammed into her mind with stunning force and without any warning. She never had time to brace herself or distance herself emotionally.
Part of the problem—in fact, most of the problem—was the extraordinary power of Loni’s gift. The strawberry marks on her mother’s and grandmother’s napes were pale pink, while hers was a deep crimson. The mark suggested Loni’s psychic abilities were multifaceted and much stronger than theirs. During their visions they saw everything in black and white, and they couldn’t often pick up on many details. Loni’s visions were in living color, blindingly bright and brutally real. She didn’t only see; she felt people’s pain and terror.
Today in the grocery store, she’d felt the shock of the ice-cold water when little Trevor had plunged into the river, then his panic as he’d fought his way to the surface. Then she’d felt the awful numbness in his limbs as the frigid rapids pummeled him, driving the chill deep into his bones. How could she distance herself from that?
Even worse, how could she stop thinking about it?
Trevor’s clothing would be wet now, and soon night would close in. If he was somewhere in central Oregon, and Loni felt certain he was, the temperatures would abruptly drop when the sun went down, possibly to below freezing before daylight tomorrow. How would the little guy survive?
Desperate to chase the frightening possibilities from her mind, Loni crouched down to touch noses with Hannah. Everyone in the MacEwen family had argued against Loni’s purchasing a Fila Brasileiro mastiff. The breed was renowned for being fiercely loyal, protective of their masters, and sometimes vicious. Hannah had proved everyone right on the first two counts; even at only thirteen months she was suspicious of strangers and diligently guarded Loni’s safety. But vicious? Hannah had a sweet, loving nature and would never hurt anyone without good reason.
“You’re a dear heart, aren’t you?” Loni murmured as she ruffled the dog’s floppy ears and folded her loose jowls up over her nose. “Just look how wonderful you are with Deirdre’s little boys, and all the neighbor kids as well. You aren’t mean. No, you aren’t. You’re Mama’s precious girl. Yes, you are.”
Loni sat back on her heels and grinned. In addition to the fact that Hannah made her feel safe when nightmares of Cheryl Blain brought her screaming awake, the mastiff had also become one of her best friends. Hannah never criticized or passed judgment. Her love was strong, steadfast, and without condition.
“We’re a team,” Loni whispered to her dog. “It’s just you and me, baby.”
As Loni looped her arms around the mastiff’s thick neck, a brilliant white light flared before her eyes, and the next instant she was no longer in the kitchen but in rocky terrain peppered with pine trees. For a moment she felt confused and disoriented, but then her senses sharpened and she saw little Trevor huddled near a large boulder, the faithful Nana sitting beside him.
“You’re my best friend,” the child said to the dog. “We’ll take care of each other. Huh, Nana?”
Loni felt the ache of cold in Trevor’s feet, the icy stiffness of his soaked clothing. The smell of wet dog filled her nostrils. All around her, it was dark—oh, so very dark. Only the sliver of a waning quarter moon lit the landscape.
“I need Boo,” Trevor whimpered.
Boo was the child’s stuffed bear with tattered ears and a snub tail that he’d teethed on as a toddler. At home Trevor always needed his night-light on, with Boo and Nana cuddled close before he could go to sleep. Loni wasn’t sure how she knew that. Her gift had always been strong, but never before had she seen and felt things quite this intensely.
Small body shuddering, the child whispered, “I’m cold, Nana. I’m so cold.”
Still damp from the river, the Saint Bernard whined and licked the child’s face.
“I want my mom and dad,” Trevor cried as he hugged the huge dog’s neck. “I had on my life jacket. How come you didn’t save them instead of me?”
Loni’s heart caught at the sound of the child’s sobs. She wanted to catch him up in her arms and hold him tight, only she couldn’t. Then the scene changed, and other images of the boy and dog flashed and swirled through her mind like the changing patterns of a kaleidoscope, all glazed with red. Loni knew what that meant. Blood. Soon it would come, lots and lots of blood.
The shrill whistle of the teapot jerked Loni back to the present. Running her hand along the wall to stay steady on her feet, she hurried to the stove to lift the pot from the burner. The unexpected lightness of the vessel startled her. The water had boiled nearly dry. How long had she been lost in another reality? Several minutes, at least, possibly as much as a quarter hour.
