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Book Two – Forever Yours Series

Does time really heal all wounds?

Libby Cunningham has finally found the daughter her father forced her to give up for adoption nearly sixteen years ago.

She has never forgiven herself and now desperately wants to make it up to Amber for the years they’ve lost. However, she has also learned that Cash MacKenzie, Amber’s father, has custody. Libby has never forgotten that Cash broke her teenage heart and deserted her when she needed him the most. Now he holds the key to her future happiness. Can she overcome her memories of the past or will her feelings jeopardize the present?

From Cash’s viewpoint, Libby couldn’t have picked a worse time to intrude upon their lives.

Amber’s rebellious attitude reminds him of Libby at that age. He doesn’t need interference from the woman who abandoned her own child and realizes he’s never forgiven her. What guarantee does he have that Libby won’t walk away from Amber a second time? Libby’s feelings for Amber may be genuine, but he will never allow her to hurt Amber—or him—ever again.

Book Two – Forever Yours Series
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Chapter 1
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Libby Cunningham had risked heartbreak in the past, but not like this. Never before had she come so close to finding the child her father forced her to give up for adoption almost sixteen years ago. Years spent praying and trusting God for a breakthrough had led to disappointment again and again—but not tonight. This time her heart possessed an unexplainable peace, giving her renewed hope. Had God finally answered her plea?

Then she saw the girl.

“That can’t be my daughter,” Libby murmured as she watched a teenager ascend the stairs of a crowded bleacher at the River’s Edge High football game. “That young lady has someone else’s genes.”

Medley Grant reached over and squeezed her hand. “Lib, Lib, you’ve got to keep an open mind. I warned you that Amber might not be what you expected.”

The crowd roared and Amber MacKenzie pivoted, gazing down at the play in progress. Towering floodlights cast a silvery sheen upon the tall, slender girl wearing a coral sweater and hip-hugging jeans. Waist-length hair hugged her shoulders and arms like a luxurious black shawl.

Libby studied every detail of the girl that she could glean from a distance, desperate to find some connection. “I expected to see something of myself in her,” she confessed. Instead, she’d come to a dead end, once again facing the reality that the odds of finding her daughter didn’t lean in her favor. “She doesn’t resemble me at all.”

“Yes, she does!” Medley looked up and stared at the girl, perusing Amber with a smile of approval. “She reminds me precisely of you at that age.”

On the field, River’s Edge cheerleaders led the raucous crowd into a frenzy of school spirit. Clad in maroon skirts and gold sweaters, they swung matching pom-poms and kicked their legs high. “Push ‘em back, push ‘em back, w-a-y-y-y back! G-o-o-o Otters!” Behind them, both teams joined arms in their respective huddles, discussing their next plays.

Libby ignored the game and the crush of boisterous spectators seated elbow to elbow on the hard, metal bleachers. The crisp, September evening provided perfect weather for football, but she and her cousin never intended to spend their time watching the game. They were here on a mission—to find Amber MacKenzie. Ever since the girl walked into Medley’s salon last week to get a trim, Medley had pressured Libby to attend this event and observe Amber for herself.

Libby twisted at the waist, her gaze sliding from Amber back to her cousin. “What do you see that I don’t? I’m blonde and fair. She’s so...totally like her father.”

Medley paused, holding a couple of kernels of popcorn to her burgundy-tinted lips. “She inherited Cash MacKenzie’s looks, but I see other ways you two are exactly alike. That day she came into the salon, I noticed aspects about her that reminded me of you. She has your tall, slender frame. You both frown the same way when you’re reading. Oh, and another thing,” Medley paused to sip her soda, “Amber’s voice...” Medley’s fine, penciled brows arched. “She sounds exactly like you.”

“I wish I knew for sure.” Libby sighed and looked away, not wanting Medley to see her doubt. A couple of similar attributes didn’t prove a thing. “If she’s almost sixteen she could be mine. If she’s younger, then she’s his daughter by someone else.”

Even though it happened long ago, the thought of Cash MacKenzie marrying so soon after he’d severed all ties with her still touched a nerve. How could he have forgotten her so easily? Had he been seeing someone else all along? That could explain why he’d turned his back on her when she needed him the most...

She stared hard at Amber, wishing with all her heart this girl could be the one. For a moment, she dared to entertain the possibility.

“All these years I’ve believed total strangers adopted my baby,” she declared. “If Amber is my child and her biological father raised her...” Libby’s throat tightened as a simple question hovered in her mind. How did Cash end up with Amber? The only answer possible proved difficult to bear. The people closest to her, the ones she’d trusted, had deceived her.

Amber reached the top row. Squeezing past several people, she slowly made her way to her seat.

“There’s Cash.” Medley nudged Libby in the ribs. “Wow. The years have been good to him, haven’t they?”

