

	[image: image]




    
JENNA McKNIGHT

A Date on Cloud Nine

[image: ]





    
For Julie Beard, Eileen Dreyer,

Shirl Henke, Carol Monk,

and Karyn Witmer-Gow,

who have more good ideas

on how to steer a plot

than any other gals I know.

Thanks for Thursdays!

And for Charlotte Nations,

who eagerly answered my call for a reader

at the last minute.

Thanks again!





    
Contents


1

Lilly Marquette couldnt believe she was parked in front of




2

Lilly thought shed heard quiet before, until now.




3

Jake Murdoch didnt mind the snowstorm. Hed grown up in




4

Jake strode out the emergency rooms automatic door and across




5

St. Matthew & Marks food kitchen was going to be a revelation




6

Lilly was up again at 6:00 a.m. Shed chosen red




7

The first thing Lilly did after breakfast was restore her




8

Jake grew increasingly uneasy on his side of the car.




9

Tell me again why I need thongs? Lilly asked. Jake




10

Jake selected a medium-priced red wine, then thought about where




11

Lilly was a little dizzy from the speed with which




12

I cannot believe this! Up in Transition, Elizabeth was fit




13

Jake didnt take Lillys advice; he skipped the wine. He




14

It wasnt the type of emergency Lilly had trained for




15

What an incredible night.




16

Lilly sank to the kitchen floor, her back against the




17

Just because Lillyd had her eyes opened didnt mean it




18

Betsy, if youre there, pick up.




19

While she waited for the Mercedes to be delivered, Lilly




20

First thing in the morning, nothing to eat, nothing to




21

Jake trotted up the broad, brick-edged steps of the Marquette




22

Its not possible!




23

Lilly wanted to tell whoever was moving her to stop






About the Author




Other Books by Jenna McKnight




Copyright




About the Publisher









    

1




Lilly Marquette couldnt believe she was parked in front of Cloud Nine. Sure, shed promised her best friend anything she wanted for her birthday, but she hadnt figured on a shop with a red-lettered notice on the glass door that said: ADULTS ONLY. MUST BE EIGHTEEN OR OLDER TO ENTER. NO EXCEPTIONS.

She snuggled deepermeaning lowerinto the limos heated leather seat and turned her fur collar up on her neck. If she scrunched low enough, she could disappear, safe from the eyes of anyone driving by. The only witness to this fiasco so far was her driver, and hed forget anything for a pound of Godiva.

Ill wait here, she said.

You cant, Betsy argued.

Its okay, I like to watch it snow.

Its freezing.

Then dont hold the door open when you get out.

Betsy put on the same persuasive little pout that had gotten Lilly into lots of trouble over the years. Once theyd reached puberty, it usually revolved around the opposite sex.

Go by yourself, Lilly insisted. I wouldnt be caught dead in there.

Still the pout. But you said youd buy me whatever I want for my birthday.

Yeah, a purse. Or a scarf. Not She trailed off, waving a hand toward the red ADULTS ONLY sign. Ill get it off the Internet.

But my birthdays today. Whats your problem?

Gee, I dont know. Maybe watching you sort through vibrators might be embarrassing.

Well it shouldnt be. Bradys been gone five months now. Im sorry, sweetie, but its a fact. And heres another one. If you ever expect to have those kids you want so bad?you need to start getting out. You should come in and practice making doe eyes at the clerk.

Doe eyes? Lilly snickered. Youve been buying your novels here, too, havent you?

Dont knock it. Whatever you want to call it, its set more men drooling over you than I can count.

Flattery wont work. But feel free to keep it up.

Betsy grimaced. Ooh, a word of caution. When you go in there, you might not want to say anything with the words keep it up in it.

No problem, Im not

And its not flattery. Betsy slumped against her door. Shit, its not fair. Men think they want blue-eyed blondes until they see you. You know what Brian said you remind him of?

Probably nothing nice. Because Brian was ancient history, before Brady, a two-and-a-half-year marriage, and widowhood.

Whiskey, Betsy answered, as if Lilly were interested, which she definitely wasnt. Lets see, howd he put it? Something like youre a tall glass of prime liquor, with a golden spark in your eyes that sets a man on fire.

Oh puh-lease.

There was more about burning a fire in his insides on the way down.