She became filled with alarm. In the past she’d zoned out long enough for people around her to notice, but never for several minutes on end. More important, she’d touched nothing to bring on the episode.
This wasn’t right; it wasn’t right at all.
Hannah whined up at her. Loni was shaking almost as violently as little Trevor had been. “I’m okay,” she assured the dog. “It’s okay.”
Only it wasn’t okay. She might have had a skillet of food on a burner and started a fire. Always before, her waking visions had come to her only when she’d made physical contact with a person or a possession imbued with an individual’s essence.
Frightened by the implications, Loni called her mother. The moment Annabel heard Loni’s story, she asked, “Is this the only time it’s happened?”
“Yes. I, um…” Shoving a hand into her hair and making a hard fist, Loni tried to think. “No,” she amended. “The day I rented the house I had a waking vision of Clint Harrigan in the living room. At the time I wasn’t worried about not touching anything to bring it on. I was more concerned that the vision might mean I was about to meet him, and I didn’t want that.”
“This isn’t right,” her mom said, echoing Loni’s thoughts. “I’ve never in my life had a vision without something to cue me. What if you’d been driving?”
That possibility had already occurred to Loni. “What am I going to do, Mom?”
Annabel fell quiet. Then she said, “Let me call Gram. She’s much more knowledgeable about all this stuff than I am.”
A few minutes after Loni ended the conversation, the phone rang. She picked up on the first ring, knowing it was her grandmother.
Aislinn MacDuff said, “Well, this is a fine kettle of fish. How many times have you had visions without touching anything to bring them on?”
“Once this evening, and once a couple of months ago. I’m worried, Gram. It’s never happened like this before. Suddenly my gift is more out of control than usual. How can I protect myself if the visions start coming to me willy-nilly?”
“I’m worried, too. When I have a vision, this reality is eclipsed by what I’m seeing in my mind. I’m unaware of anything happening around me until it’s over.”
Loni nodded. “I normally zone out for only a few seconds. This time the teapot almost boiled dry. I’m guessing fifteen minutes, give or take, and the only thing I’d touched was Hannah.”
“This is very serious, Loni. Until it stops, you shouldn’t go out.”
“I can’t do that, Gram. They just finished remodeling my shop this week, and I’m right in the middle of moving in. I’d like to get open for business as fast as possible.”
“You have the proceeds from the sale of your house to cover you financially until you get the shop opened. A couple more weeks won’t send you into bankruptcy.”
“True, but needlessly squandering my capital doesn’t make good business sense.”
“It’s dead you’ll be if you’re behind the wheel of a car when a sicht veesion blinds you!”
Aislinn MacDuff had lived in the States for most of her adult life and had lost nearly all her Scottish accent. She backslid only when she grew extremely upset or angry. The fact that she’d used the phrase sicht vession, a Scottish term for vision, suggested just how agitated she was.
Loni sank onto a chair. “Maybe I’m overreacting and it won’t happen again.”
“Nonsense. This man, Clint Harrison—”
“Harrigan,” Loni corrected.
“Harrigan, then. He’s clearly someone you were destined to meet.”
“Gram, you need to calm down. Getting upset this way isn’t good for your heart.”
“My heart is perfectly fine.” Even so, Aislinn took an audible breath and released it slowly. She sounded calmer when she continued speaking. “You’ve dreamed of this man for years. It only stands to reason that you’re linked to him in some way we can’t comprehend. I think that’s why you’re having visions without touching anything to bring them on—because the spiritual bond between you is so strong and a paranormal force of some kind is at work.”
A paranormal force? Loni cupped a hand over her eyes and barely stifled a groan. Her grandmother was a wonderful person, but sometimes she got a little carried away.
“You’re getting worked up again, Gram.”
“I love you, child. When I think you’re in danger, I can’t help but get worked up.”
“I know. But I won’t be in danger. I’ll be very careful.”
“The way I see it, you have only one choice. And I’ll tell you right now, you aren’t going to like it.”
“I’m listening.”
“You have to go to this Harrigan fellow and tell him what you’ve seen. Chances are he won’t believe you, and he may even toss you out on your ear. But at least you’ll have done your best to save the child. Once you’ve done that, I’m guessing the visions will stop.”
