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Chapter One

 

Cool wet fingers of fog brushed against his face as Matt Winters walked up the hill to his San Francisco apartment building. At the sound of a siren, he automatically stiffened. He'd been chasing ambulances for so long he couldn't help but wonder what new story was developing, what tragedy was unfolding, what family was about to receive an unwelcome late-night phone call.

As the siren drew closer, he glanced down the street behind him. All was quiet. Parked cars, shadowy buildings, the light from the street lamps broke the darkness, but nothing looked out of place. Still, Matt felt the prickles of uneasiness stab the skin on the back of his neck. He felt like someone was watching him, and his instincts screamed caution even though his brain couldn't figure out why.

Taking one last look down the street behind him, he moved to unlock the front door of his apartment building. He frowned when he saw that the door was ajar and the lock appeared to be jammed. Matt wasn't particularly concerned about his barely furnished apartment or even his own safety. He'd lived in places far more dangerous than this. The broken lock aggravated his sense that something was wrong, but a quick look around the lobby revealed nothing amiss.

With a weary sigh, Matt pressed the elevator call button and rubbed a hand across his tired eyes. He hadn't slept more than three hours in a row in the last seventy-two. He'd been chasing a news story, following a money trail that had led him straight up the steps of City Hall. Tomorrow the rest of San Francisco would read about the corruption of one of its supervisors in the morning edition of the Herald.

His mission accomplished, Matt should have been feeling satisfied. Instead he felt restless, once again reminded that no matter how many truths he unveiled, no matter how many mysteries he solved, he couldn't solve the one that mattered most.

Matt pressed the elevator button again, hating himself for not being able to let go of the past. How ironic that he lived his life in search of the truth, yet couldn't seem to accept it when it stared him in the face.

That need for closure, the desire to stop the endless hunger, the unquenchable thirst for answers had brought him back to San Francisco, the place where it had started and where it had ended.

Finally, the elevator doors opened. A minute later, he stepped onto the tenth-floor landing and walked down the hall to his apartment. He let himself in just in time to catch the phone before the machine picked up. "Winters," he said abruptly.

There was no reply, just the sound of someone breathing. A prank call, an informant, a threat? He didn't know which.

"Matt?" It was barely a whisper, so hushed he couldn't tell if it was a female or a male.

"Who is this?" No answer. "Look, I don't have time to--”

The sound of a click, then the dial tone, told him the caller had hung up. Out of habit, he wrote down the caller ID number. It wasn't one he recognized, but he'd check it out later. He was simply too tired to deal with one more thing tonight.

Tossing his car keys onto the dining room table, he headed into the kitchen, wondering if by some impossible chance there was actually something edible in the refrigerator. Unfortunately, it boasted nothing more than a couple of beers, some wilted lettuce, and molding tomatoes. Popping open one of the beers, he took a long grateful swallow, then walked back into the living room.

It wasn't much of a room for living in at the moment. There was an old black leather couch along one wall and a matching overstuffed armchair, an oak coffee table that held his array of newspapers and magazines, a stereo system, because he couldn't live without music, and a punching bag hanging from a hook in the ceiling, because he didn't know a better way to relieve stress than to beat the hell out of that bag. Boxing had gotten him through some tough times, given him a sense of control over himself and the chaos that had once been his life.

At some point, he'd have to invest in some furniture -- or maybe not. Who knew how long he'd stay in San Francisco? Who knew how long he'd stay anywhere? His life had been a series of entrances and exits, new places, new faces.

The phone rang again and Matt's muscles tensed. For a second he was tempted to let it ring, but he'd never been one to run from a fight or avoid a confrontation, although there had been plenty of people in his life who had told him to do just that. He reached for the phone again and said, "Winters."

"Congratulations," David Stern replied.

Matt relaxed at the sound of his editor's voice.

"I can't wait until the morning paper hits the streets," David crowed. "Your story will rock this town."

"As long as Keilor doesn't file a libel suit."

"Let him try. You covered your ass quite well."

"Yours, too," Matt reminded him.

"That's why I pay you the big bucks."

"Yeah, right." Matt walked across his living room with the portable phone in one hand. "What's next?"

"Why don't you take a break? You've been on this story nonstop since you landed in town six weeks ago. Take some time off. A few days in Lake Tahoe wouldn't do you any harm."

Matt didn't want a few days off. Vacations were for people who wanted to relax, to think, to philosophize, and he wanted to do none of the above. Too much time on his hands would only make him feel that much more reckless.

"I'm fine. I don't need a break," he said.

"I figured you'd say that. By the way, that P.I. friend of yours stopped by the paper today. Want to tell me what you're working on?"

"It doesn't involve the paper."

"So it must have something to do with why you surprised the hell out of me by actually accepting my job offer and leaving Chicago," David said, obviously fishing.

"Could be."

"We've been friends a long time, Matthew. I'm going to have to pull rank on you and insist on the truth."

Matt laughed. "You can try."

"I can do my own investigation."

"If you were any good at investigating, you'd be writing the stories instead of editing them."

"Now that hurts. Did anyone ever tell you that you wield honesty like a blunt instrument to the head?"

"And your point is?"

Matt's attention drifted as David launched into a long-winded reminder of how any investigation Matt was involved in could ultimately affect the newspaper. Matt didn't bother to interrupt. He simply stared out at the lights of San Francisco weaving like drunken sailors up and down the city hills. It was a staggeringly good view, but most days he wondered what had possessed him to take this tenth-floor apartment in Pacific Heights. The burnished hardwood floors, the big bay window, the ultramodern kitchen felt wrong. This wasn't him. He was back alleys and bad neighborhoods, Chinese take-out and cigarette smoke. But somehow David had convinced him that a new location might change his perspective.

"How's Jackie?" Matt interrupted, knowing if there was anything guaranteed to distract David, it was his wife.

"Whining about getting fat. She asked me today if she looked like a glowing pregnant woman or a fat penguin."

'Tell me you chose glowing pregnant woman."

"Glowing penguin wasn't good enough?"

"I hope you like sleeping on the couch."

"It's warmer than our bed these days. Sometimes I wonder why I ever wanted to have a kid."

"Well, you'll need someone to mow the lawn someday."

"Thanks for the reminder. That might get me through tonight's cravings. Jackie usually gets hungry just about the time I'm falling asleep." David paused. "You know, I must have babies on the brain, because I can almost hear one crying."

Matt frowned and turned his head toward the door as the crying grew louder.

"It's not your imagination. I hear it, too." Another shriek made Matt pause. "I'll talk to you later." He put the phone down and walked to the door. The only other tenant on this side of the L-shaped building was a single woman he had yet to meet. He opened the door, but there was no one there. Actually, there was someone there, way down there...

On the floor, in a car seat, was a tiny baby with a few strands of fuzzy black hair on its head, red cheeks, teary eyes, and a mouth that screamed in fury. "What the hell?" Matt looked around the empty hallway, wondering where on earth the baby's mother was.

"Okay, just be quiet for a second, would you?" He squatted down next to the baby and patted the baby's head, which only seemed to make him -- or was that her -- more angry.

"Where is your mother?" Matt asked, the uneasy feeling returning to his gut.

He looked at the door across the hall and hesitated. There appeared to be a light on, but it was almost midnight. Still, what choice did he have? Leaning over, he pounded on the door. A moment later, a female called out, "Who is it?"

"It's your neighbor."

"I can't see you," she said warily.

Matt stood up and looked straight into her peephole. "I'm here."

"What were you doing on the floor?"

"Looking at your baby."

"My what?"

"Open the door, would you?"

"I don't think so."

"Look, we have a problem out here. Someone left a baby in the hall."

Silence followed, then she said, "All right. But I have my phone and I've already dialed 9-1-1, so if you're trying something funny--”

"I'm not."

Another brief pause, then the door opened the width of a security chain. A woman's face appeared in the crack, a vision of blond curls, white lace, and some sort of filmy veil.

Matt blinked rapidly, wondering if he'd conjured up a bride to go with the baby on his doorstep.

The woman pulled the veil away from her face, and he saw that her cheeks were flushed, her brown eyes overly bright. "What do you want?" she asked, a breathless note in her voice.

"Your baby is crying." He pointed to the infant, who made a liar out of him by sitting quietly in the car seat, considering the two of them with a confused expression.

The woman peered around him. "I don't have a baby."

"You must. It sure as hell isn't my baby."

"Who are you?" she asked suspiciously. "Why are you trying to get rid of your baby?"

"It's not mine," he repeated. "And I live there." He pointed to his door. "I'm your neighbor."

