
  [image: Cover]


  Table of Contents


  ONE TRUE LOVE


  Chapter One


  Chapter Two


  Chapter Three


  Chapter Four


  Chapter Five


  Chapter Six


  Chapter Seven


  Chapter Eight


  Chapter Nine


  Chapter Ten


  Chapter Eleven


  Chapter Twelve


  Chapter Thirteen


  Chapter Fourteen


  Chapter Fifteen


  Chapter Sixteen


  Chapter Seventeen


  Chapter Eighteen


  Chapter Nineteen


  Chapter Twenty


  Chapter Twenty-One


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  Epilogue


  Reader’s Guide


  SILENT RUN


  RYAN’S RETURN


  SOME KIND OF WONDERFUL


  Available in electronic format:


  About the Author


  


  ONE TRUE LOVE


  


  @ Copyright 2011 Barbara Freethy


  ALL RIGHTS RESERVED


  


  No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.


  


  This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


  


  For information contact: barbara@barbarafreethy.com


  


  Chapter One


  


  Wind chimes blew in the warm breeze, a robin sang out for its mate to finish the nest before the babies came, and Nick's guitar played a soothing melody of sleep and love. The porch swing creaked as Lisa stroked her baby's head, letting the fine strands of black silk curl around her fingers. She pressed the baby closer to her heart. She'd never felt so happy, so complete. Then Nick hit a false chord, a shrieking note that clashed with the springtime harmony. The robins squawked and fluttered and flew away, leaving their nest dark and empty...


  Lisa Alvarez jolted awake, her heart racing, her breathing ragged. "It was a dream," she told herself. "Just a dream." The pounding on her office door brought her back to reality.


  "Elisabeth?" her secretary called.


  "Come in," Lisa said somewhat weakly, still disoriented by the vivid dream.


  Her secretary, Marian Griggs, walked into the office with a brightly wrapped box in her hand. "I know you told me not to disturb you, but this just came for you. I thought it might be a wedding present, and well, you know how I am about presents." Marian set the box down on the desk in front of Lisa and sent her a curious look. "Are you all right?"


  She pushed a sweaty strand of hair behind her ear. "I'm fine. I just put my head down for a minute. I was so tired after working all night, I guess I fell asleep."


  "Open the gift," Marian encouraged.


  Her hand shook slightly as she slipped the ribbon off the box and removed the lid. She carefully pulled away the white tissue paper to reveal a charm bracelet that held only one small charm, a pair of gold baby shoes. "Oh, no," she whispered as she touched the shoes with her fingertip. "Oh, no." The metal burned her fingers, and she slammed the lid down on the box and took a deep breath.


  "What's wrong?" Marian asked with concern.


  "Please, go. Just go."


  Marian looked like she wanted to argue, but then she nodded. "Okay. I'm going." She walked out of the room, shutting the door quietly behind her.


  She took several calming breaths. Why was it all coming back now, when she finally had her life together? After a long moment of indecision, she opened the box once again. This time, she reached for the small envelope lying beneath the bracelet. She slipped it out and opened it.


  "Eight years, Lisa. You can push the rest of us away. You can marry this safe, older man, but I will not let you forget her -- Robin Nicole Maddux. This bracelet was blessed. If you hold on to it, you will feel the magic. Believe in it now and come home, before it's too late."


  Eight years, and her mother, Silvia Alvarez, still hoped for a miracle. When would Silvia learn that there was no magic in the world -- only foolish dreams?


  She looked at the bracelet once again. It had been blessed by her great-aunt Carmela, who drank tequila for "medicinal purposes" and fashioned jewelry out of gold nuggets she believed were from an ancient Aztec city. Her mother might believe Carmela was a descendant from the mystical Aztecs and therefore had special powers, but as far as Lisa was concerned, Carmela was nothing more than an old con artist. That's why Lisa had left the bracelet behind all those years ago -- as she had left everything else behind.


  Setting the box on the edge of the desk, she walked over to the window, resting her palms on the windowsill. Below, the streets of downtown Los Angeles bustled with activity, but here in her third-floor office, she was protected from the heat and the smog, the mix of languages, the car horns, the curses, the smells of burritos and quesadillas being sold in tiny taquerias tucked in between the glass and chrome skyscrapers.


  She had left Solana Beach, a suburb of San Diego, to come to the sprawling city of Los Angeles, to lose herself in the crowds. It was easy to do that here. Her Mexican/Irish heritage raised few eyebrows in this city of immigrants. She heard three or four languages every time she stepped on the elevator. No one questioned why her hair was so black, her eyes so blue. No one asked, because no one cared. That was the trade-off.


  For almost eight years she'd lived in L.A., working her way up from a receptionist in a public relations firm to a senior account executive at one of the most prestigious advertising agencies in Los Angeles. She had changed jobs every few years and apartments almost as frequently, never letting herself get too close or too settled -- until now.


  In less than a month, she would marry her boss, fifty-two-year-old Raymond Curtis, a man twenty-one years her senior. The age gap didn't bother her. Raymond was the first man she'd felt comfortable with in a long time. She couldn't keep running for the rest of her life. It was time to settle down.


  Her mother thought she had chosen Raymond because she wanted a father figure, but Lisa had stopped looking for a father years before. Patrick O'Donegan had taken off two days after Lisa's birth, knowing his family couldn't accept a child who wasn't pure Irish.


  In truth, she didn't feel Irish or Mexican. She felt alone. Her mother said she'd been born with a chip on her shoulder. Maybe so. After all, her father had taken one look at her and run screaming for the hills. Was it any wonder she always anticipated rejection?


  As she turned, her gaze was caught by the sudden fluttering of a bird outside the window. The bird had a bright orange chest and a gray coat -- a robin. Lisa swallowed hard as the bird settled on top of the streetlight just a few feet from her office window. She couldn't imagine how the bird had come to be here, amidst the concrete, the buildings and the smog. She closed her eyes against a wave of memories. But in her mind she could see another robin, a tall tree, a budding nest and Nick holding their baby... no, she wouldn't remember. She couldn't.


  A knock came at her door, and she opened her eyes. The robin had disappeared. Perhaps she had simply imagined its appearance. With a sense of relief, she turned away from the window as her fiancé entered the office.


  "I'm back," Raymond Curtis said, offering her a broad smile.


  Raymond was an attractive man with thin brown hair, graying sideburns, and a narrow face. Of average height, he had a lean, wiry look that came from hours of exercising. A noted clotheshorse, he had a closet full of suits and ties for every occasion. Today, he wore his trademark charcoal gray Armani suit, which he fondly referred to as his "pitch" suit. Judging by the smile on his face, his latest pitch had gone well.


  "How did it go?" she asked.


  "Exceptionally well." He kissed her on the cheek, then set a box of cereal down on her desk. "I hope you like graham cracker cereal with marshmallows."


  "Can't say I've tried it."


  "It's new, and the Nature Brand people want to launch the cereal with print, broadcast and Internet ads. This is going to be great, Elisabeth." His eyes lit up at the prospect of landing a big new client. "I need an initial proposal, campaign strategy complete with various slogans and artwork four weeks from today. We're competing with one other firm, and we're talking million-dollar account."


  She stared at him in amazement as he rattled off a hectic schedule of meetings and appointments with the Nature Brand people. "Raymond, have you forgotten? We're getting married in four weeks."


  "I know." The light in his eyes dimmed slightly. "The timing isn't the best."


  "That's an understatement."


  "This account is too good to pass up." He smiled persuasively. "The wedding details are pretty much set. All we have to do is send out the invitations."


  Her eyes drifted over to the box of invitations sitting on her credenza. The engraved ivory cards still needed to be addressed, sealed and stamped. She tucked a strand of her hair behind one ear.


  "I wouldn't say that's all we have to do, Raymond. I still have the final fitting of my gown, presents to buy for the bridesmaids you insisted we have, last-minute decisions about flowers, and--"


  "Let Mrs. Carstairs handle it."