Lilly hooted, prodding Betsy with her foot. You want to step out in a dignified manner, or do I have to open that door and shove you out?

You have to come in to pay anyway.

I dont have enough cash.

They take charges.

Oh yeah, I want my accountant to think I shop at Cloud Nine.

Come on, itll give you a chance to meet the clerk. I promise, the man oozes pure sex. Swear to God, hes got enough charisma to jump-start a dead womans heart. Though, she admitted, knowing it mattered, I doubt he has a dime to his name.

Lilly slid a meaningful glance at the storefront. Hence where he works. Id like to think Im more discriminating.

Well, you should enjoy this then: I tried to pick him up last time I was here, and as much as it pains me to admit thisshe lowered her voiceI failed.

No!

Betsy bobbed her head in silent confirmation.

Well now I have to go in. To see the man whod turned Betsy down, Lillyd brave both cold and embarrassment. Hand me that hat, would you?


The only other car in the lot was a yellow taxi, with two bright red, heart-shaped balloons dancing at the end of their tether, tied to the antenna. It also had an inch of snow covering the hood, so itd been there a good long while which meant thered be no other customers to get embarrassed in front of. Lilly followed Betsy inside, pulling up short as soon as the door swung shut behind them.

You go ahead, she said, suddenly wondering how she could make a graceful exit without appearing majorly intimidated by a few racks of wispy, next-to-nothing lingerie. She butted the door open, making excuses as she backed out. I hear my phone. I think its my broker.

Betsy hauled her back in. Funny. You know that gadget in your purse youre so connected to? Its not ringing.

Its on vibrate. She winced as soon as she said it, her gaze darting around to make sure no one was paying them any undue attention. So far, so good.

I wont be long, Betsy promised. Stay.

Okay. Ill, uh, just hang around here, you know, by the door.

She felt conspicuous and stupid standing still, so she brushed snow off her hat, tucked a few stray dark wisps of hair back underneath, then stamped slush off her leather boots, all the while surreptitiously checking out the store to make sure thered be no witnesses to their folly.

Surprisingly, once she allowed herself to really look, the inside of the store itself wasnt too bad. Instead of the sleazy, dirty, dimly lit, smoke-filled area shed imagined from the condition of the neighborhood in general and the strip mall specifically, it looked like a place someone took pride in: well lit and tidy. Even the carpet was clean enough to pick up a wayward nickel and pocket it.

Betsy groaned, as if being with someone whod pick up a stray coin was somehow ten times more embarrassing than being in a sex shop. Tell me you didnt.

What? Its a nickel.

I swear, all your money and youd still stop on a highway if you saw a dime. Im moving now. Ill be over there.

The interior was nicely organized, with clothing to the left and shelves straight ahead. To the right were racks of gadgets, withWouldnt you know?three women standing in a loose group, discussing a package they passed back and forth, and they werent exactly whispering. Lilly looked away to give them their privacy; but shoot, this was the twenty-first century, and if they were in here buying vibrators together, secrecy sure as heck wasnt an issue. They looked perfectly normal and average; they probably carpooled all week, got together on Friday nights to play Bunko, and took the kids to church on Sunday.

God, wouldnt that be great? Well, not the average part, but shed give anything to be a mom. She wouldnt shuffle her children off to nannies and boarding school, either, no way. Shed be what shed never had: a loving mother whod bandage her kids scrapes, read them stories, and hug them to pieces without notice.

A faint odor abruptly caught her attention, and she sniffed the air to place it. I think I smell gas. Hey, Betsy

A big guy in a navy T-shirt popped into view for a split second, to her right, behind a counter piled high with stacks of inventory.


Sorry about that, he said. I thought I had it all aired out.

Sooo

His voice was promising, a nice, deep timbre with a sexy rumble that made her think shed be willing to forgive him anything, just as long as he kept talking.

Furnace is on the blink, he explained, ducking out from behind the boxes and passing behind a tall rack on his way to the door.

Lilly took her own inventory. Thick black hairshe could see that over the rack, so he was tall. Long legs, no holes in his jeans, leather boots instead of ratty tennis shoes. This was getting better by the second. He might be worth a couple dates down the road, when she was ready again. Large hands. Muscular arms that could have taken the door off its hinges without tools if it hadnt cooperated. A quick check of his ring finger as he worked at propping the door open was inconclusive. What she really needed was for him to turn around.