Her wary gaze traveled slowly down his body, and Matt became very aware of his dirty black jeans, sweat-stained gray T-shirt, and black leather jacket. Putting a self-conscious hand to his face, he could feel a beard grazing his cheeks. "I just got off assignment," he said. "I don't usually look like this."

"What do you usually look like?"

"Well, not like this," he said in exasperation. "Look, I need some sleep, and you need to take care of this kid."

"That's not my baby. I don't know what you're trying to pull, but--”

"Hey, wait." He instinctively stuck his foot in the space between the door and the wall as she tried to retreat, wincing when she hit it with the door. "I really am your neighbor. Matt Winters. I've got ID." He reached for his wallet and pulled out his driver's license, holding it up so she could see it. "I'm a reporter for the San Francisco Herald. And I'd be happy to give you references if you'd just open your door and help me figure out whose baby this is."

"That address says Chicago."

"That's where I lived until recently. Come on, you must have seen my name on the mailbox over yours. The landlord's name is Rick Shrader. I can give you his phone number. Help me out here."

She stared at him doubtfully, then the baby let out a howl of protest. A second later the woman released the chain and opened the door, allowing Matt his first full glimpse of his neighbor. Barefoot, in faded blue jeans, a short-cropped bright yellow sweater, and a lacy white veil, she made quite an impression. But it wasn't just her crazy attire that caught him off guard; it was her gold-flecked brown eyes and the sun-streaked blond hair that cascaded halfway down her back when she self-consciously pulled off her veil.

"It's not what you think," she murmured.

"I wasn't going to ask."

She gave him an embarrassed half smile. "Good."

"So, wedding night fantasy with the boyfriend?"

"I thought you weren't going to ask."

"Sorry."

She stepped around him and knelt down next to the baby. "Oh, you sweet little thing. Who are you?"

The baby began to cry louder, tiny fingers closing into fists as it squirmed in its seat.

"I think it wants to get out," Matt said.

The woman undid the straps and slowly pulled the baby into her arms, a somber expression in her eyes as she looked at the infant, then at him. "Are you telling me that this baby was just left here in the hall?"

"It sure looks that way."

"I don't understand."

Matt shrugged. He certainly didn't have an explanation.

"She's so precious," the woman murmured as the baby nuzzled into her chest.

Matt cleared his throat as he realized he was staring at his neighbor's breasts with fascination, and she was once again regarding him with suspicion.

"Are you sure you don't know who she is?" the woman asked.

"I wasn't even sure it was a she."

"Pink sleeper, pink blanket, pink socks. I think it's safe to say she's a girl. Maybe one of your girlfriends left her for you."

Matt stiffened. "No way. That baby is not mine. I can guarantee you that."

The woman patted the baby's behind. "One thing is for sure. She's soaking wet. You should change her."

"Or you. After all, she's in the middle of the hallway, maybe even closer to your door than to mine." He inwardly groaned at his lame comment. "Didn't you hear her crying? Why didn't you open your door?"

"I was listening to music. I didn't hear a thing," she explained. "Fine, I'll change her, but you're not going anywhere," she added as she saw him edging toward his apartment.

She stood up with the baby in her arms. "Rick Shrader did tell me you were an okay guy, so I guess you can come in. But I'm warning you I've taken self-defense. So don't think you can try anything with me."

Matt had to bite back a smile. She was barely five foot three if she was an inch. He had almost a foot on her, and he didn't doubt for a second that he couldn't take her anywhere he wanted to go. But judging by the fierce expression in her eyes, he'd be better off agreeing, so he simply held up his hand in submission.

"All right, but you know Tae Bo aerobics doesn't really qualify for self-defense," he drawled.

"Just bring the car seat and the bag with you."

Matt followed her into her apartment, expecting to see something similar to his place, something clean and utilitarian with perhaps a feminine touch. What he saw was sheer chaos, layers and layers of white fabrics, silks and satins adorning the couch and the love seat, spools of threads, stacks of lace, a sewing machine in one corner, and a mannequin in the other. There were bridal magazines on the coffee table, boxes of pearls and beads, and swatches of ribbons on the floor in a discarded heap. It was a single man's nightmare. Maybe that was it. Maybe he'd fallen asleep on his feet. Maybe he was dreaming.

"I have to wake up," he said. "Just wake up."

She stared at him uncertainly. "Have you been drinking?"

"No."

"Really? You look like you have a hangover."

"I haven't had much sleep the last three days. I've been too busy pulling a city official's hand out of the till. You can read about it in the morning paper, by the way."

"Oh, I don't get the newspaper," she said with an offhand toss of her head.

"But you read it online, right?"

"Not really. The news depresses me. Can you see if there is a diaper in that bag?"

"The news may be depressing, but it's important. How can you manage your life if you don't read the paper, if you don't know what is going on in the city you live in, the world that surrounds you? What's wrong with you?

"Right now I'm holding a stinky baby. That's what's wrong with me. Did you find that diaper yet?"

Matt set the bag down on the floor and dug through it, wishing he'd never come home at all. He'd been looking forward to peace and quiet, some downtime after the stress of the last few days, but here he was right back in the middle of somebody else's mess. Relieved to find a disposable diaper in the bag, he pulled it out and handed it to her.

She cleared off the end of one couch and laid the baby down, then quickly changed her. She didn't seem to have any problem with the baby's flailing legs and arms or the shrill crying that continued until she fixed the last piece of tape.

"You look like you've done that before," he commented.

"A few times. I baby-sat when I was a teenager." She picked the baby up and offered her to him. "Do you want to hold her now?"

"No. No." He shoved his hands into his pockets and took a step back, almost tripping over a large spool of lace.

"Sorry about that." She gave the spool a nudge with her foot. "I'm on deadline."

"For what? Are you getting married in the morning?"

"I'm doing the alterations on a wedding dress. I have a bridal shop on Union Street. Devereaux's is the name. Do you know it?"

"I don't make a habit of knowing where the nearest bridal shop is."

She offered him the first genuine smile he'd seen all night. "I bet you don't."

"What is your name anyway?”

"Caitlyn Devereaux."

"So why isn't all this stuff at your shop?"

"Because Tiffany Waterhouse moved up her wedding date. It turns out she's pregnant, and she absolutely cannot go down the aisle looking like a watermelon -- her words, not mine. I brought her dress home to finish because she's getting married at eleven o'clock tomorrow morning instead of in four weeks as she'd originally planned. And her family is very well connected, so I don't want to disappoint her."

Matt looked at the yards and yards of material draped over the couch. "She must be really fat."

"That's just her train, a six-foot trail of lace that goes down the aisle after her," she added at his blank expression. Caitlyn moved the baby from one shoulder to the other. "She still isn't happy. I wonder if she's hungry."

"I wonder who she is."

"We should call the police."

"I suppose." Even as he agreed, he felt the same prickly uneasiness he'd experienced earlier. Why would anyone leave a baby in his hallway?

"She's so young," Caitlyn murmured, caressing the baby's head with her fingers. "She can't be more than two months old. How could anyone just put her down and walk away? Especially her mother." She shook her head in bewilderment. "How could they do that?"

 

Matt had a hundred answers, but there was something about Caitlyn -- an innocence, maybe -- that made him instinctively want to shield her. Hell, it probably had something to do with all the white lace in the room.

Before he could reply, Caitlyn walked up to him and pushed the baby against his chest. "Hold her for a second. I want to look through that bag and see if I can find a bottle or instructions or something."

Before Matt could protest, he found himself wrapping his arms around a tiny baby who felt so small, so fragile in his arms, he thought he might break her. And when the baby began to squirm and whimper, Matt awkwardly shifted his feet and patted her back. He looked to Caitlyn for relief, but she was still digging through the diaper bag.

"Hey, I could use some help here," he said.

"I found some formula... and a bottle," she added triumphantly, holding it up like a trophy. "A little water, and I think we can make her a lot happier."

Matt followed her into the adjacent kitchen. No way was she leaving him alone with the baby. He found her kitchen to be as chaotic as the living room -- cookie jars with faces on them, pasta noodles in colorful glass containers, magnets of every shape imaginable on the refrigerator, and a couple of potted plants on the windowsill, some looking half dead despite the freshly watered soil. Apparently, Caitlyn didn't like to throw anything away.