Loni’s hand clenched on the phone. “I can’t just knock on his door, Gram! He’d see my face. There has to be a way for me to contact him anonymously.”
“He won’t pay any heed unless you confront him in person.”
“He probably won’t pay any heed then, either.”
“In that case, he isn’t likely to tell many people, and you will have fulfilled your obligation to the child. Having the sight doesn’t come without some measure of responsibility, you know.”
“What about me, Gram? I know that sounds selfish, but what about me? What about my having a life?”
“I know you went through hell the last time you tried to intervene. I also know that your mother wants you to bury yourself down there in Crystal Falls and never acknowledge your gift to anyone again. But I disagree with her. You can’t run from who and what you are, sweetness. This situation is proof of that.”
“So you think I should track Clint Harrigan down, tell him my story whether he wants to hear it or not, and let the chips fall where they may?”
“That’s my advice. You’ll never have any peace otherwise. The little boy is in grave danger. When your visions are glazed with red, it always means blood. You know that as well as I do. If you do nothing and Trevor dies, how will you live with it?”
Tears rushed to Loni’s eyes. “If I do intervene and Trevor dies, how will I live with it? I failed last time, and I still wake up in a cold sweat from nightmares about poor Cheryl. Even if I go to Clint Harrigan and he believes me, no one will be able to find the child tonight. He’s in a wilderness area somewhere. In my last vision he was wet and shuddering with cold, his only source of warmth a wet dog. If he’s in central Oregon, and I think he is, it may drop below freezing. How will he survive until morning?”
“Leave that to God,” Aislinn replied. “You have only to believe in the gift that He’s given you and follow through, doing all that you can.” Aislinn lent emphasis to her statement with a brief silence. “God doesn’t make mistakes, sweetheart. You were born with an extraordinary ability. Don’t you think He wants you to do good works with it?”
“A lot of people believe a gift like mine is from Satan, that I’m innately evil.”
“Balderdash. You’re a child of God. I baptized you myself right after you were born, and then you were formally baptized later. A sweeter, dearer person never breathed, except for the Virgin Mother, of course, and she’s an impossible act to follow.”
“The catechism of the Catholic Church clearly states that fortune-tellers, psychics, clairvoyants, and all paranormal activities are strictly forbidden.”
“You’re not a fortune-teller, and the word psychic is a very broad term that covers everything from charlatans with tarot cards who charge by the hour to true clairvoyants who were simply born with second sight. Have you ever once used your gift for financial gain? Have you ever once participated in a séance, trying to communicate with spirits? Do you own a crystal ball or wear crystals on your person? Do you draw hexagons on the floor and mix potions in a cauldron, or make voodoo dolls and put curses on your neighbors?”
Loni couldn’t help but laugh. “It’s a pentagram, not a hexagon, and no to all of the above. Of course I don’t.”
“Precisely. You’re simply different, sweetie. You were fashioned from a very special bolt of cloth by God’s own hands, and He had his reasons for giving you this gift. It’s your responsibility to put it to good use.”
Loni mulled over her options, but in the end she had to accept that her grandmother was right. If little Trevor died, she would regret her failure to intervene for as long as she lived.
“Okay,” she said, straightening her shoulders. “I’ll find Clint Harrigan, and I’ll tell him what I’ve seen. Just know this, Gram: If it all blows up in my face again, you have to move with me to Idaho. I’m not going someplace new with no family anywhere near me. When I left Lynwood, where you and Mom are, that’s why I came to Crystal Falls, because Deirdre is here.”
“Idaho? Why Idaho?”
“It’s as good a place as any. Do you prefer California?”
Aislinn laughed. “I’ll take Idaho. It’s closer to your mother.” Aislinn had lived only a few blocks from her daughter for as long as Loni could remember. “No hick towns, though. With Lynwood being so close to Seattle I’ve grown accustomed to all the great shopping, and couldn’t give that up.”
“Boise is a good-size community. I’m sure you could shop there to your heart’s content.”