  "I'm still not comfortable with a wedding consultant planning my wedding."


  Raymond laughed. "That's her job. Look, I know I'm asking a lot, but this account is just what we've been waiting for, especially since losing Bailey Brothers to Beverly Wickham earlier this year. This one will put us back on top."


  "Is Beverly competing for Nature Brand, too?"


  Raymond tugged at the knot in his tie. "Unfortunately, yes. There's one other thing -- the honeymoon."


  She stared at him with dismay. "You're not planning on canceling the honeymoon?"


  "No, of course not."


  "Good, for a minute there...”


  "Just cut it short by a day or two. If we get this account, Monty Friedman, Nature Brand's CEO, has asked that we meet the week after our presentation to work out a detailed game plan. I can put him off until Wednesday or Thursday, of course."


  "Of course." Lisa echoed with a sigh.


  "Once we have the campaign up and running, we'll take two weeks off and go wherever your heart desires. What do you say?"


  What could she say? She couldn't deny Raymond the opportunity to land a big account. The agency was more than just a job to him. It was his life -- hers, too. "All right."


  "I can always count on you. So, what have you been up to today?" Raymond glanced at her desk, immediately zeroing in on the package. "Hey, what's this? Did we get a wedding present already?" He reached for the box before she could stop him.


  "No. It's not a wedding present. It's--"


  "A bracelet." His gaze turned puzzled as he looked into her eyes. "Baby shoes?"


  She swallowed hard as she stared at the gold charm bracelet swinging from his fingers. In her mind, she saw another man's hand, heard another man's voice.


  "I wonder what other charms she'll get over the years, a baseball bat, a mitt, a basketball,'' Nick said with a laugh, his curly brown hair still mussed from his daughter's restless fingers, his light green eyes twinkling with pleasure.


  "She's a girl," Lisa replied.


  "She can still be an athlete.


  "Like her dad.'' Lisa felt Nick's strong arm slide around her waist.


  "Or a writer, like you. In fact, she can he anything she wants to be. As long as she's happy."


  "Oh, Nick, you make it easy to believe in the impossible."


  "I don't believe in the impossible. I believe in you -- in us.''


  Damn that bracelet. She didn't want to remember.


  "Elisabeth, what's wrong?"


  She took a deep breath. "Nothing is wrong. The bracelet is a gift from my mother. Something old for luck."


  Raymond didn't look satisfied with her answer. "You did tell her we're not planning on having children, didn't you?" he asked, worry running through his usually placid brown eyes.


  "Yes, but my mother doesn't hear anything she doesn't want to hear. My father was gone for ten years before she admitted he might not be coming back. The woman is the queen of denial."


  "Elisabeth, I raised a son, and I don't want to do it again. Frankly, I was never good at being a father. Just ask Ray Junior, if you don't believe me. He's twenty-five now, and I still don't know what to say to him."


  Twenty-five! His son was twenty-five, only six years younger than her. When she'd been in the first grade, Raymond had been having a child. Lisa took another deep breath. The age difference didn't matter. They had the same goals now. That's what was important.


  "I don't want children," she said. "I don't need to be -- a mother."


  He looked deep into her eyes. "Are you sure?"


  "Absolutely, positively sure." She refused to let any doubts creep into her voice.


  He glanced down at the bracelet in his hand, fingering the tiny gold baby shoes. Finally, he set it back in the box and checked his watch. "What time are you meeting Mrs. Carstairs?''


  "Five-thirty at the bridal salon," she replied with a sigh.


  Raymond sent her a curious look. "What's wrong?"


  "Nothing." She hesitated. "Don't you think it would be better to have a small, intimate wedding?"


  "How small would you suggest?"


  "You and me and two witnesses," she said hopefully,


  "Don't be silly. I have family, friends, business associates. I want to show you off. Every time I see you I thank God no one snatched you up before now."


  Her heart stopped. She had to tell him. She'd been trying to for days, but the right moment had never arrived.


  "Raymond--"


  She stopped as the intercom buzzed, feeling both relieved and annoyed by the interruption. She reached over and picked up the phone. "Yes?"


  "Maggie Scott on line one, Elisabeth," the receptionist said.


  Maggie Scott -- another voice from her past. Why were they all coming back now -- when she finally had her life under control? "Tell her I'll be with her in a minute."


  "Problems?" Raymond asked.


  "It's an old friend of mine, Maggie Scott. We grew up together in Solana Beach. We used to be best friends."


  "Used to be?"


  "She got married, had kids. I moved away." Lisa waved her hand in the air. "We drifted apart."


  "That happens."


  She nodded, knowing they hadn't just drifted apart. She'd turned her back on Maggie, the same way she'd turned her back on her mother and...


  "Stop by my office when you're done," Raymond said, turning toward the door, "We'll discuss our plans for the weekend. Monty Friedman has invited us to a party tomorrow afternoon. Everyone will be there. It will be a good opportunity for you to meet the key players."


  "Okay," Lisa replied, her mind more on Maggie than the upcoming party. She was suddenly filled with a sense of foreboding. The past was catching up to the present, and she wasn't ready yet.


  * * *


  Maggie Scott pulled the phone cord around the corner of the desk in the upstairs hall, searching for a quiet place to talk. She could hear her thirteen-year-old daughter, Roxanne, practicing cheerleading routines in the living room with three other giggling, adolescent girls. Her eight-year-old son, Dylan, was playing video games on the television in the family room, yelling "Victory!" every time he knocked out a warrior. Her five-year-old daughter, Mary Bea, was having a tantrum in her bedroom. Even with the door closed, Maggie could hear Mary Bea crying, her sobs intermixed with defiant shouts of "I don't like you, and I wish I had another mommy!"


  For a guilty moment, she wished the same thing. Not that she didn't love her kids; they were just driving her stark raving mad. She had them twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, without relief.


  Of course, that's the way she'd wanted it. After her husband, Keith, had died last year, she had proudly told her loving family she could handle things on her own. She could be a single mother. She could manage her house and her children.


  For ten months, she'd held it together. She'd smiled and laughed through her heartache. She'd learned how to fix the toilet, change an electrical fuse, and mow the lawn. She'd even bought a jockstrap for her son. Through it all, she'd pretended that Keith was coming home any minute, that he'd be proud of her accomplishments, and she'd finally have some help. But Keith wasn't coming home.


  Her stomach churned at the reminder. Her breath caught in her throat, and she felt claustrophobic, scared, and anxious. The attacks of panic had begun two weeks earlier when a card had arrived in the mail addressed to Keith. The letter was signed Serena Hollingsworth. Maggie had never heard Keith mention a woman by that name, but the letter had suggested a personal relationship.


  Serena had asked why Keith hadn't contacted her as promised. She said she'd been traveling but had checked her messages faithfully, hoping to hear from him.


  The first thought that came into Maggie's mind was that her husband had had an affair. Then it occurred to her that Keith had been dead for almost a year and this woman knew nothing about it. How close could they have been?


  She had thrown the card away, then dug it out of the wastebasket and stuck it in her "to do" pile, which never seemed to get done. She'd decided to simply notify the woman of Keith's death, only she hadn't gotten around to it. She hadn't wanted to confront the fact that Keith had had a friendship with a woman she knew nothing about. For the first time, she wondered what else she'd known nothing about. The memory of her loving husband, the foundation of her solid marriage, seemed suddenly unstable.


  The thought once again sent adrenaline pulsing through her veins. In the past two weeks, she'd suffered several anxious moments when she felt her heart racing over something illogical, silly almost. She'd become afraid of so many things. She'd drive down the street and imagine how easily a car could swerve and hit her head-on. She'd get on an elevator and picture herself plunging to the basement in the express ride from hell.


  Yesterday she had let Dylan take a bus trip to the zoo and had worried all day that the bus would get in an accident, that Dylan would get lost, or the zoo would suddenly become the target of a terrorist attack.