With the clashing bursts of color, the room felt warm and cozy, inviting. Probably too inviting, Matt decided. Definitely too inviting, he added silently as Caitlyn came over to him. As she put the bottle into the baby's mouth, her blond hair drifted against his chest and arm. She was so close he could smell flowers in her hair and mint in her breath, then her breasts grazed against his arm as she maneuvered the bottle in the baby's mouth, and his heart skipped a beat. Her femininity called out to him like a siren, and he felt his body harden, a completely unwelcome reaction considering the fact that he was holding a baby and Caitlyn was a perfect stranger. Perfect being a big part of the problem.

"Here you go, sweetie," Caitlyn cooed. 'Take a sip. There's a good girl."

"Don't you want to hold her?" Matt asked, feeling more uncomfortable by the second.

Caitlyn hesitated, then said, "I don't think so."

"Are you sure you don't know who this baby is?" he asked her again as they returned to the living room.

"Of course I don't. Why would you ask that?"

"She seems to like you."

"Well, I'm a nice person. Babies can sense goodness."

"Then I must be a nice person, too. She's not crying anymore."

"We'll have to see how she feels about you when she's done sucking on her bottle," she said with a wry smile. She knelt down on the floor next to the diaper bag and began searching through it, much the way he had done a few minutes before.

"There's no note in the bag. I already looked," he told her.

After a minute, Caitlyn sat back on her heels and frowned. "What mother leaves her baby without even a note?"

Matt pulled the bottle out of the baby's mouth as she stopped sucking and appeared to be done. "What do I do with her now?"

"Put her over your shoulder and pat her back until she burps."

"I think you ought to do that."

"Fine. Let me grab her blanket. She might be getting cold." As Caitlyn pulled the baby blanket from the straps of the car seat, something fluttered to the ground.

"Oh!" She reached for the piece of paper, then looked into Matt's eyes. "There is a note."

Matt felt his body tense. "What does it say?" he asked shortly, having trouble getting the words out of his mouth. He had a bad feeling about this -- a very bad feeling.

Caitlyn read silently, the tension growing with each passing second.

"What the hell does it say?" he demanded.

She looked up at him through troubled eyes. "Someone named Sarah wants you to take care of her baby."

"Sarah." He breathed her name like a long-forgotten scent.

"Who is Sarah?"

He stared at Caitlyn, knowing she'd asked him something, but he couldn't concentrate, couldn't focus. Sarah? How could it be? He remembered the eerie sensation he'd felt walking up to the apartment building, as if someone was watching him. And the phone call, the woman's voice... had it been Sarah? My God! Had she actually been standing outside his apartment?

Matt strode across the room, thrust the baby into Caitlyn's arms, then dashed out the door.

"Hey, where are you going?" Caitlyn cried. "You can't leave me with your baby."





Chapter Two

 

"You can't leave me with your baby," Caitlyn repeated helplessly, but Matt was gone, and she was alone. She took in a deep breath and let it out, glancing down at the baby's cherubic face. "Well, this is something, isn't it? What are we going to do now?"

The baby smiled up at her, and Caitlyn felt her heart melt at its sweet innocence. A tightness came into her chest, making it difficult to breathe. This baby, this darling baby, reminded her of everything she'd ever wanted, and it was suddenly too much for her.

"Oh, God," she whispered. "You have to go home."

The baby squinted, her little mouth turning down into a pout just before she let out a wail.

"Okay, maybe not yet," Caitlyn said quickly. She put the baby up on her shoulder and patted her back, bouncing her up and down until she heard a small satisfying burp. Then all was quiet. She lowered the baby into the cradle of her arms and walked over to the couch to retrieve the blanket. By the time she wrapped the child up in a tight cocoon, the baby had drifted off to sleep. Setting her back in the car seat, Caitlyn picked up the piece of paper and reread the note that had sent Matt rushing out the door. The words were scrawled in a shaky hand, the ink not fully completing each letter.

 

Matt,

I can't believe I've found you again. When I read your name in the newspaper, I knew it was a sign. Please take care of Emily. I have no one else to ask, and I'm desperate. I'll call soon.

Sarah

 

Caitlyn sat down on the floor next to the sleeping Emily and leaned against the couch. Who was Sarah? An old girlfriend, an ex-lover? Matt had taken off in such a hurry. She'd never seen the blood drain out of anyone's face quite so quickly.

Matt must have loved this woman once. He'd looked stricken at the sound of her name, shocked to the core. It appeared that maybe Matt was the baby's father.

Caitlyn stood up and walked around in an aimless circle, wondering what she was supposed to do now. When was Matt coming back? She deserved an explanation. It was after midnight, and she was now baby-sitting for a man she'd met twenty minutes ago!

He certainly wasn't what she had expected when she'd heard a newspaperman was moving in across the hall. She'd pictured someone older, with glasses and a serious expression, wearing loose suits and ties that didn't match. She certainly hadn't expected a sexy hunk of a man in tight-ass black jeans and a leather jacket. He looked like someone who'd be more comfortable out of an office, maybe on the back of a Harley or in a smoky nightclub someplace where men drank Scotch and no one asked for last names.

Caitlyn shook her head in derision at her own wild imaginings. Her curiosity and overly active imagination had gotten her into trouble plenty of times before. But she couldn't seem to stop herself. Dreaming and drawing were as vital to her as eating and breathing.

Instinctively, she reached for the sketch pad on the table, and within seconds, her fingers flying over the page, she had sketched the face of Matt Winters. She studied it for a second, tilting her head in critical analysis. No, it wasn't quite right. His jaw was strong and square, his features more ragged. His wasn't a traditionally handsome face, but rather an interesting one, with the lines of life etched in his forehead and around the corners of his eyes. And those eyes, a deep, rich brown that reminded her of semisweet chocolate. But whoever had said the eyes were the window to the soul hadn't met this man, for Matt's eyes hadn't revealed one tiny clue to who he was or what he was thinking.

No, his eyes had guarded every last secret of his heart. Yet despite his wariness, his expression had changed when she'd placed Emily in his arms. He'd softened, as if something untouchable deep within him had been touched, some long-forgotten core of tenderness perhaps?

As Caitlyn stared at her sketch, she realized it wasn't nearly good enough; it really didn't resemble him at all. And she was once again confronted with her inability to get it right. Why couldn't she put down on paper what she saw so clearly in her head? In the past few months there seemed to be a short circuit in her brain between the thought and the execution, a block she couldn't hurdle or climb over or even push aside.

She started to erase the sketch, then quickly tossed down the pad as heavy footsteps drew her attention to the doorway. There would be time to have a heart-to-heart conversation with her muse a little later. She got to her feet as Matt entered the room. His face was still ashen, his eyes bleak.

"I couldn't find her," he said heavily. "God dammit, I couldn't find her."

"Maybe tomorrow," Caitlyn said uncertainly, not sure how to react to the intense pain in his expression.

"No, not tomorrow, not ever! I can't ever find her. I've been looking for years, everywhere I go."

"Who is she?" Caitlyn asked in confusion. "An ex-girlfriend?"

He shook his head. "No. She's my sister."

"Your sister?" It wasn't the answer she'd been expecting. Caitlyn sat down on the arm of the couch. Not having siblings, she had no idea of the intensity of a brother-sister bond, but Matt's emotion seemed unusually deep. "Well, maybe someone else in your family knows where she is," Caitlyn offered when Matt remained silent.

"I have no other family." He paused for a long, tense moment, then said, "Where's the note?"

"Here." She picked it up off the coffee table and handed it to him, watching him read each word at least twice.

"The newspaper," he murmured, looking at Caitlyn with a new light in his eyes. "She must have read my byline in the paper. That's how she found me." His mouth turned grim. "But I'm still no closer to finding her. Why didn't she just knock on my door? Why didn't she ask me to help her?"

Caitlyn shook her head, because she couldn't imagine what had driven this Sarah to leave her baby unattended in the middle of the hallway. "It's a good thing you were home."

"The phone call." He snapped his fingers. "I thought it was a wrong number, but she said my name. That was her. That was her," he said again. "Sarah. She spoke to me."

"But you didn't know it was her?"

"No. She hung up. But I wrote down the number." Once again he was out the door before she could stop him. He returned almost as quickly, a piece of paper in his hand. "Can I use your phone?"

She waved her hand toward the phone on the table by the door. "Go ahead."

Matt dialed the number and waited. After a moment he hung up. "No answer, no answering machine. I'll have to see if I can trace the number."

"You can do that?"

The light in his eyes dimmed. "Well, not right this second, unfortunately. Damn." He let out a sigh. "Do you have anything to drink?"

"Lemonade, diet Coke, some tea?" she offered.

"I was thinking more along the lines of a good bourbon."