“Let’s just hope it doesn’t come to your having to move again,” Aislinn replied. “Do what you must, and if it all goes sour, we’ll deal with it then. Just be sure to call your sister, Loni. It isn’t safe for you to drive yourself anywhere right now. In the meanwhile, my rosary beads will be clacking.”
As she broke the connection, Loni was smiling. She always felt better after talking to Gram.

Thirty minutes later Deirdre arrived at Loni’s house. She breezed in without knocking, her short, dark hair tousled from the wind, her blue eyes snapping. Loni glanced up from where she sat at the kitchen table.
“I can’t believe Gram talked you into this.”
Loni had briefed Deirdre on the situation over the phone. “She didn’t talk me into anything. She only reiterated what I already know. I can’t run from this. I can’t deny who and what I am. This is something I have to do.”
“Does Mom know?”
Loni had just found Clint Harrigan’s address and number in the Crystal Falls phone book. She jotted down the information and tucked the folded paper into her purse. “Of course Mom knows. She has the eye, remember? There’s not much that gets past her.”
“Has she telephoned?”
“No.”
“Then she doesn’t know. She’s probably busy cooking supper. Later tonight, just about the time Daddy starts snoring in the recliner, she’ll touch something of yours, tune in, and have a fit of hysterics. You know how she’s going to react.”
“You’re right,” Loni acknowledged wearily. “I do know, and that’s precisely why I’m not calling her. We’ll only argue, and I can’t handle that right now.”
Deirdre held up her hands. “You need to talk to her before you go through with this. Once it’s done there’ll be no turning back. You have a right to a life, Loni. Think of yourself for once.”
“It’s my decision to make, and I’ve made it,” Loni replied. “Nothing Mom says will change my mind. There’s a little boy out there who’s going to die if I don’t talk to his father. How would you feel if it were Kirk or Kinnon? Would you want me to turn my back on one of them?”
“That’s not fair.”
“If I think only of myself, will that be fair to Trevor?”
“Lonikins, I love you for your kind heart, and I know how you feel. I’d want to help Trevor, too. But at what cost? Do you want reporters and desperate parents breathing down your neck again? Try to look at it from my perspective. You’re my little sister, and I love you.” Deirdre flopped down on a chair, her lightweight jacket parting at the front to reveal her trim figure. “I can’t bear to watch you go through that again. I want you to meet some nice guy, get married, and have a family, not live on the run, trying to piece your life back together again and again.”
Loni circled the table to hug her sister. “Marriage isn’t for me. You know that.”
“It could be.” Deirdre returned Loni’s embrace, her body taut with the intensity of her emotions. “Just ignore these visions, Loni. Pretend you didn’t have them. Please, won’t you just try? If you won’t do it for yourself, do it for me.”
“I can’t pretend I didn’t have the visions. Two people died, and a little boy may yet. Try to understand.”
Deirdre drew back, tears swimming in her eyes. “Being your sister totally sucks. You know it? Watching what you go through has broken my heart a thousand times.”
“That’s why your name is Deirdre Lavena, meaning sorrowful joy,” Loni replied. “And why mine is Loni Kendra, meaning lonely clairvoyant. We all have our purpose in life. Mine’s to be psychic. Yours is to feel glad and sad, both at once, because you love me.”
“See there? That’s a perfect example of how crazy our family is, all of us cursing our kids with names that have a special meaning. Who started that tradition, anyway? I think it’s stupid.”
“If you think it’s stupid, why’d you do it yourself when Kirk and Kinnon were born?” Loni pushed at her hair, the mussed curls springing back under her fingers with a will of their own. “And I have no idea who started it. Someone in Gram’s family, I suppose, probably generations ago.”
“You’re hell-bent on doing this, aren’t you?”
Loni nodded. “I have no choice. A little boy needs my help. Whether I can do anything for him or not remains to be seen. But I have to try.”

Sprawled on his recliner, Clint was channel surfing and enjoying his third beer of the evening when his doorbell rang. Living on a ranch, he had very few callers come to his front door. A Girl Scout selling cookies, most likely. Every year he was hit up at least twice and always got suckered in for packages of sweets he never ate.