Please, God, let nothing on his face be pierced.

The three women perked up and drifted in his direction. They all took off their hats, fluffed their hair, and unbuttoned their coats. One swiped on fresh lip gloss.

The repairmans working on it now. I hope its not too cold in here for you. Better move away from the door. Wander around, let me know if you need help.

He was the kind of big that a man gets partly from genes, partly from working hard. Her gaze boldly roamed over impressively wide shoulders stretching his navy T-shirt to its limits, a trim waist, a nicely rounded butt, and well-muscled thighs. With that much virility to look at, she didnt care how cold it was. Maybe not even where she was.

He breezed behind the rack again, not lumbering like many big men, but exhibiting an easy grace as he headed straight back behind the counter and all those darned boxes. See anything you like, let me know.

Politely helpfulor had she been caught staring?

The boldest of the three zeroed in on him. I need to pick up a video for my neighbor. Can you recommend something?

Sure, be right there.

Lilly drifted away from the frigid air, staying to the left and center of the store, not lingering too long on any one thing. Was he single? Was he watching her thumb through crotchless panties, curious as to whom shed wear them for?

Was he straight? She touched a pair of fuzzy handcuffs to see if they were as soft as they looked. Better move on; hed think she was kinky.

Was he in a relationship? She picked up a key chain, thinking that looked safe enough to handle, until she noticed it was a miniature glow-in-the-dark penis.

Well, who could be without one of those?

She started to read the front of a box, but it was a game for lovers only. Move on before he thinks I have one. All the time thinking, Come out, come out, wherever you are, and wondering what was a safe question to ask that would bring him into full view. Try as she might, she couldnt find one non-sex-related item to ask about.

Hey, Lilly, I think I found what I want, Betsy announced loud and clear.


He started ringing up purchases for the three women, and politely said, Wellthank you, to the one who was writing her phone number across his hand as Lilly strolled by. She still hadnt gotten a look at his face by the time she joined Betsy, her attention only half-there and half-listening to the rest of the conversation by the register, trying to pick up any personal information he offered. Something like My wife likes this one would be a real clue.

What do you think of this? Betsy thrust a package into Lillys hands.

It was wrapped in clear plastic so the consumer could check out what she was getting before she paid for it. No way Lilly could pretend she was holding some normal massage therapy gadget.

Or this?

Now she had two. Please, God, keep him way over there a little while longer.

Were having a buy-one-get-one-half-off special, he announced across the store. She probably could see his face now if she turned, but geez, she could just imagine what he was thinking.

Great idea! Betsy said. Why dont you get one while youre here, Lill? You know Im going to love this, and then youll be jealous and just have to come back for your own. Then youll miss the sale, and you know how you get when something costs you extra.

Pick one, Lilly gritted through clenched teeth, low and threatening.

No wait, I know. You love to read in the limo. Lets get you a book.


From here?

The Kind of Sex Men Really Want sounds good. And look, pictures.

Betsy.

All right, dont get huffy. Geez, how longs it been since you got naked with a man in the backseat anyway?

I dont get naked in the

Well what goods having a limo if you dont utilize it?

Lilly caught the dangerous glimmer in Betsys eyes that said she knew exactly where Lillys mind was, how it worked, and how to tease her.

Betsy held up several packages and, loud enough to be heard three blocks away, asked, What do you think? Red, blue, or green? Or theres natural.

Lillys pithy retort died a dry, lumpy death in her throat as Sexy Rumble strode toward them.

Theres a sampler pack here, he said, snagging it off a nearby rack on his way. Different colors, different textures. Better price.

Oh, Betsy purred. A beginners set. Look, Lilly.

She tried not to. She tried darting a glance up at him beneath lowered lashes whenever she thought he wouldnt notice, but that just meant she still couldnt see his face, and she so wanted to know whether it went with the rest of him. If nothing ridiculous was pierced, she wanted to chat him up a few minutes and see where that went, maybe ask for his numberstrictly for future referencebut then how would she answer the question that inevitably would come up down the road: So, how did you two meet?

In a dildo shop. Now there was one to tell the grandchildren.