"Sorry. I'm not much of a drinker. Why don't you sit down?" She jumped up and swept a pile of fabric off an armchair. "Relax for a minute and think about what you want to do next."

Matt did as she suggested, resting his elbows on his knees as he stared across the room at the baby. "Sarah's little girl," he murmured. "It doesn't seem possible."

"Why not?" Caitlyn asked, reclaiming her seat on the arm of the couch.

"Because Sarah was nine years old when I last saw her."

"How long ago was that?"

"Thirteen years, four months, three and a half -- well, it's been a long time."

For a few minutes the only sound in the room came from the slight snores issued by little Emily. Caitlyn didn't know what to say -- or what to do, for that matter. The baby was obviously meant to be in Matt's care. A quick glance at her watch told her time was passing quickly and Tiffany's wedding was only hours away.

"Do you want me to help you carry Emily's things over to your place?" she ventured.

He looked taken aback by the suggestion. "What do you mean?"

"It's late. I have work to finish, and Emily is asleep."

"What if she wakes up?"

"There's more formula in the bag and diapers, too."

"I can't take care of her by myself." He jumped to his feet, running a hand through his hair. "Why the hell did Sarah leave me with a baby?"

"I don't know the answer to that, but I do know that she's your responsibility, and you need to take her home now."

He stared at her, his hands on his hips. "Maybe... you could watch her tonight?"

She immediately shook her head. "No."

"I'll pay you."

"It's not the money."

He thought about that for a second. "I'll write an article about your wedding shop. I'll get you publicity."

"No."

"You must want something. You must have a price."

"You think everyone can be bought?"

"Yes."

Her jaw dropped open at his blunt answer. "Well, I can't be bought."

He stared at her for a long moment, his gaze so intense she had the feeling he could see right into her head, and she didn't like it.

"Would you do it just to be nice?" Matt asked. "To be a good neighbor? Because I really need your help. I don't know how to take care of a baby."

Caitlyn licked her lips, feeling a stab of guilt. She could help him, probably should, and it was those words that always drove her into turmoil -- could, should, ought to. Matt was smart enough to see that if money didn't work, guilt probably would. But this time she held on to her resolve.

"She'll probably go to sleep now. Just change her and feed her when she wakes up. I'm sorry, but I have to finish this dress, and you have to go back to your apartment. Frankly, you look like you could use some sleep, maybe even a shower."

He snapped his fingers. "I can't leave her alone while I take a shower. What if she woke up? What if she was scared or hungry? What if she somehow got out of the car seat and hurt herself?"

Caitlyn sighed, sensing the battle was not yet over. "Is the word pushover written that clearly on my forehead?"

"It's not there yet, but I'm still hoping."

"Emily can stay here while you take a shower, a quick shower. Then you come back and get her. Understand?"

"Thirty minutes," he said.

'Ten."

"Fifteen."

"Not a second more, or I'll be knocking on your door."

"Deal." He paused, looking into her eyes. "Thanks."

"No problem. Just come back soon. I really can't take care of your baby."

"Stop calling her mine. She's not mine." He closed the door firmly behind him as he left Caitlyn's apartment. For a brief second, he was tempted to run, but deep down inside he knew he couldn't.

* * *

Ten minutes later, Matt stood under the shower head, hoping the hot water would ease the tension in his shoulders. Unfortunately, the knots kept tightening every time he thought about Sarah standing outside his building, taking the elevator, walking down the hall. He'd been just a few feet away when she'd left her baby by the door. Just a few damn feet away. And he hadn't known it, hadn't sensed her presence. Why? Why?

The question screamed at him again and again and again. He'd searched for Sarah for so long. Why couldn't she have knocked on his door? Looked into his eyes? Asked for help?

Because she'd been afraid he would say no? Instinctively, he knew that was the truth. He'd let her down before. He closed his eyes against the pain of his memories. It was a mistake, because then he could see her in his mind.

Sarah sat on the curb, her raven-black hair drifting past her waist as she stared up at their apartment building, at the orange-red flames that leaped out of their windows, and the smoke billowing around them, reminding them that if they hadn't been in hell before, they certainly were now. Clutched in Sarah's hand was a stick with a picture of a doll face on the end. She called the stick EmmaLou and pretended it was her baby. It was the only thing she'd grabbed on their way out of the building.

"It's just going to be for a little while," Matt told her with every last ounce of his sixteen-year-old bravado. "They will find a place where we can live together, you and me."

"Don't forget EmmaLou," she 'd said in her quiet, thin voice, and then she'd looked up at him with a sadness that broke his heart.

"EmmaLou, too. I'll take care of us, Sarah. No one will hurt you. I won't let them."

"Where's Mommy?"

"I don't know." He looked helplessly down the crowded street where residents were huddled together praying the fire that had started in their apartment wouldn't consume the other buildings on the street. He should have stayed home tonight instead of going to work at Jack in the Box, then he would have been home. He could have made sure Sarah didn't get a hold of the matches. Suddenly anger and an overwhelming tiredness overcame him. "Why the hell did you have to play with those matches, Sarah? I've told you a hundred times to leave 'em be. Now we have nowhere to go, no place to live."

Sarah looked stricken at his words, and he wished them back, but it was too late.

"I'm sorry, Mattie." Sarah put her thin arms around his neck and hugged him with all her might. "I'm sorry."

"God," Matt muttered as he opened his eyes and stared at the water dripping down the shower wall. "Come back, Sarah, give me another chance. Just one more chance."

By the time he finished dressing, he was twenty minutes past the fifteen he'd promised Caitlyn. Knowing he couldn't stall a second longer, he walked across the hall and found her door unlocked. He walked in, steeling himself for another glimpse of Sarah's baby. At least everything was quiet.

In fact, it was too quiet. He'd expected to see Caitlyn at her sewing machine, but in fact she was asleep on the couch, one hand flung over the side, resting on Emily's tiny chest. The baby lay fast asleep in her car seat, which sat on the floor next to the couch.

He studied them both for a second, caught by an unbelievable rush of emotion. Caitlyn was just a woman. The baby was just a baby. He didn't know either one of them, didn't care about them at all, but still the sight unsettled him, made him remember a feeling he'd tried hard to forget -- the feeling of family.

Clearing his throat, Matt debated his options. They both looked comfortable -- happy, in fact. If he moved the baby, she might cry. And if he didn't move her, maybe he could get some sleep before she woke up. Caitlyn, on the other hand -- his gaze drifted over to his neighbor -- would probably prefer he take the baby home. But then again, she was asleep. That wasn't part of their deal.

Ignoring his conscience, he backed toward the door and quietly let himself out. He'd be worth a lot more to both of them after a few hours sleep. Yeah, that's what they all needed -- sleep. It was the perfect solution.

* * *

The dream was back.

It began with the fireplace and the Christmas tree, the twinkling lights, red, green, blue, gold, and the matching sparkle of her engagement ring, promising a lifetime of holidays as special as this one. Then the colors faded to white.

For a moment Caitlyn imagined her wedding day, her satin dress with the lace bodice and tulle skirt that would twirl when she danced. It was picture-perfect, a beautiful dream.

Then the white dress turned into puffy white clouds and powdery white snow. The warm fire turned to ice, hard, cold, unforgiving ice. Caitlyn yearned to get away from it all.

And suddenly she was flying, images of speed and space surrounding her, until she crashed into a world where nothing would ever be the same. She cried out against the unbearable, heartbreaking pain, but it wouldn't stop -- not the pain, not the screaming.

Caitlyn wrestled against the bonds of sleep. Finally, finally, she fought her way out, and with a jerk she sat upright, her heart pounding, her blood roaring in her ears, her face dripping with sweat.

"Oh, God," she murmured, feeling shaken, the way she always did when the memories returned. Then she suddenly realized that something was different. She wasn't asleep and she wasn't crying. Emily was crying.

Emily! She automatically reached for the infant, who was trying to squirm out of the car seat. Caitlyn undid the straps and picked the baby up. Then she glanced at the clock on the wall. Six forty-five in the morning!

"Oh, my God!" she cried. "Where is your..." Her voice trailed away as she tried to remember the connection to Matt. "Your uncle?" she asked triumphantly. Her minor victory faded as the baby continued to scream and Matt did not materialize.

"I'm going to kill him," she told Emily. "He was supposed to come back and get you, so I could finish--” She stopped abruptly, the reality of her situation getting worse. "Oh, no! Tiffany will be here in an hour, and I haven't finished her dress."