The mere mention of his name made Libby tense. Ignoring the comment, she focused straight ahead and pretended to watch the game, but the players on the field quickly melded into a blur as the ploy failed and painful memories ambushed her. The past clouded her thoughts as she recalled the wayward, motherless girl of sixteen who thought she’d grasped the chance to have everything she’d ever wanted—the love of her life and a family of her own. Instead, she’d ended up lonely and alone, rejected by Cash MacKenzie, the only man she’d ever loved or trusted. She didn’t want to glance in his direction much less take inventory of his seasoned good looks. It took years to get over him, even longer to forgive him for what he’d done—and left undone.

Medley’s gentle nudge brought Libby’s attention back to the present. She expelled an unhappy sigh. “What’s he doing here? You said Amber planned to come with a friend.”

“That’s what Amber told me,” Medley chirped in her bird-like voice. She looked like a nosegay of fall chrysanthemums in her gold Ann Taylor sweater and dark green slacks. Her chin-length flip of auburn hair glistened with burgundy highlights. “Maybe her friend canceled.”

Libby cut Medley a sidewise glance. “Or maybe you secretly arranged this little reunion.”

“Don’t be ridiculous!” Medley’s quick laugh pierced the air. “When have I ever tried to match you up with a man?” Her heavy lashes fluttered. “Well, not this time. Honestly, I didn’t know he’d be here.” She leaned close. “But I did Google him on the Internet the other day.” A mischievous smile turned up the corners of her full lips. “He’s not married, you know.”

“Cash MacKenzie’s personal life is of no interest to me.” Libby pointed a warning finger at her. “So, don’t even think of hatching a scheme to get us together!”

“Aren’t you even curious about him?” Medley gazed up at Cash like an adoring groupie. “Like I said, he’s still a hunk.” She held out a small set of binoculars. “See for yourself.”

Libby pushed the binoculars away. “No thanks.” Medley’s cheerful persistence grated on her nerves, but her cousin had no way of knowing how deeply Cash had wounded her. She didn’t see any purpose in discussing the unpleasant details of her past, so she let it go.

“What about Amber?” Medley’s jade eyes twinkled. “You’ve waited so long. Don’t you want to gaze upon your own daughter? You’ll adore her once you meet her.”

“Meet her?” Libby shot her cousin an annoyed look. “On what basis? I have absolutely no proof she’s my child.”

“She is your daughter. I knew it the moment I saw her.” Medley grabbed Libby’s hand and slapped the binoculars into her palm. “Here. Satisfy your curiosity, once and for all.”

Libby debated only a moment. Then she gingerly tugged on the visor of her maroon and gold cap and leaned back to see past the shoulders of the mountainous man sitting to her right. She lifted the silver, palm-sized spyglasses and peered into the stands.

Amber MacKenzie sat tall and straight like a porcelain doll. Heavy lashes hooded her cocoa eyes as she scanned the crowd instead of watching the game. Nothing in either the girl’s manner or her features convinced Libby they were mother and daughter.

Someone bumped her elbow, shifting the binoculars sharply to the left. Her hand froze as a tall, broad-shouldered man wearing jeans and a long-sleeved denim shirt popped into view. The front hung open, revealing a gold T-shirt stretched across a wide, muscular chest. Cash MacKenzie, the man who’d shattered her teenage heart looked exactly as she remembered him, only more handsome and more mature. A little voice in the back of her mind warned her to look away, but curiosity held her. At thirty-five, he still had thick, onyx hair. His dark eyes still held the bold, piercing look of a man who planned to conquer the world but now reflected wisdom and confidence as well. He leaned toward his daughter and spoke into her ear. Amber responded with stony silence, her bow-shaped lips pursed into a defiant pout.

Cash kept his expression calm and appeared to accept the rejection, but Libby sensed his tension as he looked away.

The chill between father and daughter continued, vacillating between clipped words and taut silence. Libby watched for several minutes, caught up in the drama of their little family spat. Something in Amber’s stubborn expression bothered Libby, giving her the unshakable feeling the girl’s unhappiness ran deeper than mere teenage growing pains. She seemed troubled...

Libby sensed someone watching her. She shifted the binoculars and found herself staring straight into Cash’s visual line of fire. For a moment she floundered, stunned as his dark, piercing gaze seared through her.

A scene flashed through her mind, sweeping her back to a sultry, starry night. Cash’s sinewy arms encircled her waist, his lips softly brushing hers as he whispered, “I’ll always love you...”

Liar!

A hollow feeling seeped through her, displacing her peace with emptiness, as though the bottom had just dropped out of her soul. She ducked her head and spun around, using the bulky man next to her as a shield.

Stop this nonsense, she chided herself, aware that her emotions were getting out of hand. You don’t love him anymore. You’d be crazy to love him still—after what he did to you!

“I need popcorn,” she blurted to get her mind off the subject and thrust her fingers into the red and white box, almost knocking it out of Medley’s hands.

“Touchdown!” Coronets and drums blasted out the school song.

Medley sprang to her feet with the thundering crowd as they gave the team a standing ovation. Libby followed, using the distraction to keep her mind off the most unsettling moment she’d experienced in a long time. She snatched the popcorn box from Medley and stuffed a handful into her mouth. Did Cash recognize her? “I hope not,” she worried aloud.