  She was losing control. She felt as if her fingers were clinging to the edge of a cliff that was crumbling beneath her hand. The kids were suffering, too, and she couldn't help them. She yelled at them unnecessarily, making her fears their fears. By bedtime, all four of them were usually in tears. She wasn't being fair to them, and she had to do something soon before she destroyed what was left of her family.


  "Mom, can we have a snack?" Roxy yelled up the stairs.


  "I'm on the phone," she replied, walking around in circles, searching for a quiet place to sit. Her room was a mess, with a pile of laundry on the bed waiting to be sorted. The desk in the hall alcove was covered with bills she had yet to pay. Just looking at all those envelopes made her anxiety level rise yet again.


  She jumped to one side of the hall as Dylan and their golden retriever, Sally, ran up the stairs.


  "Sally found a dead bird in the backyard," Dylan said with excitement. The dog barked in delight. "Do you want to see it? It's in the kitchen."


  "No. I'm on the phone." Maggie sighed as Mary Bea marched out of her room with her backpack in one hand and her cherished blanket in the other. Her face was streaked with tears, her blond curls a mass of tangles. "Where do you think you're going, young lady?"


  "I'm running away unless you say you're sorry for yelling at me."


  "I'm on the phone," Maggie replied for the third time. "And if anyone is going to run away from home, it will be me."


  "Mom, we're starving." Roxy complained from the bottom of the stairs.


  "I'm on the phone," she yelled back. "Can't anyone see I'm on the phone? Do you think this receiver is an earring?"


  Dylan and Mary Bea looked at her in bewilderment, then Mary Bea started to cry. "You're yelling again," she accused.


  She opened the door to the hall closet and walked inside, shutting herself in among the coats, the umbrellas and the tennis rackets that hadn't been used in years. She sat down on the upturned end of a suitcase she'd meant to store in the basement, but like so many things in her life, it had gone undone.


  "Mom, why are you in the closet?" Dylan asked.


  "Are you playing hide-and-seek?" Mary Bea asked hopefully. "Can I play, too?"


  "She doesn't want to play with you," Dylan said.


  "Yes, she does."


  "No, she doesn't."


  "Go away," she yelled. "I'm on the phone."


  "Maggie?" Lisa's voice came over the receiver like an answer to a prayer.


  "Lisa. Thank God, you're there." Maggie took a deep breath. Eight years ago what she needed to say would have come easily. Now there were barriers between them, years when they hadn't seen much of each other, layers of grief and disillusionment that weighed heavily on their friendship, but Maggie had nowhere else to turn. "I need you." She closed her eyes, waiting for Lisa's response.


  Lisa stared blindly at her desktop, not seeing the work spread out before her, hearing only the anguish in Maggie's voice. I need you. Three short words that demanded so much, coming from a woman who had always asked for so little. They had been best friends forever. Maggie Maddux Scott with her golden hair, her big booming laugh and wide generous smile had befriended Lisa on her first day at a new middle school. She didn't care that Lisa was different, that she was too shy, too skinny, too nervous, too everything.


  Maggie's friendship had come like the sun after a long winter's storm. She'd introduced Lisa to the joy of laughter, to the secrets of best friends. With two older brothers, Maggie was dying for a sister, and Lisa fit the bill. They'd been inseparable for years, until... Lisa's gaze drifted to the opened box on the desk, to the bracelet that gleamed against the tissue paper.


  "Did you hear me?" Maggie asked.


  Lisa started. "Yes, of course. What's wrong? Is one of the kids--"


  "No. It's me." Maggie's voice sounded edgy. "I'm losing it, Lisa. The walls are closing in on me. I can't breathe."


  "Are you in the closet again?" Lisa demanded.


  "Yes, I'm in the closet. It's the only place where I won't be interrupted, where I can have two minutes to myself. It's not the closet that's making me crazy. It's everything else. I can't do this anymore. I can't fight with Roxy every morning about her clothes. I can't drive Dylan all over town so he can play these damn sports, and I can't take Mary Bea into Wal-Mart ever again, because my five-year-old stole two peanut butter cups and a giant-sized Hershey bar and I didn't even notice until I got home and found chocolate smeared across her chin."


  "Slow down," Lisa said. "I don't think Wal-Mart will toss you into jail over a couple of candy bars."


  "I'm supposed to be okay, you know. It's been almost a year. I should be getting over this by now."


  "Honey, he was your husband. And you've been in love with him forever. You married him right out of high school. You might never get over him."


  "I know, but I'm so angry, Lisa. He had to die and leave me with all this. It was Keith's idea to buy this big, stupid house, you know. I never wanted this elephant of a mortgage, and it was his idea to have three kids; I would have stopped at two. It was his idea to go into the lab that night..." Her voice faltered. "If he hadn't gone to his office, he wouldn't have been there when the lab exploded," Maggie sobbed, as her emotions spilled out. "I told him to wait until the next morning...”


  Maggie's sobs tore at Lisa's heart. "Please don't cry."


  "He wouldn't listen," Maggie said with a sniff. "He never listened to me."


  Every word Maggie uttered reminded Lisa of her own guilt, her own anger. And it was so pointless. "Maggie, you have to stop torturing yourself."


  "Why? I'm torturing everyone else."


  "You're not."


  "I am. I need you, Lisa. I'm desperate."


  "Me? What about -- your brothers?" God, she was pathetic. She couldn't even say his name out loud.


  "I can't reach Nick. He might be away for the weekend. And Joe moved up to Monterey last year, remember? And his wife is expecting a baby any day now. My parents are finally taking their second honeymoon. I can't ask them to come home."


  "What do you want me to do?"


  "Watch my kids for the weekend. I know I shouldn't ask. You're getting married in a month, and you must be busy, but I could use a friend right now." Her voice tightened. "And -- and you owe me, Lisa. There, I said it. I've felt it for a long time, and now I've said it. You didn't even come for Keith's funeral. I still can't believe you didn't come."


  Her stomach turned over at the anger and bitterness in Maggie's voice. Maggie was right. Lisa had been a lousy friend. "I came down the week after," she protested.


  "So you wouldn't have to see Nick and my parents and my kids. Your feelings came before mine."


  "You're right. I was scared." Lisa twisted the phone cord between her fingers. She'd felt guilty for weeks. She still did. "I should have been there for you. If you don't want to be my friend, I won't blame you."


  "You're not getting out of it that easily. I need you now, Lisa. You have to come. You just have to."


  '"I'll be down as soon as I can, a couple of hours." Lisa mentally ran through the list of what she was supposed to accomplish that weekend. Raymond wouldn't be happy. Neither would Mrs. Carstairs, but Maggie was right. Lisa owed her this. Heck, she owed her a lot more than this.


  "Really?" Maggie's voice filled with hope. "I know you hate it here, all the memories and Nick..."


  "I can handle the memories; it's your children I'm concerned about. Are you sure you want to leave them with me?"


  "I wouldn't trust anyone else," Maggie said softly.


  Lisa's gaze dropped to the charm bracelet once again. Someone else had trusted her, and she had let her down. "Are you sure?''


  "It's the only thing I am sure about. Lisa?"


  "What?"


  "Hurry."


  Lisa hung up the phone, worried more than ever by the note of panic in Maggie's voice. Maggie had always been the cool one, sensible, reasonable, dependable -- nothing like her older brother, Nick. Lisa's heart raced at the thought of him. But just because she was going back to San Diego didn't mean she had to see Nick. She'd managed to avoid him for almost eight years. Surely, she could make it through one more weekend.


  


  Chapter Two


  


  Nick Maddux was surrounded by pregnant women. Every time he turned around, he bumped into someone's stomach. Muttering yet another apology, he backed into the corner of his ten-by-twelve-foot booth at the San Diego Baby and Parenting Fair and took a deep breath. He was hot, tired and proud.


  His handcrafted baby furniture was the hit of the show. He had taken three orders for cradles, another two for cribs, and one for a matching crib, dresser and rocking chair. A couple of the items he had in stock, but the rest he would have to make. In some cases, it would be a challenge to have his furniture arrive before the stork, but Nick thrived on challenges, and Robin Wood Designs was finally on its way to becoming the profitable business he had envisioned.