None too pleased at the interruption, he muted the television, kicked down the footrest with the heel of one boot, and went to answer the summons. Only a little after eight, it wasn’t fully dark yet, and he was startled to see the brunette from the supermarket standing on his welcome mat. She was just as lovely as he remembered, with delicate features, striking blue eyes, and a cloud of dark curls that fell to her shoulders.
“Well, hello,” was all he could think to say.
“Hi.”
Over the alfalfa green slacks, she wore a knee-length red wool coat to ward off the evening chill. Looking down at her, Clint was reminded of the Christmas season, his favorite time of year.
“I don’t have your credit card, if that’s why you’re here,” he was quick to inform her. “I gave it to the grocery clerk.”
“No, no, that isn’t it. I, um—” She broke off and laughed nervously. “I’m not really sure how to start. By introducing myself, I guess.” She thrust out a slender, fine-boned hand, then appeared to brace herself, as if she might receive an electric shock from the contact. “My name is Loni MacEwen.”
“Clint Harrigan.” Clint shook hands with her, acutely aware of how cold and fragile her fingers felt. Then he stepped back so she could come inside, where it was warm. “How did you…?” The question died on his lips. He had never seen the woman before this afternoon and hadn’t given her his name. But it seemed rude to ask how she’d tracked him down. “What can I do for you?” he asked instead as he closed the door behind her.
She stood in his large foyer, her face pale above the collar of her coat. “Actually, Mr. Harrigan, it isn’t what you can do for me, but what I can do for you.”
“I see,” he said, only he didn’t see at all. Faintly amused, he asked, “And what is it that you can do for me?”
Her pale lips thinned. He saw her throat work to swallow. Then she looked up, her eyes so big and blue that he almost forgot what his question had been.
“I, um…I’m a clairvoyant,” she said unsteadily. “I have the second sight.” She held up a hand. “I know. That sounds really far-out, and maybe even a little crazy, but it’s true. When people touch me like you did today, sometimes I…see things.”
A clairvoyant? Clint didn’t put any stock in all that paranormal baloney. “That’s interesting,” he said politely, “but I don’t believe in clairvoyants. It’s against my religion.”
“Even so, you need to hear me out. Please. I’ve risked a lot by coming here.”
Clint crossed his arms over his chest, thinking how pretty she was. Too bad her elevator didn’t go clear to the top floor. “Fine, I’m listening.”
She moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue. “Today when you grabbed my arms, I had a vision.”
This was more entertaining than anything on television, Clint decided. “Go on.”
“I saw some people shooting the rapids. I’m not sure which river, but the raft—one of those big orange ones—capsized. The man and woman weren’t wearing life jackets, but the boy, a dark-haired little fellow who looked to be about seven or eight, was wearing protective gear, and he bobbed back up to the surface. The family dog, a big Saint Bernard named Nana, swam with the child to shore.”
It was all Clint could do not to hoot with laughter. Who in his right mind would take a Saint Bernard anywhere on a river raft? But she was really getting into the tale, and he didn’t want to stop her while she was on a roll. “You know the dog’s name? That’s…incredible.”
“I know the child’s name, too. It’s Trevor.” She searched his face for a reaction. “Does that mean anything to you?”
Clint shook his head. “Should it?”
“Yes,” she said, her voice so faint he barely caught the word. “He’s your son.”
Clint cocked his head. “My what?”
“Your son. What’s more, his life is in grave danger. He’s going to be badly injured, and you’ll be the only person who can save him.”
Clint had heard enough. Grasping her elbow, he gently but firmly turned her toward the door. “As I said, Ms. MacEwen, this is all terribly interesting, but I don’t have a son. I’ve never even been married.”
She braced against the pull of his hand. “You do have a son, Mr. Harrigan. We both know children can be conceived outside of wedlock, and sometimes the biological father is never notified. I think the mother’s name was Sandra. That’s what came to me, anyway. Did you ever date a woman named Sandra?”
That was none of her damned business. Tightening his hold on her elbow, Clint drew open the door and gave her a firm push. Once outside on the porch, she swung back around, thrusting a business card at him.
“Please, at least take this so you can contact me later if you change your mind.”
“No, thanks.”
“You have to believe me,” she cried. “You do have a son, and he’s going to die if you don’t help him. Doesn’t that matter to you?”