Medley cupped one ear with her hand. “What?”

“Nothing,” Libby shouted over the cheering and clapping. “Nothing that—”

“What? Did you say ‘who’s that?’ I don’t know, but he sure is trying hard to get Amber’s attention.”

Medley motioned toward an attractive young man at the base of the bleachers, standing off to one side. The tall youth wore low-rise, faded jeans and, despite the cool evening, a rust-colored tank top that showed off his lean, muscular build. Thick, walnut brown hair hung in loose waves about his shoulders. Libby lifted the binoculars once again and watched him make signals with his thumb and forefinger. She shifted her focus to Amber, who discreetly signaled back.

The crowd returned to their seats. Libby sat down and observed the teenage instant messaging in progress, curious about the secret conversation. Were they simply flirting, or being cautious because Cash disapproved of their friendship? That could explain why they weren’t exchanging text messages or why the boy didn’t simply climb the bleachers to talk to her.

Loud booing swelled among the crowd. The man next to Libby jumped out of his seat and blocked her view as he shook his fist, loudly disagreeing with the ref’s call. She turned back to the activity on the field, but her thoughts only intensified on Amber and the pain of not finding her child. Despair crept into her heart, draining her hope. Why bother to stay any longer when the answer seemed clear? She’d reached another dead-end.

Libby glanced into the stands and saw Cash sitting alone, talking on his cell phone. She nudged Medley. “Amber is gone. So is her...um...friend.”

Medley scooped up her designer handbag. “Yeah,” she responded in a tone that sounded more like a question. “I saw them sneak off together while you were daydreaming. Want to take a walk and get a closer look at her?”

Libby slung the strap of her purse over her shoulder and stood. “Amber MacKenzie’s social life is none of my business.” She checked the time on her cell phone, noting that she should be going over last-minute details of a pre-nuptial dinner scheduled for tomorrow night. Her job as an event planner for a local restaurant didn’t run itself. “Let’s go. There’s only a minute left of the fourth quarter and River’s Edge is ahead by fourteen points.” She looked up, scrutinizing Cash McKenzie once more. “This game is over.”

They squeezed past a half-dozen people, made their way down the crowded stands, and headed toward the school parking lot.

Libby surveyed seemingly endless rows of vehicles. “Do you remember where we parked?”

Medley gestured toward the farthest corner. “Over there.” However, once they reached over there they still couldn’t find Medley’s car.

“What’s the deal here?” Gripping her hands on her almost non-existent hips, Medley stopped and looked around. “How hard can it be to find a blue Focus?”

They wandered through more rows, looking for Medley’s car.

Medley suddenly grabbed Libby by the forearm. “Don’t look now, but Amber and her friend are right over...” She nodded toward the driver’s side of a red Grand Am. “...there.”

Libby craned her neck to see them.

“Don’t stare! You’ll give us away!”

Curious, Libby looked anyway. Amber stood in a semi-circle with five other teens, sharing a cigarette. The boy in the rust-colored tank top stood next to her, his muscular arm draped possessively around her shoulders as he gazed intently into her eyes.

Libby knew that look. It meant trouble.

Suddenly Cash appeared out of nowhere and strode toward his daughter, his expression grim, hands clenched at his sides. He grasped her by the arm and pulled her away from the boy.

“The restrooms are over there,” he said to Amber and pointed across the lot. “What are you doing here?”

Crimson, Amber glanced at the other teens. “I’m talking to my friends, Dad! Go away!” She tried to hide the cigarette behind her back, but Cash grabbed her hand and tossed the butt to the damp ground. He splayed her fingers, exposing a large class ring. Shaking his head, he slipped it off her hand.

“Don’t!” Amber grabbed at it to get it back.

Cash held up the ring in the boy’s face. “Is this yours?”

The teen reciprocated with an arrogant shrug.

“Take it back. She’s too young for you.”

“Stop it!” Tears pooled in Amber’s eyes. “Leave Brian alone!”

Scowling, Brian snatched his ring back.

Cash rebounded with a stern look. “Smoking, ditching homework, skipping school—my daughter never did any of those things until she started hanging out with you.”

Brian cut Amber a sideways glance then stared back at Cash. “If you say so.”

Cash let the statement go unchallenged and turned his back to the group. “C’mon, we’re going home,” he said tersely to Amber. Their gazes locked—hers rife with defiance and resentment, his burdened with disappointment and pain. 

As he turned to go, he glanced across the trunk of the car and met Libby’s gaze. Jolting to a stop, he blinked and did a double-take, his mouth gaping as though he couldn’t believe what he saw—or, more accurately, whom.

Libby froze, but her heart pounded so hard she feared everyone could hear it. She never meant for Cash to see her, much less realize that she’d witnessed the entire episode at his expense.

“Oh-oh. Time to go,” Medley whispered.

Libby barely heard the words but knew she needed to get out of there. She needed to escape from him, a living reminder of the most tragic event of her life. Without a word, she turned and swiftly walked away, leaving Cash MacKenzie to stare after her.