Or theres this one. He handed Betsy another package. My ex-girlfriend said this big boy can do anything a man can do and it doesnt snore.

He tipped his head just so, just enough to indicate that he knew he should be embarrassed to talk to women so frankly, but hell, he was so damned sexy, he could get away with it.

Geez, this guy could sell a sex toy to St. Peter.

Itd be better to drive by someday when he was locking up, then bump into him somewhere else like, say, the grocery store. Then she could talk to him a few minutes, see if there was mutual interestYeah, that was a plan. In the meantime, so he wouldnt recognize her later, she pulled her hat down to her eyebrows.

Betsy grinned up at him, way up. You say she left you for one of these?

Thats not exactly what

Want a second opinion?

Oh-kay. Desperate to stop this before they made out in front of her, Lilly made a show of pushing up her sleeve and checking her watch. Say, did I mention I have a twelve oclock appointment? Its almost twelve now. We should go.

You want this one then? he asked.

Betsy even made Uh-huh sound sexy.

You want one, too? he asked over his shoulder, heading toward the register with a second package in hand.

Uh, no thanks.

Did you decide on a book?

Great, hed heard that. No thanks.

Following him past a rack of Velcroed pants, Lilly pictured him in a pair, the kind he could rip off with one deft maneuver during a striptease. She wondered why he worked in a place like this, what he got out of it, and what he thought of the women who came in here. Too bad she couldnt strike up a conversation with him, ascertaining whether he had a brain to go with the body and was worth her time, or whether he was several IQ points short of desirable.

Hmm, did that make her a dildo shop snob?

Thatll be thirty-seven twenty-two.

Still mesmerized by his voice, which rumbled even more close-up, and putting up a pretense of searching through her purse for something so she could keep her face averted, Lilly automatically handed over her charge card.

And then snatched it back. Uh, sorry, she said, laughing self-consciously. I need to get some change, so can you break a, uh, twenty? Two twenties, I mean?

He probably was rolling on the floor inside, knowing exactly why she was paying cash and why she was buying a toy for her friend.

Shit, hell think were a couple!

Good thing she wasnt trying to pick him up here and now; hed think she wanted a threesome. She rooted through her purse for more of a disguise. Lipstick; no help. Tissuesshe could blow her nose. Not attractive; hed look away. Good. She blew.

Dont feel bad, he said. She could just hear the grin in his voice. It used to be impossible to find a virgin over the age of eighteen. Now its hard to find a woman who doesnt have her own toys.

Sunglasses!thank you, God. She shoved them on.


Your change is two seventy-eight.

The coins he dropped in her palm were warm, far too toasty to have come from a register in a store where the furnace wasnt working. Hed probably been holding them in his hot hand while he eavesdropped. Lord, the things he must hear in here! He added the dollar bills next, which she should have been able to hold on to, but she was so caught up in the study of the inside of her purse that a breeze from the front door plucked them up and sent them fluttering across the floor.

Oh, sorry, he said. Ill get

But she was already off after them, bounding across the carpet, diving under the rack of red and pink crotchless panties on sale for Valentines Day.

Let her do it, Betsy said dryly. When it comes to money, it doesnt get away from Lilly.

A heart-splattered Merry Widow caught on Lillys fur hat and flopped over her face.

Hey, Lill, maybe thats a sign, Betsy said. You should buy it.

Get real.

Itd be a long time before she wore a Merry Widow for anyone. Shed need a decent amount of time before she started dating againbecause shed like a loving and devoted husband, tooadd to that the months itd take to weed out the losers, then add months more to establish a deep relationship, get engagedGeez, at that rate, itd be years before she had a baby.

She caught both wayward bills and stared at them. Money was important, sure, but shed give up all of hers to have a baby a whole lot sooner.

There was a crash in the back of the store, followed by a curse, and Sexy Rumble pulled up short. Everything okay back there?

A shout followed. Everybody out! Now!

The ensuing explosion was the last thing Lilly heard before something hit her in the head, hard. She went down. Just before she blacked out completely, her last thought was of her parents reading the worlds worst headline: DILDO SHOP DETONATES, ONE DEAD.
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Lilly thought shed heard quiet before, until now.

Suddenly there was nothing. Nada. Not even her own heartbeat. Total blackness. Total silence, like

She couldnt even say what it was like. But it was eerie.