First things first, Caitlyn decided, striding to the doorway. She marched across the hall to Matt's door and tried the doorknob. It was locked. The bum. She knocked, then pounded, then pounded some more. Finally, she heard swearing and the door opened. Matt appeared bleary-eyed, dressed in a pair of gray sweats and a tank top. He was a grumpy, sexy, irritating male. And the fact that she had the nerve to actually consider him sexy at all only made her more angry.

Caitlyn thrust Emily at him. "You creep."

"Wait a second."

She ignored him, heading back to her apartment.

"You were asleep," Matt said, following her into her living room before she could slam the door in his face.

"You still could have taken Emily to your place. I didn't finish the dress. And it's all your fault."

"Hey, you fell asleep. You wouldn't have finished the dress even if Emily wasn't here."

"I would have been done if you'd never knocked on my door."

"Maybe not. Maybe--”

"Oh, shut up," she snapped, then grabbed the baby formula out of the diaper bag. "You change her. I'll get a bottle started. Then you are going to leave so I can try to save myself from disaster."

"I'm not sure I can change her," he said doubtfully.

'Try." She stormed into the kitchen to mix the formula with water and heat it up.

As she tapped her fingers impatiently on the counter-top, waiting for the water to turn hot, she heard Matt talking to Emily, whose cries had diminished to whimpers.

"Let's see if we can figure this thing out," he told Emily. "I'm not sure which is the back and which is the front, but maybe it doesn't matter since you're a girl."

Caitlyn felt the anger slowly seep out of her body. She tried to fight the weakening, determined not to let his total ineptness charm her. But she had to admit there was something about a man and a baby that got to her. Damn! Don't go there, she told herself.

"Whoa, you peed enough to sink the Titanic," Matt continued. "This sucker must weigh five pounds."

A smile broke across Caitlyn's face with his last comment. Well, the baby had slept a good six or seven hours, she calculated. Quite a long time for her age. Emily must have been exhausted, poor thing. Who knew when she'd slept before she'd arrived. Sarah certainly had some explaining to do.

The water warmer, Caitlyn mixed the bottle and walked out to the living room to see Matt holding Emily aloft with a proud smile on his ridiculously attractive face.

"I did it," he said.

"Not bad for your first time." She handed him the bottle. "Here you go."

"That wasn't my first time," he confessed.

She raised an eyebrow. "Really?"

"No, but it's been a while." Matt put the bottle into Emily's greedy mouth, and for a moment they simply watched the baby suck on the bottle, her little hands trying to grab it as if she were afraid it would disappear.

Caitlyn felt a catch in her throat, a fluttering in her stomach. It was happening. She was getting attached, the way she always did, a soft touch for babies and animals and anyone in need. But she couldn't let herself get attached. She had to stay cool, calm, collected.

Turning away, she fixed her gaze on Tiffany Waterhouse's wedding dress and tried to focus on her priorities: work, work, and work. If she just thought about her business, everything would be fine. It was the mantra that had driven her life for the past eighteen months.

Taking a breath and letting it out, she walked over to her sewing machine. She still had one seam left to stitch, then she would be done.

Grabbing the material, she sat down at her machine and maneuvered the settings to where she wanted them. She felt Matt's eyes on her and looked up. "You can go, you know."

"I'll let her finish eating," he said, sitting down on one of the chairs by her kitchen table.

"Then you'll go?"

"You don't like my company?"

"I have work to do."

"So do it."

"You're staring at me," she said pointedly.

"I've never seen anyone sew before."

Caitlyn raised an eyebrow. "Oh, come on, your mother must have sewed a hem on your pants at one time or another."

He shook his head, a dark look in his eyes. "No."

Matt didn't elaborate, and Caitlyn couldn't bring herself to ask what he so obviously didn't want to share. Besides, she had more important things to worry about, like Tiffany's dress. She was only a few stitches in when a knock came at her door. "That can't be her," she whispered, staring at the door in dismay.

"You going to find out?" Matt asked with a lazy drawl.

"She's not supposed to be here for an hour. What am I going to do?"

"Tell her it's not done."

"You don't understand. She paid extra for the rush job. I promised her it would be done by this morning."

His raised eyebrow told her she must look as wild and worried as she felt. Caitlyn glared at him. "This is all your fault. And that sister of yours. I'd like to give her a piece of my mind."

"Hey, lay off Sarah," Matt said sharply, protectively.

"She left her baby in a hallway, and you're defending her?"

"Sarah left her baby for me."

"Then why are you in my apartment?" she cried in frustration as the impatient knock came again. Putting the dress aside, she walked over and opened the door.

"Hello," Tiffany sang out. "I'm here." She walked into the apartment, her face glowing with excitement and love.

Caitlyn hated to see that glow fade, but she had a feeling it would only take a couple of words. "You're an hour early. Your dress isn't ready yet," she burst out.

"But you promised! You said you'd work all night. I gave you a thousand dollars."

Caitlyn cleared her throat. "Something came up."

"More important than my wedding?" Tiffany's face was a picture of shocked hurt.

Caitlyn knew that this spoiled socialite had never once considered that someone or something could be more important than her.

"I'm sure Caitlyn didn't mean it that way," Matt interrupted.

Tiffany's gaze swung to him. "Who are you?"

"A neighbor."

"Well," Tiffany sputtered, her glance lingering on Matt far longer than it should have for a woman about to be married in a few hours.

Caitlyn frowned. Seeing Matt flash a smile in Tiffany's direction made her once again aware of just how ruggedly handsome he was, especially this morning. His just-gotten-out-of-bed look, the ruffled hair, and the muscle T-shirt were enough to put any woman's motor into overdrive. Not that her motor was humming. That wasn't attraction, that was anger, frustration, and not to be confused with any other emotion, she told herself firmly.

"I think this is so unprofessional," Tiffany continued, evidently unwilling to let even Matt's presence foil her hysterics. "I'm going to tell all my friends how disappointed I am in you, and I have a lot of friends. You let me down, Caitlyn."

"I'm sorry," Caitlyn said helplessly as Tiffany began to sniff back tears.

"Why don't you let Caitlyn finish your dress? After all, you're an hour early." Matt patted the seat next to him. "Come and tell me all about your wedding plans and your husband-to-be. You must have a few minutes to spare."

"I guess," she said slowly, softening under Matt's irresistible smile.

"Sure you do. Does your fiancé know how lucky he is to be marrying you?"

Caitlyn's mouth fell open. She wouldn't have figured Matt for charming, but apparently he could be when he wanted to.

"I have to be at Antoine’s at eight, though," Tiffany said sharply to Caitlyn. "That's why I came early. My hair appointment got moved up, and no one is late for Antoine."

Caitlyn nodded. "You'll make it. I just have a little left to do." She sat down in front of her sewing machine and readjusted the fabric. She couldn't quite believe Matt had come to her rescue, but this was hardly the time to ask him why or if he had an ulterior motive. Which he undoubtedly did.

"Is this your daughter?" Tiffany asked Matt.

"My niece. Her name is Emily."

"She's beautiful."

"Would you like to hold her?"

"I would love to, if it's all right with you."

"Sure thing."

All right with him, Caitlyn fumed, as she finished stitching the seam. Matt Winters had a way of enticing every woman he met into taking care of the baby.

"I'm expecting myself," Tiffany said. "I can't wait to have a baby."

Caitlyn forced herself to concentrate on the dress and not on their conversation. Fifteen minutes later, she was done. The dress was fussier than one she would have designed, but it seemed to suit Tiffany and was consistent with her big hair, big diamond ring, and big need to stand out. Still, Caitlyn thought something off the shoulder would have shown off Tiffany's figure. Not that she'd been given the opportunity to offer her suggestions. Like many of the women who visited Devereaux's, Tiffany had wanted a big-name designer gown over anything more personal, and it had been left to Caitlyn to make only basic alterations.

It was probably just as well, Caitlyn thought with a sigh, since she hadn't been able to complete one design in the last eighteen months. Initial response to her first collection three years earlier had begun to fade without any follow-up collections. She had the terrible feeling that if she wasn't a flash in the pan already, she might be soon.

She simply had to get back to her sketch pad, find her creative muse, and rekindle her dreams of her own line, but first she had to get Tiffany on her way.

"It's done." Caitlyn got to her feet and held up the dress for Tiffany to see.

Tiffany put a hand to her mouth in awe. "It's spectacular, isn't it?" she murmured, her voice choked with emotion.

"Not yet, but it will be when you put it on," Caitlyn said softly.

"Do you really think so?" Tiffany asked with a hint of insecurity.