  Nick couldn't believe how far he'd come, how much he'd changed.


  Eight years ago, he'd been twenty-five years old, working toward getting his contractor's license, and trying to provide for a wife and a child. He'd kept at it long after they'd gone, hammering out his anger and frustration on helpless nails and boards.


  Every evening he'd drink himself to sleep, and every morning he'd wake up sadder than he could ever have imagined. Two years had gone by before he ran out of work, out of booze and out of money. Finally, stone cold sober, he'd realized his life was a mess.


  That's when he'd met Walter Mackey, a master craftsman well into his seventies but still taking joy out of carving wood. Walter made rocking chairs in his garage and sold them at craft fairs. Nick had bought one of those chairs for his mother's birthday. She'd fallen in love with the beautifully crafted design, the smooth feel of the wood. She'd told Nick he'd given her something that would last forever.


  It was then Nick realized he could make something that would last forever. His life didn't have to be a series of arrivals and departures.


  Walter had taught him everything he knew, and Nick had done the rest himself. For five years, he'd worked two jobs, construction during the day and woodworking at night. He'd helped Walter with his business and begun to dream of having his own.


  Last year, he'd purchased a retail space on Pacific Beach Drive in San Diego. His designs, with his signature robin in the corner, had caught on, and now he was reaching out for more customers, more opportunities to put his piece of forever into someone else's life.


  He had decided to focus on baby furniture because something for one's child always brought out the checkbook faster than something for oneself. Besides that mercenary reason, Nick had become obsessed with building furniture for babies that would nurture them, keep them safe, and protect them.


  He knew where the obsession came from, just not how to stop it. Maybe he didn't need to stop it. Maybe Robin would be proud of all that he'd accomplished in her name.


  Robin. The thought of her made him smile even as his heart broke yet again. He wondered when he'd ever stop feeling the familiar ripping pain that ran through his body every time he said her name, thought of her sweet face... remembered.


  He looked around his booth at the two pregnant women checking out his furniture. One had come with her mother, the other with her adoring husband. As he watched, Nick saw the husband rest his palm on his wife's stomach and whisper something into her ear. She smiled. The man kissed her on the brow tenderly, lovingly.


  He felt himself drawn into the past. In his mind he saw Lisa with her round stomach, her glowing smile, her blue eyes lit up for the world to see. She'd been so happy then, so proud of herself. In the few months since their marriage, Lisa had blossomed into a woman loved and secure. He'd taken pride in knowing it was because of him. He'd brought that smile to her face. And in making her feel special, he'd made himself feel special. He was no longer the invisible middle child, not the oldest or the brightest or the youngest or the cutest -- just the one in the middle.


  He'd felt the anonymity of that place every day of his life. His father had focused all of his energies on Nick's older brother, Joe. Joe was the smart one, the one who could calculate algebraic equations in his head, the one who would go on to a brilliant career in finance, just like his father. And Maggie was the darling, the joy of their family, the silly little girl whose imagination took more flights than their father's frequent business trips across the country.


  Nick loved all of them, but he'd never felt loved for himself -- until Lisa. She'd looked past the cocky insecure arrogance and seen who he really was and loved him anyway. When she'd become pregnant, they both thought they'd won the lottery.


  He closed his eyes for a moment as the pain threatened to overwhelm him, and he saw her again.


  "I can't believe I'm having a baby." Lisa took his hand and placed it on her abdomen. "Feel that? She's kicking me."


  Nick's gut tightened at the fluttering kick against his fingers. It was the most incredible feeling. He couldn't begin to express the depth of his love for this unborn child, but he could show Lisa. In the middle of the store, he kissed her on the lips, uncaring of the salespeople or the other customers. "I love you," he whispered against her mouth.


  She looked into his eyes. "I love you, too. More than anything. I'm so happy it scares me. What if something goes wrong?"


  "Nothing will go wrong."


  "Oh, Nick, things always go wrong around me. Remember our first date -- we hit a parked car."


  He smiled. "That wasn't your fault. I'm the one who wasn't paying attention."


  "I'm the one who distracted you,'' she said with a worried look in her eyes.


  "Okay, it was your fault."


  "Nick!"


  "I'm teasing. Don't be afraid of being happy. It's not fatal, you know. This is just the beginning for us."


  It had been the beginning of the end.


  Nick blinked his eyes open as the woman in his booth asked him a question, intruding on his memories. "Excuse me?"


  "How much is the cradle?" she asked with a curious smile.


  "One hundred and thirty dollars."


  She nodded. "It's expensive, but it's also gorgeous. Are you the craftsman?"


  "Yes."


  "You do beautiful work,"


  "Thank you." Nick ran his calloused fingers along the side of the cradle, sending it into a gentle rocking motion.


  "It's so quiet. We've looked at a lot of cradles, but yours seem -- special. I can almost see my baby lying there, rocking."


  "Me, too," he muttered, but it wasn't her baby he was seeing, it was his -- Robin with the tiny curls of black hair and the bright blue eyes, so like her mother's. Nick shook the thought out of his head.


  "We'll take two," the woman said.


  He raised an eyebrow.


  "We're having twins," she explained with a laugh, patting her rather large abdomen.


  "Congratulations."


  "Good luck would be more appropriate."


  He took down her name, address and phone number and set up a delivery date. When she and her husband left, the booth was empty, save for two lanky teenagers. So much for sentimental moments. It was time to get on with the business of breaking down the booth.


  "Hey, boss. It's almost five. Can we start packing up?" Ernie Mackey asked.


  "I'm starving," David Schmitz added.


  Nick smiled at the teenagers. Ernie was Walter's grandson and had absolutely no interest in making furniture, only in making money. He was a high school senior who needed wheels and cash for the prom, so he'd agreed to work for Nick after school and on the weekends. David was Ernie's best friend.


  "You guys have already eaten your way through the food court," Nick replied. "I think you can make it another half hour."


  "Aw, man," Ernie complained. "You're a slave driver."


  "You want to work for a slave driver, try working for your grandfather."


  "You're right. He's worse, but at least he doesn't do baby shows," Ernie said with disgust. "I've never seen so many screaming, ugly babies or pregnant women in my entire life."


  "Yeah," David agreed. He leaned over and dropped his voice a notch. "I didn't know so many people in San Diego were having this much sex. And some of them are really old."


  Nick laughed. "Like forty, right? Now you know what's in store for you if you have unprotected sex."


  "No way. I'm not having kids, not until I'm at least thirty," David said. "I want to have fun, man."


  "Just remember that every time you have fun, and I do mean every time," Nick said pointedly.


  "You sound like my father," Ernie complained.


  He did sound like a father, but he wasn't one -- not anymore. "Why don't you guys take down the crib? I think we're just about done." Nick slipped the orders he had taken into a manila envelope.


  "How did you do, Nick?" Suzanne Brooks asked from the booth adjoining his.


  "Okay," he said.


  A slender woman with a sleek cap of red hair that framed her face and emphasized her brown eyes, Suzanne owned an expensive baby clothing store in La Jolla, and they had become a source of referrals for one another. They had gone out a few times. Nick enjoyed her company but was wary of her eager interest in him. Suzanne seemed to be pushing for a deeper, more personal relationship, and he wasn't ready for it. Although as soon as the thought came to mind, he felt like a fool. Just when the hell was he going to be ready? It had been almost eight years, well past time to move on with his life.


  "Do you want to get a drink after work, maybe some dinner?" she asked, straightening her emerald green suit jacket. "I didn't have a chance to get lunch."


  "Sure."


  "Really?"


  "You sound surprised," he said with a grin.


  "No, I'm pleased. Shall we go to the Glass House? It's supposed to be very good."


  He frowned. "I'm more steak and potatoes than pheasant under glass, Suzanne. I'm not sure I could find a suit if I needed one to be buried in."


  "Well, wherever you want to go then."


  "Ruby's Chili House."