Am I deaf?

No sooner had she given life to that thought than she began to hear things again. Fire crackling, voices shoutingone a deep rumble, the other, Betsy.

No matter how hard Lilly tried to hang on to the voices, on to the brief, fleeting comfort they provided, they started to fade about the same time she saw a pinpoint of light overhead. Glowing steadily, it grew larger, brighter, closer. She sensed movement. She saw others all around her in a tunnel of nothingness, though they were different, more energy fields than bodies.

This couldnt be right.

No, wait!

Her voice echoed back, mocking her.


She stopped traveling before she reached the bright light, involuntarily pausing in a place that was boundaryless, yet somehow peaceful. She waited a moment, but nothing significant changed.

Hello? Anybody here?

Shed read everything she could get her hands on about dying, a few months ago. Shed been curious why her husband, Brady, had died with such a peaceful expression on his face when his leaving her had been so sudden, so unexpected. He was only thirty-three, played racquetball twice a week, and actually enjoyed the healthy meals their chef prepared. One minute he was smiling tenderly at her across the table, sharing a private joke, and the nextbam!he was on the floor at her feet, no heartbeat, and nothing she did helped.

She knew about going toward the light.

Hey, I think theres been a mistake.

She began to move again, but not straight ahead.

Uh-oh, this doesnt look good.

She was traveling off to the right, not exactly away from the light, yet not toward it either, finally coming to rest in front of a less-intense beam. Still, there was that bright spot off to the left, holding her attention. So much so that she hardly noticed thebeings in front of her until they morphed into two human forms in flowing white robes.

Welcome, the taller one said. His hair and beard were white, and he spoke the single word without emotion, his attention riveted on the electronic clipboard in his hands.

Youre early, the woman standing next to him added gently. Her hair was the whitest blond Lillyd ever seen, her long tresses flowing over her shoulders and halfway down her robe. Under any other circumstances, her beatific smile would have been reassuring. We didnt expect you this soon.

Good, because I think I dont want to be here this soon.

So much for saving for a rainy day. Shed amassed a nice-sized nest egg because, when her fathers investments had all gone bust, shed learned firsthand what it was like to go from the haves to the have-nots. There wasnt anything wrong with wanting the best for your kids. She was determined that hers would have the best of everything, with no worries about necessities and tuition. Orthey would have.

Where am I?

Transition, he said, evidently not one to waste words.

Think of it as a holding room, the blonde added more gently.

This cant be good.

Who are you guys?

Im Elizabeth. Smiling warmly, she added, In your incarnation, I was your grandmother.

Really? I never met

I know, dear. That was one of my biggest regrets, that I didnt live long enough to teach your mother that she could be both strong and nurturing. Now I know you have a thousand questions, but I think Johns ready to explain everything.

Okay, I see what happened this time. John kept stabbing the clipboard with his index finger as he perused whatever information it held. Welcome back, Lilly.


Ive, uh, been here before?

Thats right. He sounded so neutral, she couldnt pick up on which way this was going to go.

More than once, Elizabeth added. Her voice was soft and sweet, like the good witch of Oz. You cant seem to learn your lesson, so youve been diverted here again.

Oh great, Judgment Day, and I get the tag team.

Elizabeth laughed lightly, the way youd expect an angel to. John barely smiled. Maybe it was a grimace.

Oh, God, Lilly groaned. You know what Im thinking, dont you?

There are no secrets here, John said. Your life, everything youve done, every thought youve had, its all an open book. Now, lets get down to business.

About being in that storeI can explain. See

Please. Dont. He held up a hand to forestall any conversation on her part, so she didnt mention that crack about St. Peter either. You werent supposed to die quite so soon. If you hadnt dashed across the floor after that money, you wouldve been in the clear along with everyone else. His sigh was eloquent. And we had such high hopes for your son.

MyWhat son? Shed suffered through a miscarriage two years ago, and after that Brady hadnt cooperated, but these guys knew that.

The one you were supposed to have before your next birthday. Elizabeths tone was gentle, as if she understood how close this was to Lillys heart.

Really? That soon?