"I know so." This was the part Caitlyn liked best, watching a bride see herself in a dress that captured every last one of her daydreams.

"Do you want to try it on one last time?" Caitlyn asked.

"No, I better not. I don't have the time, and I weighed myself this morning and I've actually lost a pound, so I'm sure it will be fine."

"All right." Caitlyn carefully placed the dress on a hanger and wrapped it in a plastic sheath so it would transport easily.

Tiffany handed Emily back to Matt and took the dress. "Thank you, Caitlyn. I'm sorry that I got crazy before. I'm just nervous about everything being perfect."

Caitlyn simply nodded and smiled and shut the door behind Tiffany with a sigh of relief.

"Do all your customers give you that kind of shit?" Matt asked.

She whirled around, her momentary pleasure fading as she was reminded of why she'd gotten that "shit" in the first place. "All brides are nervous, especially when their gowns aren't done by the morning of the wedding. Now, I'll just pack up Emily's bag and you two can go home."

"Not so fast. I saved your butt just now."

"You want a thank-you? Thank you."

"I don't want a thank you. I want a babysitter."

"No way."

"A couple of hours. I need to start some people looking for Sarah, and it would be a lot easier if I didn't have to take Emily with me. Just think, the sooner I do that, the sooner this will be a child-free floor once again."

She had a feeling that arguing would only delay the inevitable. "How long? I have to go into the shop by eleven."

"No problem. I'll be back before you know it."

"That's what you said last night," she reminded him as he handed her the baby.

"And I came back, but..." He sent her a slow, lazy smile that completely unsettled her. "Did anyone ever tell you that you look beautiful when you're asleep?"

"I already said I'd baby-sit; don't push it. You better be back by eleven, Matt. No excuses."

He hesitated, a serious expression on his face. "I can trust you, can't I? You won't call the cops on Sarah? You won't start thinking that some social worker would be better for the baby than me?"

Caitlyn could tell from the expression on Matt's face that having to ask such a question pained him, and she wondered what had happened to separate him from his sister.

"Can I count on you, Caitlyn?" he persisted.

She suspected that trust did not come easily to this man, and she found herself wanting to reassure him. "You can count on me. I won't do anything without talking to you first."

His eyes searched hers for a long minute, then apparently reassured by what he'd seen, he said, "Thank you."

When he was gone, Caitlyn let out a breath, suddenly realizing how tense her body had become under Matt's piercing gaze. It occurred to her that no one had studied her with such thoughtfulness in a very long time. She'd have to be careful around this man. He was probably better at uncovering secrets than she was at keeping them. And that could be disastrous.





Chapter Three

 

At half past eleven, Caitlyn realized that Matt Winters's time was obviously different than Pacific Standard Time. In other words, he was late again. Pacing hadn't accomplished anything, so she'd finally packed Emily up, hopped into her car, and prayed she wouldn't get into an accident on the three-mile trip to the shop.

It was amazing how complicated things had become since Matt had knocked on her door. To think she had actually been miffed that she hadn't caught a glimpse of her new neighbor in the six weeks since he'd moved across the hall. Not that she was seeing much of him now, just his baby, his darling, irresistible baby, who was reminding Caitlyn that the future she'd once planned wouldn't happen.

Since she'd banished both her wedding dress and thoughts of happily ever after to the bedroom closet eighteen months ago, Caitlyn had managed to pretend that her life was fine, that she could live without the things she'd always wanted most: a husband, a child. Women did it all the time. They found joy and peace in their work, in their friendships. She could do the same. Only getting caught up in little Emily was putting that resolve into question. Instead of working on new sketches, she had spent the morning watching Emily try to grab her toes with her fingers. So much for staying focused.

She didn't want to get involved with Emily or Matt. She didn't want to think about what her life would have been like if the bottom hadn't fallen out of it. She'd put off thinking about that just about every day of the last year and a half, no mean feat considering she worked in the wedding business and was constantly faced with beaming brides and anxious grooms, eager to begin their own happily ever after. But she'd managed -- until now.

Caitlyn parked behind the store, glanced at Emily, sitting so happily in her car seat, and sighed.

"You're going to be a big hit in the store. All those brides dreaming of babies. They'll go crazy." She shook her head. "But it's not that simple, you know. Sometimes life is complicated." She paused, considering the circumstances. "Maybe you do know. After all, you're here with me, probably wondering who the heck I am and where your mother is. I'm wondering the same thing myself, because I don't know how anyone could bear to let you go."

Caitlyn blinked back the annoying moisture in her eyes. "But I will let you go, because you're not mine. You're someone else's baby, and I won't forget that. You and me -- we're not going to be friends. So don't get too comfortable, okay? In fact, you can call me Ms. Devereaux. Caitlyn is only for close family friends."

Emily gurgled a half smile and Caitlyn couldn't help but smile back. "All right, you can call me Caitlyn, but that's as close as we're going to get. And no matter how good-looking or desperate your uncle is, I will not let him talk me into any more baby-sitting."

Caitlyn got herself and Emily out of the car. The baby squinted in the morning sunlight, giving a coo of pleasure when the air hit her face. It was a nice day, Caitlyn thought as she walked up the quiet street to Devereaux's. San Francisco in the spring was usually cool and windy, but today the breeze was mild and the clear blue sky dotted with only an occasional puffy white cloud.

Her store was located in Cow Hollow, a neighborhood that had once been rural. But today the streets resembled nothing close to a cow pasture. The blocks were lined with old Victorian houses transformed into shops and cafes along one of San Francisco's most popular shopping streets, Union Street.

Caitlyn still couldn't quite believe she owned her own business. She'd dreamed about designing wedding dresses since she was a little girl. After getting a degree in fashion design, she had worked for several clothing manufacturers, but found herself doing more filing than designing. Finally, a seamstress position with the wedding designer known simply as Annabelle had opened up, and Caitlyn had spent the next three years learning everything she could.

Although she'd enjoyed working for Annabelle, Caitlyn had longed for the opportunity to create her own line of dresses. That's when Jolie had come in. Her cousin, Jolie Palmer, had caught her millionaire husband in the back seat of their Mercedes with a floozy blonde and a pair of pink panties in his hand. Jolie had gone on to divorce her husband and divest him of a good deal of his income. Looking for a new start, Jolie had convinced Caitlyn that this was the perfect time to start their own business, and what better irony than to use her divorce money for a wedding business.

Jolie was a big fan of irony and not at all romantic. She saw the wedding business as a financial gold mine and figured she might as well cash in on all those starry-eyed dreamers while they were still starry-eyed.

Familiar with Caitlyn's lifelong dream, Jolie had suggested a retail wedding shop with racks of gowns from the top designers and a special collection by Caitlyn. Touched by Jolie's incredible belief in her talent, Caitlyn had jumped at the chance to do what she'd always wanted to do, and together they'd opened Devereaux's.

Word of mouth, excellent service, and a booming trend in big weddings had helped them turn a profit the first year. Jolie's practical business savvy and Caitlyn's romantic artistry had made a perfect combination. They'd believed they were on their way -- until the accident.

Caitlyn was beginning to realize that she could divide her life into two sections, before the accident and after the accident, before Brian and after Brian, before innocence and after regret.

Before the accident, she'd designed an entire spring collection and had been ready to show it the following January. Then with the accident in December everything had been put on hold. Not only would she not show that collection, she would be unable to complete another design in all the weeks and months that followed. She'd told herself it would happen; she just needed to recover. But the days continued to pass, leaving her with the helpless overwhelming sense that her dream was vanishing.

To her credit, Jolie tried not to nag. "There's always next season," she'd say. And Caitlyn always hoped that next season would be different. That somehow, some way, she would find her passion again, her creativity... her soul.

But it probably wouldn't be today, she thought realistically as she switched the car seat from one hand to the other and looked down at Emily.

"Today, we just deal with you," Caitlyn said out loud, knowing even as she said it that Emily was another excuse in a long line of excuses.

Caitlyn could just imagine what Jolie would say when she saw Emily. It would go something like, "Caitlyn, have you lost your freakin' mind?" For Jolie, a thirty-year-old statuesque redhead with an hourglass figure that drove most men to incomprehensible babble, was as blunt as she was honest. She'd grown up with Caitlyn and was used to speaking her mind, even if her opinion wasn't asked for.

Caitlyn opened the front door to Devereaux's and walked up the stairs to her second-floor shop. The bridal salon took up the entire top floor of the Victorian, with bridesmaid, mother of the bride, and flower girl dresses in the front, wedding dresses and three large dressing rooms in the back. In a small alcove on the side, Jolie had also set up an accessory business, with wedding favors, invitations, and a library featuring local wedding vendors.