  "Oh, okay. That sounds interesting."


  She looked a bit disheartened by his choice, which didn't totally surprise him. Suzanne was a lovely woman, but her tastes were more sophisticated than his.


  "I'm not very good with spicy food," she added. "Is the chili hot?"


  "Hotter than hell," he said cheerfully. Lisa had loved Ruby's chili. He could still see the sweat beading along her forehead with every bite, the fire in her blue eyes, the rosiness of her cheeks. She'd been as passionate about food as... God, where had that thought come from? "Never mind," he said to Suzanne. "Let's go somewhere else. You pick. Just don't make it black tie, okay? I'm a working guy."


  "You're a successful business owner, a great-looking man. Most of the women stop by your booth just to look at you."


  "Yeah, right."


  "It's true. I don't think they can fathom how such a big, brawny guy can make such beautiful furniture. I wish you could see yourself as others see you."


  He smiled somewhat awkwardly as he dug his hands into the pockets of his worn blue jeans. If Suzanne could really see him for what he was, she'd run as far away from him as possible. Sure, he'd seen desire in a few women's eyes over the past couple of years. But he still remembered that one scathing look of complete and utter rejection.


  "Nick?"


  He shook himself, not understanding why the memories had begun again. It probably had something to do with Silvia, Lisa's mother. Two days earlier, Silvia had asked him for the key to the storage locker where they'd put Lisa's things all those years ago. She'd said she wanted to get something out, something important.


  He hadn't asked what. He hadn't been to the storage locker in years. He probably should have cleaned it out or at least sent Lisa the bill, but for some reason, he'd just kept paying it.


  "Nick?" Suzanne repeated. "Shall I come by your place and pick you up?"


  "Don't like riding in my pickup truck, huh?" He knew the battered Toyota wasn't much to look at, but it was handy for moving furniture. "I can bring the jeep. It's not much better, but at least it has a solid coat of paint."


  "That's fine."


  "Why don't I pick you up at seven-thirty?" he suggested.


  She hesitated. "Is there something you're hiding in that house of yours? You've never invited me in. I'm beginning to think you have a wife stashed away inside."


  "No wife," he said bluntly. "If you'd rather I didn't come by, we can forget the whole thing."


  "No, no." She put a hand on his arm. "I'm sorry, Nick. I didn't mean to pry. You can pick me up. You can even stay for breakfast if you want."


  He saw the seductive invitation in her eyes and knew she'd make good on her promise, but what about the morning? What about breakfast, lunch and dinner? He had a feeling Suzanne Brooks didn't sleep with a man for the hell of it, and that was the only reason he'd slept with anyone in the past eight years.


  Walter kept telling him it was time to move on, to settle down, to get on with the rest of his life. Perhaps the old man was right. He could get used to breakfast at Suzanne's. He could forget that her skin wasn't dark, her eyes weren't blue, her hair wasn't the color of the night.


  Or maybe he'd spend the rest of his life haunted by a memory, by a woman he would probably never see again -- at least if she had anything to say about it.


  * * *


  Raymond Curtis took the elevator downstairs. Instead of descending to the underground parking, he impulsively stepped off at the lobby level. He didn't feel like going home yet. His Spanish-style house in the San Fernando Valley with its cool red tiles and slick hardwood floors would be neat and clean and waiting for him. The evening paper would be on the dining room table, and his housekeeper would have something warming in the oven, but Elisabeth wouldn't be there.


  No, Elisabeth was on her way to San Diego to rescue some childhood friend from a panic attack. Raymond frowned, still angry at his fiancé’s abrupt and sudden departure. He didn't like unpredictability. He didn't appreciate people doing what they weren't supposed to do.


  That was one of the reasons he'd stayed single for fifteen years after his first marriage ended in divorce. Margery had never done what she was supposed to do. She'd been impetuous, impulsive and impossible. She'd been young.


  The little warning voice returned to his head, Elisabeth was young, too. The difference was him. He was older now. He could handle a young wife. He wouldn't make the same mistakes he had made before.


  As he walked through the lobby and into the crowded Irish bar serving up happy hour, he thought about the strange present Elisabeth's mother had sent them, a charm bracelet with baby shoes, of all things. What an odd gift. It made him feel uneasy. Elisabeth had been upset by the present, too. Did she want children? Was she simply pretending she didn't, ready to trap him into fatherhood once they were married?


  He hated to think she could be that devious. He'd certainly never seen that side of her. She was always open and honest in her dealings with coworkers and clients. No, he was simply imagining problems. Pre-wedding jitters, he told himself, as he stepped up to the bar and ordered a gin and tonic.


  He'd asked Elisabeth to marry him the same day he'd discovered a new bald spot on the back of his head. He'd never admit that the two events were related, but deep down in his heart, he knew they were. He was getting older. He didn't want to end up alone.


  Not that he didn't love her. Who wouldn't love her? She was gorgeous, with her dark hair and striking blue eyes. She had great breasts, beautiful legs, a sharp mind. And she didn't talk much. She didn't question him about the past. She didn't analyze their lovemaking. She didn't ask him for anything.


  His uneasiness increased. She didn't ask him for anything. She didn't need him.


  He took another sip of his drink to calm his unreasonable fears. Elisabeth looked up to him. She respected his business decisions. She'd told him she cared a great deal for him.


  Cared. It was a word he'd used a lot. Now, he hated it coming back at him, because he knew it didn't mean the same thing as love. But if she didn't love him, why the hell was she marrying him? For money, security? He hoped not. He wanted her to love him, to lust for him, to adore him.


  So why was he planning the whole goddamned wedding, while she took off to San Diego?


  Raymond picked up his drink and slammed it down his throat. He had half a mind to go after Elisabeth, to track down this friend of hers and make it clear that he was the most important person in her life.


  "Alone on a Friday night? You're slipping, Raymond." Beverly Wickham slid onto the bar stool next to him and ordered a Manhattan.


  "Beverly," Raymond said in cool, even tones. Beverly had worked as an account executive for him six years earlier. When he didn't promote her fast enough, she'd left him to start her own agency and had become one of his toughest competitors.


  A tall, statuesque blond in her late forties, Beverly wore a teal-blue Armani suit, matching high heels and sheer stockings. Although her face didn't have the natural glowing beauty of a younger woman, it was perfectly made up. She definitely knew how to make the most of her assets.


  "Raymond," Beverly said, her hazel-colored eyes filled with mischief. "I hear we'll be going head to head on the Nature Brand account. I do love a good fight."


  "It won't be a fight. It will be a knockout."


  "I seriously doubt that. Who's writing the copy -- Elisabeth?"


  "Of course."


  "Of course," she echoed mockingly. "Where is she tonight? Picking out pink bridesmaid's dresses?"


  "She's visiting a friend."


  Beverly arched an eyebrow. "You don't sound happy about it."


  "I couldn't care less. We don't live in each other's pockets." He looked down the bar, hoping to catch the bartender's eye. He needed another drink.


  "Not yet anyway," Beverly said. "When is the big day?”


  "April twenty-seventh."


  "That's four weeks from--"


  "Tomorrow."


  "Oh, my." She shook her finger at him. "Time is running out for you, Raymond."


  "I'm getting married; I'm not dying."


  "Then why the long face, the empty glass?"


  "I'm tired and I was thirsty."


  "Let me buy you a drink."


  Raymond hesitated. Beverly loved to push his buttons, and she seemed to know exactly how to do it. In many ways they were alike -- both ambitious, tough, and in love with the world of advertising.


  "Another gin and tonic for my friend," Beverly said as the bartender came over. "That is what you were drinking, isn't it?"


  He looked into her perceptive eyes and smiled. "Good memory."


  "You're actually paying me a compliment? I'm impressed."


  "You'll get over it." When the bartender set down the drinks, Raymond handed him a ten-dollar bill. "I'll take care of these."


  "You don't want to be indebted to me, even for the price of a drink?" Beverly asked, putting her wallet away.


  "I don't let women pay for my drinks."