Lillys hands closed protectively over her flat belly, wondering, dreaming as she had many times, what it would be like to feel a tiny flutter there, to give life to another person. Oh, shed be such a great mother. Hed be her first, and shed nurture him and teach him to be a great big brother, to love all the little ones whod follow. No nanny. No boarding school. No last-minute, long-distance birthday wishes from Tahiti or Paris.

Butshe was here. Shed died.

He was destined to do such important things. Even though Johns tone was still neutral, his choice of words alone indicated lament, and something more.

They were blaming her? The hell with that.

Well, she snapped, maybe if my husband hadnt died

Elizabeth sighed. If only youd picked the right one.

Yes, John agreed. Then your son wouldve had all the right genes. All the right memories.

Did you mean what you said, Lilly? Elizabeth asked. Would you give anything to go back and have your baby?

Yes! Lilly said quickly, knowing whatever she had to give up would be worth it.

Now, Elizabeth, remember we have to stick to the rules, John said. We can only send people back who gain new insight. I dont think that applies in this case.

Lilly felt as if shed been slapped.

Do you have new insight? John demanded.

Think fast.

Uh, if I smell gas, get the heck out of the building?

John was polite enough not to shake his head, but Lilly could tell he wanted to. Elizabeth, on the other hand, arched her eyebrows and rubbed the tips of her fingers against her thumb.


Money? Oh! What had John said? She was early because shed been in the wrong place, because she was chasing two dollars across the floor. That was it. Moneys bad?

No way!

New insight? Elizabeth prompted.

Oh. Bad, bad, bad. Ill go back, and Ill never chase money again.

John hung his head. Elizabeth, though, shot looks of encouragement her way. So, recalling the nickel shed pocketed and that she had to give up something, Lilly took another stab at it.

Ill pick it up and give it to the nearest person? Yeah, thats what Ill do. Ill give it away.

John shook his head. Im afraid this is a waste of time.

But

How much money did you give to charity last year? he demanded.

You mean to the nearest penny?

Yes.

Uh

Zero! And how much do you have?

To the nearest

As of yesterday, your net worth was eighteen million dollars.

Great! Lilly thought with a rush of pride. Except for that was part.

And youre still hoarding nickels

Oh. Not great.

and chasing small bills across the floor!


Okay, okay, I get it. You want me to tithe. Five percent.

You can do better.

Ten percent? It hurt just thinking about it, but still, itd be worth it.

Ten times better.

All of it? If she werent dead, the shock wouldve killed her.

All of it! And not just the money. The house and cars, too. The airplane. Jewelry, antiques, everything.

Jesus!

NoJohn smiledbut maybe next visit, if youre lucky. He punched some buttons on the clipboard.

It took several moments for Lilly to work past the shock. So, let me get this straight. If I learn my lesson, gain new insight She thought using their terminology was a nice touch; it showed shed been listening. Then go back and get pregnant

John glanced at Elizabeth. Did you remember the deadline?

Oh, thats right. Elizabeth, who appeared to be less seasoned at Transition, turned back to Lilly with a chagrined smile. I cant believe I forgot to tell you. You have to give everything away and have the baby by your next birthday.

Lilly counted months on her fingers. That only gives me a few weeks, and Im not even dating anyoneWouldnt it be easier if you just handled this like you did with Mary? You know, send an angel and bam, Im pregnant?

Its not as if youll be carrying the Son of God, John said dryly.

Which brings up another point. Giving away all my money really doesnt make sense from a logical perspective, you understand, because then we wont have anything to live on.

Elizabeth cleared her throat gently, warningly, and mouthed, Have faith.

Lilly sighed. Okay, strike that last part. But already her mind was spinning through ideas of how to sock some money away.

I think we need to give her some guidelines, John.

Yeah. Guidelines. Giving away everything was so foreign a concept, there was no way she could undertake it on her own.

Its a test. She needs to gain this insight on her own, John said.

Well, it hasnt worked the last two lifetimes. We should give her a little help.

John checked his clipboard again. Hm, Im already overbooked. Do you have time?

I have a few minutes.

Okay, then. Congratulations, Lilly, it looks like youll be going back immediately.

Good, shed have time to work on a loophole.

Not in this lifetime, John said, grinning, then sobered again. Ill just say my piece and then turn you over to Elizabeth. Remember, Lilly, you have to prove youre capable of change from the get-go, or youll be back here before you know it.