Caitlyn smiled at a few of the women browsing through the racks in front and headed directly to the large oak desk by the bay window that overlooked Union Street. Jolie sat behind the desk, adding up receipts on her calculator. She didn't even bother to look up, so Caitlyn set Emily's car seat down on one of the comfortable leather chairs.

"Just a sec," Jolie said.

Caitlyn was happy to wait just a second. Emily was not. She took that moment to open her tiny angel mouth and let out a scream worthy of any horror movie heroine.

Jolie looked up in surprise, her eyes widening when she saw Caitlyn and the baby. "Who is this?"

"This is Emily." Caitlyn reached into the bag for the bottle she'd prepared and put it into Emily's mouth, effectively ending her scream. She'd already learned one thing -- when Emily got hungry, she got mad.

Jolie stared at Caitlyn in amazement. "Who does she belong to?"

"My neighbor."

"You live in a no-children-allowed building."

"It was until last night."

"And you're baby-sitting?" Jolie ventured.

"For the moment. Matt was supposed to be back by eleven, but I'm beginning to realize he's habitually late."

Jolie shook her head in bewilderment. "Are you out of your freakin' mind?"

Caitlyn smiled. "I knew you would say that. You are so predictable."

"And you usually are, too. You should know better than to take care of a baby."

"Why?"

"You know what happens to women in their late twenties. The baby clock starts ticking off like a time bomb. Instead of concentrating on your wedding sketches, you'll be dreaming about pink baby booties, and you'll be impossible to live with."

Caitlyn immediately shook her head. "It won't happen to me. I'm focused on the business. You know that."

"So you say," Jolie replied, sending her a suspicious look. "But I remember all those times you made me play house, so this dramatic turn into career woman has me a bit confused. I thought maybe you were just cooling off after Brian and your broken engagement, but..." She paused. "You have changed, Caity, and I'm not sure I like it."

Caitlyn shrugged. "Everyone changes, even you. You're not the same girl you were before Mark cheated on you."

"Is that what Brian did to you?"

"I thought you'd decided to stop asking me that question."

"I thought maybe you'd finally tell me. I've been very patient."

Caitlyn adjusted the bottle in Emily's mouth as she started to whimper. "Do you think she's taking in air?"

"How would I know that? Unlike you, I've never been a baby person."

"I wish Matt would come back." Caitlyn checked her watch again. "We'll only get busier as the day goes on."

"Who is Matt again?"

"My neighbor. His sister dropped the baby on his doorstep late last night. It was all very mysterious. And Emily was in trouble, so I helped."

"Emily is his sister?"

"No, Emily is her," Caitlyn tipped her head toward the baby. "Sarah is his sister."

"Sarah? I'm totally confused now."

"Bottom line, Matt didn't know what to do with a baby. It was after midnight, and Emily needed someone to take care of her, so I decided to help. She is beautiful, isn't she? Sweet innocent perfection."

"Speaking of perfection, your mother called this morning. You weren't here, so she gave me an earful."

"Really? Why?" Caitlyn felt her whole body tighten at the mention of her mother.

"She feels it's time you pull your head out of the sand and get on with your life."

Caitlyn sighed. That sounded familiar. Her mother, Marilyn Devereaux, a brilliant professor of mathematics, had never been one to let the grass grow under her feet -- or under Caitlyn's feet, for that matter. When Marilyn saw something that needed to be fixed, she fixed it. It was probably one reason why she was an excellent mathematician: every equation in her life added up.

While Marilyn's motives were always born out of love, Caitlyn bore the scars from most of those so-called repairs. Memories of the summer vacation her mother had sent her on, which had turned out to be a fat camp, reminded Caitlyn of just how far her mother's obsession with fixing could go.

"You don't have to say anything more," Caitlyn said.

"Brian," Jolie said anyway. "Have you checked the calendar lately? His fellowship ended last week. He's back, Caitlyn."

"Are you sure? I thought he might stay in Boston." Actually, she'd been hoping he'd stay in Boston, because dealing with Brian, dealing with everything that went with Brian, made her very uncomfortable.

"Nope. He called your mother last night looking for you. He was very surprised you had moved out of your parents' house. Your mother gave him your phone number, by the way. Is that all right with you?"

"I don't know," Caitlyn said helplessly, not sure how she felt about Brian anymore, not sure how she should feel. He'd been a friend, a lover, a fiancé, and now he was... she didn't know what he was.

"Well, you better figure it out fast, because I think she gave him your address, too. He wants to see you." Jolie cleared her throat. "Apparently he wants to get your relationship back on track."

Caitlyn sank down on the empty chair in front of the desk and adjusted the bottle in Emily's mouth, grateful to have something to do so she wouldn't have to look into Jolie's inquisitive eyes. "He's been gone over a year. How can he possibly think that he can come back and we'll just take up where we left off?"

"I have no idea what Brian thinks. For that matter, I have no idea what you think," Jolie said pointedly. "The only thing I do know is what your mother told me. Your parents are very excited to welcome him home, and they're interested in having him work with them at the university. He is the son they never had, and if you think they aren't hoping you'll get back together, you are sorely mistaken. They want you and Brian, love and marriage, and the baby carriage. You know how the song goes."

"Well, I'm not singing that song."

"Because?"

"Because I'm not," Caitlyn said firmly.

"You know you can shut me up with that, but your mother won't give up so easily."

"Why can't she just let me live my own life?" Caitlyn complained.

"Because she doesn't think you're doing a very good job." Jolie leaned forward, waiting until Caitlyn looked at her. "I'm surprised she gave you this much time. And we both know that while you may have moved out of your parents' house, you haven't completely moved on."

"I'm trying."

"Are you? Because there is that little matter of your blank sketch pad."

"That has nothing to do with Brian. I'm an artist. I can't create on demand."

"You can't create at all... and I'm not asking you to tell me why," she added quickly as Caitlyn tried to interrupt. "I'm just worried about you. I know the accident set you back, but it was months ago, and something is still wrong. I want to help. I wish you'd let me."

Caitlyn wished she could, too. But some things were too private, too painful. She took the bottle out of Emily's mouth and pulled her out of the car seat so she could burp her. When she glanced back at her cousin, she saw Jolie shaking her head in disbelief. "What?" Caitlyn asked.

"Career woman? Yeah, right. Look at you, you're in heaven."

"I'm baby-sitting," she said defensively.

"Sure you are." Jolie got to her feet. "I'm going to sell some dresses while you take care of someone else's baby. Now, do you see anything wrong with this picture, Miss Career Woman?"

"It's just for today, a few hours."

'Tick, tock, tick tock."

"It's not like that."

"Maybe it's a good thing Brian is back. Maybe it's time you looked at some of the choices you're making, because it's been months since I've seen you so content. Holding a baby is definitely a good look for you. As your business partner, I'm not encouraging it. But as your cousin and your friend, I have to admit that--”

"Don't say it. Emily is just temporary. Tomorrow I'll be a career woman again, I promise."

Caitlyn sighed as Jolie walked away. She couldn't believe Brian was back in town. She wasn't ready to see him, to look toward the future, to make decisions. She'd been comfortable in her safe, secure, bland life of the past year. Now, she felt suddenly overwhelmed, and as she looked down at Emily, she wondered if Sarah had felt the same way. Had Sarah been so burdened with motherhood that she'd simply run away from it? Because Caitlyn could understand that desperate need to flee. She felt it right now, so much so that her toes were tingling.

She looked up as the door opened and Matt walked in. Wearing worn blue jeans, a brown aviator jacket, and a pair of dark sunglasses, he looked stunningly male. So much for bland. This man was anything but.

"It's about time," she said, deciding her rapidly beating pulse had to be due to anger and not, not, God forbid, attraction, because she certainly wasn't in the market for any spine-tingling, palm-sweating moments. She had enough problems.

Matt walked over to her. "I went to your apartment, but you'd already left."

"Thirty minutes after you were supposed to come back," she reminded him.

"I got hung up."

"Did you find your sister?"

"Not yet." He took off his glasses, and the worry in his eyes stopped her from giving him a harder time. It was obvious he was concerned about Sarah, and she could respect that.

"Maybe she'll call or come by," Caitlyn said. "You should be home just in case. I'm sure she won't leave Emily with you for long."

"I'd like to believe that. But I don't know Sarah anymore. She was a little girl when I saw her last."