  She shifted in her chair, sending him a thoughtful look. "One of the last few gentlemen in L.A. So, how do you plan to get married and dream up an advertising campaign for Nature Brand at the same time?"


  "The wedding is all done. Elisabeth and I have plenty of time to concentrate on Nature Brand."


  "One might think a man's thoughts would be more focused on his lovely bride than on cereal."


  "That's the beauty of marrying a coworker. We're both willing to make sacrifices for the company.”


  "Sounds like the perfect marriage."


  "It will be."


  Silence fell between them.


  "Do you want to have dinner?" Beverly asked.


  Raymond took a sip of his drink. "I don't think so."


  "Because we're competitors, or because you don't like me?"


  He shrugged, not sure how to answer such a pointed question. "I haven't given it much thought."


  "I have." She ran her finger around the edge of her glass. "I'm forty-nine years old and all the men my age are dating younger women, some of them much younger. I don't understand it. I mean Elisabeth is what -- twenty-seven?"


  "Thirty-one," he said through tight lips.


  "She's only six years older than your son, Raymond. What on earth do you have to talk about? Or is talking not one of your priorities?"


  Raymond felt the color rise in his cheeks. "Elisabeth and I have a great deal in common."


  "Okay, maybe you do. Maybe she's the love of your life, but just out of curiosity, have you ever dated a woman of your own generation?"


  "I married one."


  "That was years ago, when you were both young. I'm talking about recently, the past fifteen years since your divorce."


  Raymond finished his drink and slid the glass across the counter. "I have to go."


  "Why do older women scare older men?" Beverly persisted, putting a hand on his arm as he attempted to stand up. "I'd really like to know, because I don't want to spend the rest of my life alone, but I also don't want to spend it with some young twenty-year-old to whom JFK is as unfamiliar as George Washington."


  Raymond peeled her fingers from his suit sleeve. "You'd be lucky to find a twenty-year-old, Beverly. It's not your age. It's you. You talk too much. You push too much."


  Beverly's hand dropped to her side. She didn't look insulted, just thoughtful. "Maybe you're right. I just want to meet a man who understands me, who knows my mind, who can relate to where I'm coming from. All the men I want seem to be taken by younger gals. I just don't get it. I'm a lot better at sex now than when I was twenty, believe me. I'm in better shape, too. Some day, somebody is going to have the thrill of his life."


  Raymond swallowed hard, his gaze drawn to her ample breasts, the curve of her hips. Simple physical reaction, he told himself. He certainly had no interest in Beverly. She'd eat him alive. "I have to go."


  "Don't worry. I wasn't going to make a pass at you."


  "I wasn't worried.”


  "After all, you're in love with Elisabeth, right?" she said with a mischievous sparkle in her eyes.


  "Right." And he'd better get the hell out of this bar before he forgot that. "I'll see you around."


  "Raymond? If I was thirty..." Her eyes met his. "Any chance?" She shook her head before he could answer. "Never mind. I don't really want to know. Sometimes, it's better just to live with the fantasy."


  As Raymond left the bar, he realized Beverly had just pushed another button. She wasn't the one living the fantasy, he was -- a fifty-two-year-old man and a thirty-one-year-old woman. He could have been Elisabeth's father. A wave of doubts washed over him, almost drowning him in insecurity and fear.


  He knew why he wanted Elisabeth; he just didn't know why she wanted him. And he was afraid to ask.


  


  Chapter Three


  


  Normally Lisa could make the trip from Los Angeles to San Diego in about two hours, but on a late Friday afternoon in early April, it took almost three. It was seven by the time she reached the strip of highway that ran alongside the sandy beaches and blue rocking waves of the Pacific Ocean. As she turned off the freeway, the sun dipped past the horizon, making a glorious, fiery descent, reminding her of all the sunsets she'd watched from the beaches of this southern California city.


  She rolled down her window and helplessly inhaled the ocean breeze, the distant scent of jasmine. It smelled like home. She'd grown up here amidst the palm trees, the boats and the beaches, graduating from middle school, high school and finally San Diego State University.


  At one time, she'd thought she'd live here forever, near the sand and the sea and the people she loved. But San Diego had changed over the years, and so had she. It was no longer a sleepy beach town but a busy metropolis, expanding in the south from immigrants pouring out of Mexico and in the north from weary, disillusioned city people escaping L.A.


  Everywhere she looked she saw new buildings, unfamiliar signs. San Diego was a stranger, and so was she.


  She'd been foolish to fear coming down this road. It was not the same road she'd left. Just because she'd come back did not mean she'd come home.


  Maggie's street didn't bring back memories either. The house Maggie lived in now was a recent purchase, bought a few years earlier when Keith had taken a job as a chemist at Bellatrix Labs. The job had brought Keith a hefty increase in salary, and he'd wanted a house to show for it, so he and Maggie and the kids had moved out of their small apartment into this new subdivision of modern two-story houses.


  Lisa had only visited once, shortly after Keith's funeral, almost a year ago.


  Lisa stopped her car in front of Maggie's house. As she stepped on to the sidewalk, she smiled to herself at the homey touches. Maggie's windows boasted planter boxes filled with irises and daisies. A porch swing blew in the breeze. As she made her way to the front door, Lisa noticed the welcome mat on the ground, the brass knocker with the name "Scott" engraved on it.


  Home and family. That's all Maggie had ever wanted. She'd been the anchor in their group, the one who wanted to nest, to savor simple pleasures. For a while Lisa had wanted the same things, until her life had gone in a different direction. She smoothed down the skirt of her navy blue business suit, suddenly worried that she and Maggie would no longer have anything in common.


  Maggie threw open the door before Lisa could ring the bell. "Thank God, you're here," she said, pulling Lisa into a warm hug. "I thought you'd changed your mind."


  "The traffic was bad. Everyone wanted to get out of town, I guess."


  "I know that feeling. Come on in." Maggie led the way into the house. "I have to apologize -- the house is a mess."


  The sight of clothes, toys, dishes and general signs of chaos in the living room, dining room and kitchen startled Lisa. Maggie's disclaimer was not the usual polite apology of a hostess caught unawares. The house truly was a mess, which disturbed Lisa even more. Maggie had always been neat. A place for everything and everything in its place.


  Lisa followed Maggie up the stairs and into her bedroom.


  Maggie shoved the pile of laundry from the bed to the floor and sat down. She looked Lisa straight in the eye. "I think I'm losing my mind."


  Lisa tried to smile reassuringly, but Maggie's pale face, her tangled blond hair, her old jeans and sweatshirt didn't indicate a healthy state of mind. "Okay, what's wrong?"


  Maggie took a deep breath. "Two weeks ago Keith got a letter from a woman named Serena Hollingsworth. She wondered why Keith hadn't been in touch."


  Lisa stared at her in bewilderment. "I don't understand...”


  "I had never heard of this woman, Lisa."


  "You don't think Keith was seeing someone on the side?"


  "No, of course not," Maggie said immediately, then her voice faltered. "At least, I don't think so. I don't know. All of a sudden, I don't know."


  Lisa sat down on the other side of the bed, trying to think of what to say. She didn't know what she'd been expecting, but it certainly wasn't this. "Keith adored you and the kids. He wouldn't have cheated on you. He was too honorable."


  Maggie stared at her for a long moment. "He increased his life insurance two months before he died, Lisa. He never told me he was doing that."


  "He was providing for you."


  "Maybe. There's something else. The day before he died, Keith made a huge cash withdrawal from our savings account, eight thousand dollars. We were saving it to buy a new car. I have no idea what he did with the money." Maggie's gaze drifted over to the picture of Keith she still kept on her dresser. "I thought I knew everything about him. Maybe I didn't know anything."


  Lisa plucked at the bedspread with her fingers. She didn't like what she was hearing, a strange woman, insurance money, cash withdrawals. None of it sounded like Keith. He'd been an intellectual, a family man, not a womanizer. "You're probably worrying about nothing," she said finally. "Maybe Keith took the money out to put a down payment on a car to surprise you. He loved to surprise you."