*     *     *
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Cash drove out of the parking lot in an emotional daze. His hands steered, his foot accelerated and worked the brakes, but his heart shifted his thoughts into instant replay mode, reviewing the scene back at school.

“You embarrassed me, Dad! You made me look stupid!”

He vaguely heard the sobbing accusation. It sounded like Amber, but thoughts churned in his mind so hard he couldn’t concentrate on anything other than navigating his pickup.

“You look fine,” he mumbled, barely aware he’d replied.

Libby...

He still couldn’t believe it. Had their paths crossed accidentally or had she deliberately planned this encounter?

Her tall, slender image loomed in his mind like a permanent screensaver in Technicolor. She looked the same, yet different. She still wore her blonde hair long and sleek. And she still looked good in jeans and a blue blazer—the color of her eyes. Yet, something about her made him pause. Besides the passage of time, what made her seem different? He stared at the road ahead, wondering why it mattered. After all, she had turned her back on him and Amber long ago. He thought the years had erased the hurt over the betrayal they’d suffered, but it still lived in his heart. He clutched his gut. Now it had affected his stomach, too.

“I’ll never be able to face my friends again! Tomorrow everyone in school will be talking about me. And laughing!”

“We’ll discuss it when we get home,” he muttered.

So... Why show up now? What did Libby want? An accusing little voice whispering from a far corner of his mind suggested what he already suspected; she’d come back to reclaim her daughter. She meant to take Amber away from him. The possibility made his stomach burn like acid.

He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a roll of antacids, popping two into his mouth, chewing them like candy. The pain in his stomach flared. He devoured two more. His stomach couldn’t take any more bad news. Amber’s obsessive crush on a kid with a bad attitude had him tied in knots. Libby Cunningham’s intrusion could destroy his family.

What’s going on, Lord? You’ve already pushed me into a season of testing with Amber. Do you expect me to deal with Libby Cunningham, too? Why are all of these things happening at once? What are you trying to do, turn me inside out?

“I’m never going to school again! Ever!”

Amber’s shouting finally broke through his thoughts. He cut her a sideways glance. If she hugged the door any closer, she’d be in the street.

“You’re the worst dad in the world,” she spat with a loud sob. Tears streamed down her cheeks. “I hate you! I hate you! I’m going to run away!”

Cash turned into his driveway and shut off the engine. At any other time, he would have bridled at Amber’s behavior and grounded her on the spot. Today, however, her tantrum seemed tame compared to what he’d just experienced. Gripping the steering wheel with one hand and clutching the keys—still in the ignition—with the other hand, he tipped his head back, closed his eyes, and expelled a deep groan. He had a bad feeling his life would never be the same again.

Suddenly, he became aware of an odd silence in the truck. Pushing aside his troubled thoughts, he looked sideways at Amber. She sat smeared to the door, glowering at him with the tenacity of a cornered wolverine.

“You haven’t heard a word I’ve said!” She rounded out the claim with an exaggerated sniff and swiped the back of her hand across her cheek. Thick, wet lashes fringed her large brown eyes. It reminded him of how she looked as a young child. She had once been so sweet, so trusting, and carefree. He wanted his little girl back. Where had she gone?

Amber continued to stare at him as if his reticence garnered suspicion. “H-how come you’re not yelling at me for smoking and sneaking off with Brian?”

He couldn’t imagine how to explain what he’d just been through, so he stayed silent.

She sat up straight and placed her hand on the door latch, frowning in confusion. “What’s the matter with you, Dad? Ever since we got into the truck, you’ve been acting strange. Spaced out—like you’ve been struck by lightning or something.” She squinted, giving him a curious once-over, as though trying to catch something she’d previously missed. “Are you okay?”

Struck by lightning? Or the divine hand of God? Deep in his heart, Cash knew God had put him on notice today and the pain in his gut told him he’d better pay attention because neither Libby Cunningham nor his indigestion planned to go away. Or God, for that matter. But what God wanted from him he wouldn’t give—couldn’t give. All these years he’d believed he’d forgiven Libby for deserting him and their child. Seeing her today made him realize he’d neither forgiven nor forgotten what she’d done.

Man, did he have a mess on his hands. He had problems with Amber, Libby, and now, God, too. He reached into his pocket, hunting for his antacids. The way things were going, he figured he’d soon be buying them by the case.

*     *     *
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“I know you meant well, Medley, but we’ve checked her out and she’s not my daughter. So, let’s put it behind us and move on. Okay?” Libby paced the ivory carpet of Medley’s living room, making a futile attempt to walk off her frustration.

Medley emerged from the kitchen with two orange mugs of French roast and set them on the coffee table next to a tin of chocolate-dipped biscotti. She collapsed onto her white leather sofa with a satisfied sigh and kicked off her dark green shoes. “Sit down, Libby.” She patted the cushion next to her.

Medley’s condominium looked like an IKEA showroom with leather furniture, glass, and wood bookcases, and brass table lamps, all in the modern, simplistic styling that described her outlook on nearly everything. “Let’s have some Starbucks and discuss our next move.”