If Clint had had a son, it would have mattered a great deal, but he was a childless bachelor. “Good night, Ms. MacEwen. Go home and take a Valium. If you’re still delusional in the morning, I advise you to call a doctor. You need help.”
Resisting the urge to slam the door in her face, Clint settled for firmly shutting it. The lady was crazier than a loon. Visions? He had to give her high marks for imagination. That was quite some story she’d fabricated. The checker at the supermarket had it right: There were a lot of weird people wandering around out there.
Still shaking his head, Clint turned out the lights and headed upstairs to bed. Four o’clock would come early. Even though it was the weekend, his horses still had to be fed and watered each morning, and the stalls still had to be cleaned. An orange raft? A Saint Bernard named Nana? A dark-haired little boy named Trevor? After stripping down to his boxers, Clint flopped onto his king-size bed and stared thoughtfully at the ceiling. He felt absolutely certain that Loni MacEwen was a nutcase. But one small detail bothered him.
How the hell had she tracked him down? The question was still circling in his mind as he said his prayers and drifted off to sleep.

Loni slumped onto the passenger seat across from her sister, slammed the car door, and puffed air at her bangs. “What a lowbrow jerk.”
“Well,” Deirdre mused aloud, “I can see that went well.”
Loni took a deep breath and settled back, trying to shake off her anger. “Believing in psychics is against his religion. He also says I’m delusional, that I should go home and take a Valium.”
Deirdre turned the headlights on bright to navigate the country road back to town. “I hate driving at dusk.”
Loni squeezed her eyes closed. It was so like Deirdre to change the subject, trying to give her a chance to calm down.
“It’s too dark to make out the deer,” she went on, “but not dark enough for their eyes to shine when the light strikes them. I’m always afraid to go very fast for fear I’ll hit one.”
Loni said nothing.
“You’ve done your best,” Deirdre reminded her gently. “That was the plan all along. Right? You’ve fulfilled your obligation to little Trevor, whether his father believed you or not.”
“He didn’t. Not even close. I think he almost laughed at one point.”
“Try not to be too rough on him. Out of the blue, you knocked on his door and told him a crazy story. He has no idea who you are. Not everyone is lucky like me and personally knows three psychics. As a result, a lot of people think it’s all a bunch of hogwash.”
“You’re defending him.”
“Yeah, sort of, I suppose. Was he that nasty?”
“Not nasty, exactly. Mocking would be a better word.”
Deirdre mulled that over. “At least he heard you out before showing you the door. It could have been worse.”
“He listened, but he didn’t hear.” Loni swallowed hard. A burning sensation washed over her eyes. “Why did God give me this gift if no one but me believes in it? What purpose does it serve?”
“I believe in it,” Deirdre reminded her. “Don’t take it so hard. You knew before you went to see him that he probably wouldn’t listen.”
“I just wanted…” Loni braced an elbow against her door to cup a hand over her eyes. “Trevor’s out there, and he needs help. Clint Harrigan is the only person who can save him. God. I can’t do this. It hurts too much.”
“Don’t let it hurt. You’ve done your part. The rest is up to your dream cowboy.”
“Don’t call him that. Not ever again. Just take me home, Deirdre. I’m exhausted.”
As the car bumped along the road, Loni tried to console herself. It wasn’t her fault that Trevor’s father was a blockhead. She’d done everything she could, and that was all that God could expect of her.
After navigating the darkening streets of Crystal Falls, Deirdre turned onto Oak and parked in front of Loni’s rental. “Want me to come in? Michael’s with the boys. I’m in no hurry. We can open a bottle of wine and drink our woes away.”
Loni shook her head. “Another time, maybe. Right now I just need to sleep.”
Except when Loni went inside and crawled into bed, sleep refused to come. She curled her arm over Hannah, who always slept beside her. But nothing, not even the rhythmic sound of the dog’s snores, soothed Loni. Trevor. He was out there, shuddering with cold. When Loni closed her eyes she saw him sharing a chocolate bar with Nana, who lay curled around the boy to keep him warm. It was a sweet vision, but also a terrifying one. Trevor was in a wilderness area and all alone except for his faithful dog. The child might survive for a few days, but in the end he would meet with tragedy.
Loni had seen his blood.
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