  Maggie didn't smile or look comforted. She flopped onto her back, staring at the ceiling. "I wondered about the money before, but I put it out of my mind. When I got that letter from Serena Hollingsworth, it all came back, and I panicked. I couldn't breathe. I couldn't sleep. I kept wondering about her, about him, the money, the life insurance, the fire. There was nothing left but ashes and some teeth that could have..."


  "That could have what?"


  "Belonged to anyone," she said flatly.


  "They checked Keith's dental records."


  "Right. He had a filling in his third molar. So what? You don't think anyone else has a filling in their third molar?"


  "They found bits and pieces of his clothes, his briefcase. The security guard said he'd seen Keith go inside just minutes before the explosion."


  Maggie sat up and slid off the bed. She began to pace restlessly around the room, "I know. Keith is dead, and I'm just imagining things." Her eyes met Lisa's. "I think I might be having a nervous breakdown."


  "Maybe you should see a doctor."


  "Maybe. I can't let the kids down, Lisa. I have to be here for them, but right now, I just want to get away. I got in my car yesterday to drop the kids off at school, and I almost didn't come back. The urge to leave was incredibly strong, and I can't believe I'm saying that. I'm a mother. What kind of a mother wants to leave her children?"


  Lisa stood up, put her arms around Maggie and hugged her tight. "A mother who is at the end of her rope."


  Maggie stepped back with a sigh. "I love them. You know I do, but--"


  "But you've been on your own for the past year."


  "Yes," Maggie's mouth trembled. "I hate failing."


  "You're not failing. You're just being human. You want to get away, Maggie? Just go. I'm here. I'll watch the kids. Check into a hotel for the next two nights, pamper yourself. You deserve it."


  Maggie's eyes lit up. "Really? I wanted to ask you, but I wasn't sure. Although I have to admit I already packed my bag." She paused. "You would really do this for me, Lisa?"


  "What are friends for?" Lisa looked into Maggie's eyes. "I should have been here for you. I should have taken care of you the way you took care of me. I was incredibly selfish. And I am so sorry. I know it's not enough to say that. I wouldn't blame you if you hated me."


  "I don't hate you," Maggie said softly. "I know why you've stayed away. You're afraid to love people. You always have been."


  "Afraid -- don’t be silly."


  "I'm not being silly. We may not have seen each other much the past eight years, but I still know you better than anyone else. I remember all those nights we slept out in my parents' backyard. I'd look up at the stars and dream up a wonderful story about my future husband and children and house in the suburbs. You wouldn't let yourself dream, not even then."


  "I did dream once. Look where it got me."


  "You could have tried again."


  Lisa shook her head. "I'll never try again, not like that, not with so much of me on the line."


  "You're getting married in a few weeks. Does your fiancé have any idea how much you're holding back?"


  Maggie's words hit too close to the mark. "I thought we were talking about you."


  "I'm worried about you, too, Lisa."


  "I'm fine. Now, do you need some money for a hotel?" Lisa asked.


  "I've got a credit card. I'm just not sure if I should leave the kids."


  "Because of me?" Lisa asked. "I'd understand if..."


  "No, God no. How could you even think that?" Maggie paused, taking Lisa's hands in hers. "You still blame yourself, don't you, even after all these years? Why can't you let it go?"


  "Because it's always there."


  Maggie sighed. "Yes, I guess it is."


  "Speaking of letting something go -- you’re not thinking of chasing down this Serena Hollingsworth, are you?"


  "No, of course not," Maggie said quickly.


  "Honey, there's no point."


  "I know that. I do," she added.


  Before Lisa could say anything else, the doorbell interrupted their conversation.


  "Who could that be?" Maggie muttered.


  Lisa's stomach twisted into a knot. Please, God, don't let it be Nick.


  Slowly, she followed Maggie downstairs.


  Maggie opened the front door and gasped. "What on earth?"


  Lisa peered over Maggie's shoulder. On the porch stood a short, stocky older man with a square face and the blackest, bushiest eyebrows she'd ever seen. His right hand was clasped around the neck of Maggie's thirteen-year-old daughter, Roxanne, and his left hand was around the neck of a pimply-faced adolescent boy.


  "I was checking the perimeter of the property, Mrs. Scott, as I do every evening, and I caught these two trespassers at 1900 hours in the back alley," the man said, stating his report as if he were in the military. "I'm sorry to report there was mouth-to-mouth contact."


  "Mouth-to-mouth?" Maggie repeated in a daze, looking at her daughter's guilty face. "You're supposed to be in your room, not in the back alley."


  "I was giving Marc the homework assignment," Roxanne muttered.


  "Since when are you studying mouth-to-mouth resuscitation?"


  "Mom, you're embarrassing me." Roxy slid a sideward glance at the boy, who was staring at the shoelaces on his tennis shoes.


  "I can't begin to tell you what you're doing to me," Maggie declared. "Thank you, Mr., Bickerer. I'll handle this now."


  "As you wish, Mrs. Scott." Mr. Bickerer saluted her, turned on one sharp heel and walked down the path to the sidewalk.


  "You can go home now, Marc," Maggie said, drawing Roxanne into the house.


  Marc ran off as if he'd been released from a cannon.


  Once the front door closed, mother and daughter stared at each other in bewilderment, neither one understanding the other.


  Finally, Maggie threw up her hands. "I'm leaving," she said.


  Roxanne's mouth dropped open. "You're going away?"


  "Yes, for the weekend. Aunt Lisa will stay with you."


  Aunt Lisa. Lisa shivered at the words. She hadn't thought of herself as Aunt Lisa in a very long time.


  Roxanne sent Lisa a skeptical look that reinforced her doubts about her ability to care for three children, especially one intent on kissing boys in the back alley.


  "Why can't Uncle Nick stay with us?" Roxy asked her mother.


  Nick. Lisa couldn't stop the automatic, stomach-twisting knot that came with the mention of his name.


  "Because I don't know where Uncle Nick is. I left him two messages, and he didn't call me back." Maggie took a few steps toward the kitchen and cupped her mouth. "Dylan, Mary Bea, come here."


  Dylan ran in from the kitchen, Mary Bea wandered down the hall, holding her blanket in one hand, her other thumb planted firmly in her mouth.


  "I'm going away for a couple of days," Maggie said. "Your aunt Lisa will watch you."


  "Where are you going?" Dylan asked.


  "I'm not sure. I'll call you tomorrow and tell you where I am." She turned to Maggie. "You met Mr. Bickerer. Harry is his first name. He's a retired marine sergeant and guards this neighborhood as if it were Fort Knox. No one comes on to this property without Harry knowing about it. In fact, he almost shot the gardener once."


  "That's comforting."


  "I've written everything down on a piece of paper." Maggie looked around. "Where did I put that paper? Oh, I know I left it upstairs on my dresser. I wrote down the name of the kids' pediatrician, our insurance plan, my permission in case you need to take them to the doctor. I'm not sure where I'll be, but I'll call and leave you a number. Let's see what else?" Maggie ran a hand through her hair. "I also wrote down the kids' schedule, it's on the refrigerator. Oh, this is so complicated. How can I go?"


  "Just go. We'll be fine."


  "Why are you leaving? Mommy?" Mary Bea asked, her eyes welling with tears.


  "Because Mommy needs time to relax, so she can stop yelling so much." Maggie squatted down and drew her two younger children into her arms. They hugged for a long minute. Then Maggie opened one arm and motioned for Roxy to join them. After an awkward, reluctant moment, Roxy shuffled forward and hugged her mother.


  This time when Maggie drew away there were tears in her eyes. "I love you guys, very, very much. But I have to get away -- just for a little while."


  "Are you coming back?" Mary Bea asked.


  Maggie drew in a sharp gasp of breath. "Of course I'm coming back."


  "Daddy didn't."


  "She's not going to die, stupid," Roxy said sharply.


  "I'm not stupid," Mary Bea protested.