Libby walked over to the window instead, lifted the curtain, and stared down at the tree-lined street. The burgeoning fall colors in Minneapolis provided a mosaic of scarlet, orange, and gold under the glow of city streetlights.

“I appreciate your wanting to help find my daughter, I really do, but we struck out this time and I don’t see the point in talking about it anymore. We gave it our best shot. Unfortunately, it didn’t turn out as we’d hoped it would.” Her sigh formed a misty spot on the glass. “I’m tired and I have a busy day at work tomorrow. I need to go home.”

Home meant the lonely, six-bedroom monstrosity overlooking Lake Harriet that she’d inherited from her late father, former U.S. Senator, Franklin Cunningham.

“What you really need is to lighten up.” Medley pursed her lips as she pulled the cover off the tin. “You can’t be tense when you talk to Cash; otherwise you may not be able to convince him that the best situation for Amber is to have both her parents involved in her life.”

Libby let the curtain fall and spun away from the window. “Medley, I’m not going to put myself through embarrassing agony and call him begging for non-existent information.” The stress of another defeat had taken its toll. She swallowed hard, fighting a catch in her throat. “Didn’t you notice when they were arguing how much alike they looked? It’s obvious she’s not mine!”

“Of course, she is!” Medley’s quick smile asserted that she believed it without a doubt.

“How can you be so sure? She doesn’t possess a single characteristic that resembles me.”

“Lib, Lib, you’re just upset because so much is at stake. It’s natural to be apprehensive.” Medley offered her a steaming mug. “You’ve dreamed of this moment for years.”

Libby walked back to the sofa and sat down. She accepted the coffee and took a sip. The rich, hot liquid soothed her throat but did nothing for her morale.

“Cash didn’t appreciate our intrusion. We both saw the shock on his face. Even if, by a remote chance, Amber is my daughter, I can’t imagine him welcoming me into her life.”

“He knows what’s best for her. He’ll do the right thing.” Medley set her mug on the coffee table. “You want to know the truth, don’t you? So, you can put this behind you and get on with your life?”

“You know I do.”

Medley picked up her cell phone and placed it in Libby’s free hand. “Then stop being so stubborn about this. Swallow your doubts and make the call. For Amber’s sake as well as your own, confront him and get it over with.”

Libby’s hand shook so hard she could barely set her mug down. She held the gold bling case in her quaking palm and stared at it as unbearable pain filled her heart. She dreaded the thought of having her hopes destroyed again—like so many times in the past. Now that she had observed Amber, the mirror image of Cash MacKenzie, would today be any different?

Medley produced a business card from her handbag. “He owns a construction company. Amber dug this out of her backpack when I said I wanted to remodel the kitchen.” She placed it on the coffee table and pushed it toward Libby. “Come on, Lib. Do it.”

Libby’s heart raced as she tentatively punched in the number and waited. She held her breath and listened to one ring, then another. She’d almost given up when he finally answered.

“MacKenzie here.” Cash’s telephone voice had a deep, masculine note, precisely as she remembered it. The sting of his abandonment gripped her heart with fresh intensity, as though it had happened yesterday.

The assault on her confidence startled her and she nearly dropped the phone. Her mind suddenly went blank. She squeezed her eyes shut, reluctant to expose the deepest part of her to someone who hadn’t cared back then and wouldn’t now.

Holy Spirit, please, she prayed, I need Your help! Give me the right words to say to him!

Medley gave her a gentle nudge, pressuring her to speak.

She took a deep breath and opened her eyes. “Hello, Cash.”
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Chapter 2
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Cash sat in the den, perched on the edge of a pillow-back sofa with his cell phone in one hand and a mouth-watering slice of pepperoni pizza in the other. He’d intended to devour a large bite when the call came. Now he’d lost his appetite.

He tossed the pizza back into the box and picked up the television remote, hitting the mute button.

Her cousin’s name appeared on his Caller ID screen, but he knew Medley Grant didn’t have any reason to call him. No, it had to be her.

“Who is this?” he demanded, forcing her to make the first move.

“It’s Libby...Libby Cunningham.”

The sound of her voice, so gentle and feminine, so...sincere, threw him off guard. He hadn’t expected that. Was it an act? Wary, he pressed on. “What do you want?”

“I’d like to talk to you about Amber.”

The quiet determination in her delivery tripped an alarm in his heart, putting his defenses on ‘fight or flight’ alert. Given the stakes, he chose to fight and braced himself for a confrontation. “What’s done is done. The past speaks for itself. There is nothing to talk about—”

“We should have had this conversation years ago, Cash.” She sounded prepared. “Let’s talk now.”

He released a taut sigh and stared at the congealing pizza on the coffee table. If given the choice he’d put her off forever, but he knew she’d keep pursuing him. “All right,” he said brusquely. Might as well duke it out tonight and settle the situation. He picked up the remote again and hit the power button. The screen went black. “What do you want?”

“The truth. Is she mine?”