Caitlyn hesitated to press for more information, but she desperately wanted to understand. "May I ask what happened to your parents?"

"My father died right after Sarah was born. Some years later there was a fire. My mother disappeared, and my sister and I were sent to foster care."

"That sounds like the short version."

He shrugged. "It's what happened."

"I'm sorry." She couldn't imagine the horror of being abandoned. Not that she wouldn't mind a bit more distance from her own family, but not total abandonment. "Your mother just disappeared? Why?"

"I don't think she wanted to be a mother," Matt said, surprising her with more information. "I guess she tried -- sometimes." He stared out the window, lost in thoughts that turned his face to stone. "Maybe Sarah turned out just like her," he murmured. "Maybe she isn't coming back for her baby either."

"Don't say that. It's not like Sarah left Emily on a street corner. She left her with you." Caitlyn didn't know why she was trying to make Matt feel better, except that he seemed to need it. And making people feel better was ingrained in her. It was the way she compensated for her shortcomings, the way she drew positive attention to herself instead of negative. When people were happy, they were usually less critical, a truth she'd learned from living with the high expectations of her family.

"At any rate, I have a private investigator looking for Sarah," Matt continued, turning to face her. "Now that we know she's somewhere in the city, we should be able to find her. I guess I'll take Emily back to the apartment and wait." He shook his head with impatience. "I hate waiting."

"Emily will keep you company."

Matt sent her a doubtful look. "I hope she doesn't start screaming again. Will you come by when you're done here?"

Caitlyn hesitated. "Uh, I don't know."

"Please. I don't know anything about babies. And I don't want to do something wrong or hurt her in any way." He paused, looking into her eyes with a hopeful expression. "I only moved to town a couple of months ago, so there's no one else to call. I don't really have any friends...."

"Yeah, yeah, you're breaking my heart," she said dryly. "I should tell you, Matt, that I've been manipulated by the best, so I can pretty much recognize a sob story when I hear one."

"I would appreciate your help. This isn't an area I know how to control."

And she had a feeling there wasn't much else in his life he didn't control down to the last detail. "You're pretty good at getting what you want, aren't you?"

"That depends on your answer," he said, turning on the killer smile he'd used on Tiffany earlier.

If Caitlyn had any sense, she'd say no. Just say no, she told herself. It's an easy word, just spit it out. But with Emily looking at her with her big brown eyes and Matt looking at her with his big brown eyes, she was completely lost.

"I'll come by," she said. "For a few minutes, just to check on you. But no disappearing on me."

"Deal."

She handed Matt the baby, who didn't seem to mind cuddling up on Matt's strong shoulder. Emily apparently sensed that he was one of the good guys. And something inside of Caitlyn told her the same thing. She put a hand on his arm, and the heat between them suddenly seemed to sizzle.

He looked into her eyes, and she felt her stomach clench. She'd meant to offer him a gesture of comfort, but instead the touch had created an awareness between them, a connection, a sexual attraction. Oh, Lord. Another complication! She dropped her hand from his arm. "You better go," she said abruptly.

He stared into her eyes as if he were seeing her for the first time. "I'm leaving," he said somewhat gruffly as he bent over to put Emily in her car seat. He awkwardly fiddled with the straps as she began to squirm. "Shit. Can't she just sit still?"

"You have to show her who's the boss."

He rolled his eyes as he looked up at Caitlyn. "I think we both know she's the boss."

"Maybe. By the way, I almost ran into Mrs. Pederman on my way out this morning. I had to hide in the laundry room so she wouldn't see the baby."

"Mrs. Pederman?"

"The nosy old lady who lives by the elevator and asks who you are every time you walk in the front door."

"Oh, her."

"She takes a nap between one and three every day, so you should be okay, but maybe you should leave the car seat in the car and –"

"And do what, smuggle her in under my jacket?"

"I don't know; you're the investigative reporter. Figure something out. But whatever you do, don't let her see the baby or we'll both be in trouble. I do not want to lose my apartment."

He frowned. "This isn't going to work."

"It will if Sarah comes back today."

"If being the operative word. The women in my family have a history of disappearing."

"She said she'd be in touch. Have some faith."

"I'm trying, but I don't have a good feeling about this."

Neither did Caitlyn, but she hoped she was wrong, because getting Matt and Emily out of her life as soon as possible suddenly seemed desperately important.

* * *

The Reverend Jonathan Mitchell stared down at the broken glass. The small window by the back door of the church had once again been broken, the third time this month. He hated to give in to cynicism, to hopelessness, but even he could take only so much without losing patience. He might be a minister, but he was also a man.

Pauline Evans, the church secretary, an African American woman in her mid-fifties, clucked disapprovingly as she saw the damage. "I think it's time to put a board over that window," she said.

"It's bad enough we have to lock the church at night. If we start boarding up all the windows, we might as well lock God into a safety-deposit box."

"It's just another homeless person looking for a warm place to sleep," Pauline replied. "Or a runaway."

"But if they come here, maybe they're not just running away, maybe they're running to something."

Her stern expression softened. "I know there's always hope, but honestly, Jonathan, I think sometimes you're too optimistic. You have to face facts. There isn't enough money in the church budget to keep replacing broken windows."

"Then maybe we should just unlock the door," he said with a smile.

She shook her head. "And what will they do to the inside of the church, to our sanctuary?"

"But that's just the point, it isn't our sanctuary, it belongs to everyone."

"You're young, you'll change your mind. The Reverend Wallace locked this church up twenty years ago, and it's the only reason it's in as good a condition as it is."

Jonathan was tiring of the constant references to Reverend Wallace, whose place he had taken a year earlier when the good minister had finally decided to retire at seventy-nine. At thirty-three, Jonathan was much younger, and he knew he had a lot to learn, but he also knew he had a lot to give, if he could just figure out the best way to give it.

"You know the church board will use this broken window as one more reason to close the church," Pauline pointed out.

He sighed, knowing she was right. With the neighborhood deteriorating around them and the low attendance at Sunday services, there was growing pressure to close the church and sell the land for a profit that could be used at other churches within the ministry.

Jonathan didn't want to see his ministry closed. The people in the community needed the church; he just had to make them realize that. Sometimes the task ahead of him seemed impossible. Maybe if he was a different kind of preacher, more like his father, with fire and brimstone and passion in every word, he'd draw in the masses. But he wasn't his father, and he had to stop making the comparison, even if he couldn't stop others within the religious world from making it.

Just the other day one of the board members had suggested he ask his father to visit, to come in and preach a sermon that would have the rafters shaking with the force of his personality, with the passion of God's word delivered in a way that only William Mitchell could deliver.

But Jonathan didn't want to ask for his father's help, didn't want to admit that he needed the help. It was selfish on his part, and he prayed for forgiveness every night. He wanted to make it on his own. He wanted to find his own way to serve God, not just follow in his father's overly large footsteps.

"Why don't you call someone to fix the window?" he suggested to Pauline, forcing himself to concentrate on the task at hand.

"Are you sure you don't want me to go inside with you? Lord only knows who's in there."

"That's exactly true, Pauline. The Lord knows. That's why I'm not worried about going in by myself." Jonathan smiled at Pauline's disapproval of his sometimes irreverent humor. Ah, well, they'd figure out a way to work together. Because deep down they both wanted the same thing.

As Pauline left to call for a window replacement, Jonathan let himself into the church. All was quiet, nothing out of place, nothing damaged. His practiced eye noted all the details at the altar, then he walked down the center aisle, looking into each pew. It wasn't until he came to the last one that he saw her -- fast asleep.

She looked like a tiny broken bird, a raven -- with straight black hair down to her waist, pale white skin, small bones, old clothes that hung big on her frame. She shifted on the bench, obviously uncomfortable. It was then he caught sight of her face, her swollen cheek, black eye, cut lip. Each wound made his fingers clench tighter in his fist.

Someone had hurt this beautiful creature and hurt her badly. His gaze traveled down to her hand, to the sharp jagged cuts that could have been made only by shattered glass. He'd found his trespasser. Was she just another down-on-her-luck story or was she something more?

He caught his breath as her eyelids flickered and slowly opened to reveal eyes as dark and as deep as a starless sky. She saw him watching her and sat up abruptly.

"Are you all right?" he asked quietly.

"I'm leaving now. You don't have to call the cops." She tried to stand up, but swayed, then sat back down. "I feel a little dizzy.”

"What's your name?”

"Why?"

He smiled gently. "Maybe I can help you. But first you have to tell me your name."

She hesitated for a long, long moment. "Sarah. My name is Sarah."
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