  "Yes, you are."


  Maggie sent Lisa a helpless, desperate look. "I -- I can't do this. It's too selfish, irresponsible. The kids need me."


  "They need you healthy and happy and strong." Lisa picked up the overnight bag Maggie had set by the front door. "We'll see you on Sunday."


  "Will you be okay, Lisa?" Maggie asked.


  "We'll all be fine. Don't worry about a thing."


  Maggie kissed each one of her children, then fled.


  For one long minute the house was filled with disbelieving silence. The children looked from one to the other, confused, unsure of what had happened.


  Lisa couldn't blame them. She might be Aunt Lisa, but in truth she was a stranger. She hadn't spent any time with these kids. She was Roxanne's godmother, but aside from sending her a Communion gift and cards on birthdays and Christmas, she barely knew the girl. And Mary Bea had been a baby when she'd last seen her. As for Dylan, Lisa remembered when he'd been born, just a month before Robin.


  Robin would have been his age now, his size. Lisa's breath caught at the thought. How could she bear to be around Dylan, Roxy and Mary Bea, to see their joy, to feel their love, when it would only remind her of Robin? She wanted to call Maggie back, but she was long gone, and Lisa was alone.


  "What are we going to do now?" Dylan asked.


  Three pairs of eyes turned to her.


  "I was going to ask you the same question." She tried to sound cheerful and confident. "I'm sure we can have a great time together."


  "Maybe we should call Uncle Nick," Roxy said.


  Lisa put a hand on her arm. "Don't be silly. We'll be fine. There's no need to call your uncle -- Nick."


  Mary Bea looked at Lisa and began to sob, her cries growing louder with each passing second. Her little face turned red as she screamed. "I want my mommy."


  Lisa put her arms around the little girl, trying to draw her close, but Mary Bea would have none of that. "I want Uncle Nick," she said this time.


  "It will be okay. I'll play a game with you. We'll tell stories. We'll watch television."


  "Uncle Nick, Uncle Nick," Mary Bea yelled.


  "Honey, calm down," Lisa tried again.


  Mary Bea screamed louder.


  "You better call Uncle Nick," Dylan said. "She might never stop screaming."


  Lisa's anxiety level rose with each cry. Mary Bea's face turned blotchy, and she began to cough in between her cries as if she couldn't catch her breath. Lisa felt suddenly terrified. What if something happened to Mary Bea? What if she couldn't get Mary Bea to stop crying? What if she fainted? What if she stopped breathing?


  Lisa drew in a long breath of air, as memories of the past hit her in the face. Robin in her crib, screaming, her tiny face turning a blotchy red as she pounded her little fists against the sheets. Then hours later, Robin, so still, so lifeless, her skin so cold. Oh, God! How could she do this?


  "Aunt Lisa," Roxanne said.


  Her voice sounded far away. Lisa could barely focus on Roxy's face. She kept thinking of Robin. The baby had cried so much at first. In the middle of the night, after two and sometimes three trips to the nursery, Lisa had begged and prayed and pleaded for one long night of sleep. Finally, the silence had come, the horrible, deafening silence.


  Roxanne ran to the phone and dialed a number. Lisa couldn't raise a voice to stop her.


  "Uncle Nick," Roxanne said. "Mom went away and Mary Bea won't stop crying, and I think..." She paused, staring at Lisa in uncertainty. "I think Aunt Lisa needs you."


  No, don't say that, Lisa begged silently. The last thing she wanted was for Nick to think she needed him, but it was too late. Roxanne hung up the phone.


  "He wasn't there," Roxy said. "I'm sure he'll come over when he gets the message." She turned to Mary Bea. "It's okay. Uncle Nick will be here soon. Everything will be all right. You'll see."


  Lisa turned away, feeling as panicked as Maggie. She couldn't handle the memories or the kids, and she certainly couldn't handle Nick. She wanted to run away, but this time there was nowhere to go.


  * * *


  Aunt Lisa needs you. The words ran around in his head as Nick played the message one more time. He couldn't believe his ears. Why would Lisa need him? Why would she even be in San Diego? He rewound the tape to the messages left earlier that day. Maggie's voice came first.


  "I'm burning out, Nick," she said in a rush. "The kids are driving me crazy. They fight all the time." She paused to tell one of the kids in the background to be quiet. "I can't even talk on the phone without being interrupted. Some days, I feel like I can't go on--"


  The desperation in her voice touched a deep, resonant chord within Nick. He remembered that feeling of not being able to get up, to get dressed, to go on. He also remembered Maggie standing behind him, supporting him.


  Guilt swept through him. He should have been there for Maggie this past year, but he'd been so busy launching his business that he'd let it consume his life. When he'd asked Maggie if she was all right, if she needed anything, she'd always said no. Why hadn't he seen she was just covering up, pretending?


  Because he hadn't wanted to see. No one had. After the funeral, after those first few weeks of grief, they'd all gone on with their lives, believing that Maggie had cried all her tears. He should have known better. It wasn't until later that the real grief came, that the inescapable truth of being alone hit home.


  Maggie's voice came back as the machine played the next message. "I need to get away, Nick, at least for the day. Could you watch the kids? I hate to ask, but Mom and Dad are gone. I won't even think of calling them and ruining their trip. I'm not that bad." She tried to laugh, but it sounded forced. "I just need a good night's sleep. Anyway, call me when you get in."


  The next message was from Roxanne. Apparently unable to reach him, Maggie had called Lisa. That didn't surprise him. What shocked the hell out of him was that Lisa had actually come.


  He couldn't stop the sudden surge of energy that ran through his veins, the anticipation, the fear. For a long lime he'd wanted Lisa to come back. But as the weeks turned into months, then years, he'd let anger and disillusionment build a huge, impenetrable wall around his heart. Now that it was complete, the last thing he wanted was to tear it down.


  Aunt Lisa needs you. Roxy's words rang through his head. He tried to drum up the anger. So what if Lisa needed him?


  Hadn't he needed her? Hadn't she turned her back on him? Why the hell should he help her?


  The phone rang. He started, giving it a wary glance. What if it was Lisa? What would he say? The phone rang again and again. The machine picked up and after a moment, he heard a woman's voice. It wasn't Lisa; it was Suzanne.


  "Nick? Are you there? I made reservations for eight o'clock at the Bella Vista in La Jolla. I hope that's okay."


  Nick reached for the phone. "Suzanne. I'm here."


  "Oh, I made--"


  "I can't go," he said abruptly.


  "You can't go? Why not?"


  Nick took a deep breath. "My sister isn't feeling well. When I got home there was a bunch of messages from her. I need to go over there."


  There was a long silence on the other end of the phone. "I didn't even know you had a sister."


  "Maggie is three years younger."


  "Do you have brothers, too?"


  "One older brother. I'm in the middle."


  "You never mentioned them to me. I thought you were all alone here in San Diego."


  Nick sighed at the unhappiness in her voice, feeling both defensive and angry at the same time. He'd deliberately kept Suzanne away from the family for reasons he couldn't even bring himself to define. "My brother doesn't live here, just Maggie and my parents. If you want to meet them, you can meet them."


  "Really? Why don't I go with you, then?"


  "No," he said flatly. "Maggie's upset. Look, I'm sorry, but I have to go. I'll call you, okay?"


  "All right. Good night."


  Nick hung up the phone, debating whether or not he should call Maggie or just go over to her house. He reached for his keys on the side table, catching his reflection in the mirror. He couldn't help adjusting the collar of his white chambray shirt, running a hand through his curly brown hair.


  He hadn't seen Lisa in five years, not since Mary Bea's birth. He'd accidentally run into her in the hospital corridor outside of the nursery. It had been the worst possible place for them to meet, the memories of their love and their pain coming together in a rush of emotion. He'd seen the tears in her eyes as she'd turned away.


  He'd called after her, but she'd kept going. Lisa always kept going. Leaving was her specialty. Every time she left, she took another piece of his heart.


  Not this time. This time, he would make sure he left first.
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