The question surprised him at first. Then it angered him. He sprung from the sofa and began pacing the room. After years of silence, why had she chosen to show up now demanding answers? Her timing seemed too convenient to be accidental. Did she know about his problems with Amber? Moreover, did she expect to use them as an excuse to draw Amber into a relationship with her? Libby’s interference, he feared, would distract Amber, confuse her, and possibly pull her even farther away from him.

“I’ve got to know,” Libby insisted, disrupting his internal monologue. “Is she my daughter?”

He crossed the room and peered through the doorway to make sure Amber hadn’t overheard him talking. The house remained quiet except for faint notes of music wafting from her bedroom at the top of the stairs on the second floor. Relieved, he shut the door. “You gave birth to her,” he replied soberly as he leaned against it, “but, no. She’s mine.” There. That set her straight.

He heard her gasp. Awkwardness pervaded the ensuing silence.

“Oh,” she whispered, her voice trembling with shock. “I...I didn’t expect...”

It took a moment to sink in that he’d made her cry. “I didn’t mean to be so blunt,” he declared, wondering if the tears were real, “but I’m skeptical about your intentions. Amber doesn’t hear from you once in her entire life and now suddenly you’re a phone call away. Why?”

“After they took her away from me, I had no way to find out what happened to her,” she responded. “Now that I’ve found her, I intend to make up for lost time.”

Though she didn’t sound threatening, he heard between the lines. Things were about to change—with or without his cooperation. Fear and dread clouded his judgment.

“No, you’re not,” he countered in a low, level voice. “Look, I don’t know where you’ve been for almost sixteen years or why you’ve decided to surface now, but I suggest you go back to where you came from and leave us alone. You have no right to interfere.”

“I’d never do that. All I want is what’s best for Amber.”

“Then stay out of her life. You’ve been out of the picture since her birth and as far as I’m concerned, that’s where you belong. Goodbye.”

“Wait! I still don’t understand how or why you—”

“That’s all I have to say,” Cash interrupted, losing patience again. “Good night.”

“You can hang up on me, Cash, but I’m not going away. You have something I’ve literally dreamed about finding for almost half my life—my child!” She spoke with so much force he pulled the phone away from his ear. “Please, I want to know more about Amber,” she continued in a softer tone. “I need to know more! You’re right. It’s late and we’re both tired. Meet me tomorrow for coffee. There’s so much I’m anxious to ask—”

“No.”

An ominous silence settled over the moment. Cash knew he should hang up, but something made him hold on.

“I don’t understand,” she said at last. “You admit that Amber is my child, but you’re not willing to talk to me about her?”

“That’s right.”

“Why?”

“I just told you.”

“You didn’t tell me anything,” she insisted, “except that you’re afraid to adjust.”

“I’m not the one who might have difficulty adjusting.”

“You mean, Amber’s going through a difficult stage.”

“I mean, she’s no different than any other girl her age.”

“In other words,” Libby said smoothly, “it’s about a boy.”

He didn’t answer at first. What could he say? She’d witnessed that unfortunate scene in the school parking lot tonight. She knew the score. “I’m handling it,” he said finally.

“Cash, if my daughter is having issues, I want to know about them.”

“What happened tonight is between Amber and me—”

“Listen, I know what you’re thinking,” Libby argued softly, “and I don’t agree, but that’s a discussion for another time. All I’m asking is to meet with you and talk about the important things I’ve missed in my daughter’s life. Just you and I. Amber doesn’t have to know.”

Cash debated the idea. Every shred of instinct he possessed made him want to shout “Forget it!” but that still, small voice coming from his conscience argued that she wouldn’t give up until she got some answers. She had the right to know about her daughter, that he understood. But she didn’t have the right to interfere. Amber belonged legally to him—lock, stock, and curling iron.

“All right,” he said after a moment. “Meet me at Sandhill Nature Center tomorrow morning at nine sharp. I drive a red Dodge pickup.”

“I’ll be there!” Excitement and surprise rang in her voice.

Cash shut off his cell phone and set it on the table then picked up the pizza box and headed for the kitchen. On his way out of the den, he paused in the doorway and gazed up the stairs to the partially closed door of Amber’s bedroom. He’d have a talk with Libby and set her straight, once and for all. He couldn’t tell if her feelings for Amber were genuine, but one thing he knew for sure; he’d never allow her to hurt Amber the way she’d hurt him.

Ever.

*     *     *
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Libby arrived early at Sandhill Nature Center. She needed time to strengthen herself in the Lord and calm the jitters in her stomach before meeting Cash. Why had he insisted they meet at Sandhill? The last time she and Cash secretly met there, they were still in high school. They’d ambled along the walking trail, holding hands and trading kisses...

She drove into a large, sloped parking lot surrounded by towering trees cloaked in a patchwork of gold, scarlet, and orange. She’d expected to be the first to arrive but saw right away that God had other plans.

Cash MacKenzie stood next to his glossy red pickup, poured into faded jeans, a gray T-shirt, and wire-rimmed sunglasses. He leaned against the tailgate, soaking up the golden rays of the late September sun with ankles crossed and his solid, muscular arms folded across broad his chest. The mere thought of him being relaxed and confident with so much at stake unnerved her.

“Dear God, please give me the strength to get through this,” she whispered breathlessly as she glided her white BMW into the space next to his. This meeting could turn out to be the most important conversation of her life. Her knees wobbled as she opened the car door and climbed out.

This is not good, she thought, gripping the doorframe to steady herself.

Cash pushed himself away from the tailgate. “You’re early,” he stated with an air of authority in his deep, throaty voice. He reached the car and rested his hand next to hers.

Her fingers clenched the top of the doorframe, her palms moistening. He stood taller, wider in the shoulders than she remembered. The rich, spicy scent of his aftershave surrounded him like invisible armor. He stood too close, towering over her as though he meant for his mere presence to intimidate her. Mustering courage, she straightened her five-foot-ten-inch frame and looked up. “So are you.”

He nodded in reply, but his silence made it clear he didn’t want to be there. Libby gripped the door tighter and stared at her reflection in his sunglasses, forcing herself to appear calm while her bravado nose-dived. Perhaps this would be the shortest conversation of her life.

He surprised her, though, and stood aside, gesturing with a sweep of his hand for her to lead the way. She let go of the door and stepped from the car, willing her knees not to buckle as he shut it behind her. They walked in silence through the parking lot to the heavy, cedar gates leading into a wooded area. Cash swung open the gate and stood aside, allowing Libby to enter first. They walked together along a paved, curving walkway toward the interpretive center. A large group of schoolchildren chattered in joyful disorder as they crowded around the entrance to the square, one-story complex, waiting for a park naturalist to guide them on a nature tour.

Cash cut a sharp left and guided Libby past the main building and outdoor amphitheater along the perimeter trail, a walking path that circled the entire Sandhill natural area. They continued in silence through a dense forest of cottonwoods, aspens, and maples, passing an occasional jogger, until the blacktopped path turned to crushed limestone. A gentle breeze whispered through the trees, showering them with colorful leaves. Birds chorused overhead. Suddenly she knew why Cash insisted they meet here. Sandhill Nature Center’s secluded trails provided the perfect public place for a very private conversation. She cut him a pointed, sideways glance. Did he plan to talk soon or walk off his bad mood first?

“Let’s cut to the chase. What do you want?” he said suddenly as if reading her thoughts.

His abruptness startled her. “To—to meet Amber.”

He halted in his tracks. “Why?”

“Because she’s my daughter and she needs me.”

His jaw tensed. “I don’t agree. She’s my daughter and all these years we’ve managed fine—without you.”

Libby shoved her fists into the pockets of her black blazer. She’d spent years learning to forgive him. Ironically, it only took a few words from him to resurrect the hurt and anger she’d worked so hard to bury. “I’m not trying to interfere! I simply want to be involved in my daughter’s life.”

“Is that so?”

She flinched at the bitterness in his retort.

“Then where were you when she cut her first tooth? Where were you on her first day of school? Or the day she flew off her bike and cried her little heart out while getting stitches under her chin? You should have been there!”

His accusation pierced her heart, but she pressed on, determined to win his cooperation. 

“I understand how you must feel, but please don’t judge me before you hear all the facts, Cash. I may not have been with her, but she has always been with me. She’s always on my mind.” And in my heart, Libby thought as a familiar ache swelled deep inside her. “Over the years, every time I came home to visit my dad and I saw a little blonde girl about Amber’s age, I wondered if I had looked into the face of my own child. You have no idea what I’ve suffered, coping with the reality of someone else raising my baby, tucking her into bed every night.”

Cash yanked his sunglasses off. “What gives you the right to miraculously appear after all these years and barge into our lives?” He glared at her. “Who do you think you are?”

His indignation stung. She pursed her lips, ready to fire off a dozen reasons, but stopped short when she saw the dark circles lining his deep-set cocoa eyes. Didn’t he sleep last night, either? She glanced at his hand and saw the sunglasses tremble. Did he fear her as much as she feared him?

“I’m her mother,” she replied, projecting a new level of resolve. “I love her. I always have!”

Cash shoved the sunglasses into his T-shirt pocket. Gripping his hands on his waistband, he stepped close, staring down at her, his rock-hard gaze loaded with mistrust. “If you care so much, why did you give her up in the first place?”

Libby blinked in disbelief. The butterflies in her stomach settled, hardening into cement cocoons. “You know why,” she countered swiftly, her tone matching the fire inflaming her cheeks. “I was only sixteen and totally alone because everyone I trusted turned against me.” She jabbed her index finger into the center of his solid chest. “...including you.”

He pushed her hand away. “That’s not—”

“You promised to stand by me, but instead you took the coward’s way out.” She jabbed him again. “Don’t deny it! You abandoned me, Cash. You dropped out of sight and left me to deal with my father on my own!”

“Don’t!” Her stomach did a strange little dance as his long fingers wrapped around her narrow wrists. Confusion flickered in his eyes. For a moment neither spoke. Then he dropped her hands and moved away, shoving his fists behind him. “I’m no coward and you know it.”

“Oh, really?” She fired back. Deep in her heart, a fervent voice whispered to let it go, but she ignored the warning. She’d harbored this little speech for years. She had to let it out. “Then where were you when I needed you the most? You certainly weren’t by my side as you promised! My father nearly had a heart attack when he found out what I—” she raised her palms, “—what we had done. He blamed himself, saying he’d failed me because he’d never remarried after my mother died. He never got over the fact that his little girl had gone all the way with a boy and ended up in trouble.”

Terror flickered in Cash’s eyes, suggesting that he held the same fear concerning Amber. Reaching into his jean pocket, he pulled out a roll of antacids. He peeled off several and popped them into his mouth like peanuts.

“My grandmother took a different view,” Libby continued. “She condemned me, claiming that my reckless indiscretion held the potential to cause embarrassment and permanent damage to Dad’s political career. She convinced him that a private adoption would solve everything. Amber would have a normal family life with...” Libby almost choked on the irony. “...two parents and our family’s reputation would stay intact. They made the decision and ordered me to sign consent forms, terminating my parental rights. I begged them to let me keep her, but my grandmother insisted I do the right thing and give up my baby.” 

Her mouth tasted salty as she swallowed back harsh memories. “Adoption may have been the right decision for them, but I’ve struggled with guilt and regret ever since for caving under their pressure.”

“A touching story, but I’m not impressed,” Cash retorted, stone-faced. “The senator must have rewarded you well for turning your back on your child. What did he offer you? A new car? A trip to Europe?”

Libby gasped at his callous assumption. “He didn’t discuss the process with me or even ask about my feelings. My actions hurt him so deeply he barely spoke to me after that.”

Cash stared hard at her. “The way I figure it, you both wanted Amber out of the way. Her existence caused embarrassment for a senator who touted family values and having a baby in your care put a crimp in your social life.”

“That’s not true!”

“Isn’t it? Then why didn’t your father acknowledge your mistake, apologize to his supporters and simply move on instead of covering it up?”

An elderly couple wearing green hiking suits and matching sun visors appeared on the trail. Self-conscious, Libby folded her arms into a tight bow and spun away. From the corner of her eye, she saw Cash follow suit. They stood back to back, cooling their tempers as the couple passed by.

Libby looked away to avoid their curious glances. As the crunch of their footfalls on the gravel faded, she whirled around. “The truth is, I don’t know why he covered it up. What difference does it make, anyway? We can’t control what our parents do; neither can we go back and change the past.”

He refused to answer, his silence communicating his true feelings about the matter.

“You’ve never forgiven me for giving her up, have you?”

He stood silent for a moment, as though carefully choosing his next words. “How do you think I felt when I found out that you’d put our daughter up for adoption? What I find hard to forgive is why you—and your father—deliberately chose to exclude me from the process.” A muscle in his jaw tightened. “Let’s get out of here.” He walked away, approaching a fork in the path, taking the one that led back into the sunshine and a large cattail marsh.

Libby watched him go, disappointed in his reaction, though she understood how he felt. She hadn’t forgiven herself, either. Would Amber?

She went after him, taking two steps to each of his long strides. They approached the floating boardwalk, a one-hundred-fifty-foot dock that carved a path through the cattails to the other side of the marsh.

“I didn’t let you know because I couldn’t reach you. Cash, you didn’t even bother to tell me goodbye.” Libby’s black shoes tapped on the metal planks as she hurried past a maple with a crown of bright scarlet. Oddly enough, the bottom half of the tree remained green. “You just disappeared. Why? Why did you break my heart like that?”

Cash stared straight ahead. “I had no choice.”

“That’s an excuse, not an explanation.”

“It’s the truth. When the senator found out about your condition,” he cut her a sideways glance, “he dispatched two of his aides to my parents’ home. They ordered me to stay away from you and warned if I didn’t, the senator would press charges.”

“Is that all?” She glanced across a small patch of sparkling blue water and fought the urge to push him off the dock. Perhaps a good dousing would bring him to his senses! “Since when did you let my father tell you what to do? You were well aware in those days that he disapproved of you, yet you’d never allowed his opinions to sway you before.”

Cash shook his head, squinting in the bright sun. “Once my parents became involved, everything changed. My mother held me solely responsible for what happened and made me apologize for the grief I’d caused our family. After all, by that time I’d turned eighteen, but all along I’d always known what we were doing could have dire consequences.” Guilt shadowed his face. “I shouldn’t have—”

“Neither of us should have,” Libby cut in. “Grandma Cunningham accused me of the same thing. She made me feel so ashamed and unworthy that I couldn’t face my father any longer. I agreed to go to a private Christian home for unwed mothers to spare my dad any further hurt and humiliation than I’d already caused. I spent the loneliest, most miserable months of my life there, waiting to hear from you.”

“You’re not the only one who ended up lonely and
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