Ill work on it, I promise.

As a matter of fact, you might want to rethink the whole thing right now. Johns tone turned ominous. Because if you take this second chance and fail in any way, there will be repercussions.


Lilly swallowed before she asked, You mean? She didnt want to suggest hell.

Johns grin was devilish. Not exactly.

He moved off, a light receding into darkness, with no definite beginning and no definite end, leaving Elizabeth and Lilly to finish up.

Whatd he mean?

Elizabeth held out her hand. I can show you.

Lilly stepped forward and reached out, expecting to feel nothing. Instead, Elizabeths hand was solid and warm in hers, as comforting as a grandmothers should be.

Close your eyes. Good, now clear your mind.

Okay.

Elizabeth sighed. Really, Lilly, if you dont stop thinking about money, youre going to fail miserably.

Sorry.

And I stress the word miserable.

Lilly cleared her mind as best she could and saw what Elizabeth meant. She didnt want to say she had a vision, but she did feel as though she were looking down on a scene.

There, standing by a large, ornate gate was St. Peter. He was positioned to one side, greeting new arrivals, shaking their hands, welcoming them in. To the other side, a line of very bored-looking people stretched to infinity.

Lilly didnt do lines.

Notice anything? Elizabeth asked.

Theyre all dressed differently.

Men and women, rich and poor, wore a wide variety of garb: pantaloons, bustles, cowboy boots, suits of armor, peasant rags, loincloths, ruffled collars, crowns, and powdered wigs, among others. She couldnt view the whole line, yet she knew every time and place and class was represented.

Some people have been in line a long, long time, Elizabeth warned, and Lilly understood this would be her fate if she failed.

Pretty darned close to hell, if you ask me.

You were pretty quick to agree to go back. Want to change your mind and stay?

Lilly realized she wouldnt be going right in; otherwise she wouldnt be in Transition now. Shed be in line with everyone else.

Not so far back, though, Elizabeth said.

You know Id never give up the chance to have a baby.

She saw St. Peters smiling face as he welcomed the next new arrival, and she knew she wanted that, too, a Go directly to heaven pass.

Good choice. Elizabeth released Lillys hand and broke the connection to her dubious future. Youve got your work cut out for you, Im afraid. To carry a baby full term, you have at most a few weeks to complete the first step. After that, well, Johns been in charge of Transitions for several centuries now. He demandslets see, how can I put this?a high level of change.

In other words

Clean up your act, girl.

Um, can you be more specific?

Well, for one, you cant go throwing money away. You cant hand it all over to your friends. In fact, you cant give any of it to your friends. You must ensure that it all goes where it will do good. The more, the better.


I could give it to the Church, I guess.

May I make a suggestion?

Please!

Spread it out. Reach more people, and I mean on a personal level. Dont just write a bunch of checks and drop them in the mail. Go see where its needed, meet those who need it. Give just whats warranted in each situation. Nothing extra. Make every dollar count. Youre good at that, and John will expect you to put it to good use.

Whew, that could take a while. Shed look up Mr. Sexy Rumble in her spare time. But that raised a big question. So how will I find the right man right away?

I cant tell you that.

Not even a hint?

Elizabeth leaned close and whispered, Its someone you already know.

Thats the best you can do?

Therell be perks, she said with an enticing wink.

Other than having a baby, the only perk I can think of is Lilly felt her cheeks burn hell-hot. Its not so bad that you know everything Ive ever said, but do you have to know every thought Ive ever had, too?

Its pretty universal, really. Every woman wants one night of lusty, heart-pounding passion. Elizabeth sighed. The multiple-orgasms-until-you-think-youll-pass-out type.

Yeah, I wouldnt mind trying that. In light of Elizabeths glow, it was impossible to be embarrassed.

Youll do fine if you just keep the rules in mind. Break any of them, though, and pfft, youre right back here, and youll be dealing with John, instead of me.


Will I remember this? Well, I guess I will, if Im going to be writing my net worth down to zero. Otherwise my friendsll have me committed.

If youre comfortable, you can share some of what you saw and felt. You know, the usual near-death-experience stories. Elizabeths voice began to fade. But I just want to caution you against telling anyone why youre doing what youre going back to do. That never works out. Oh, and since you were early, everyones already booked, but Ill see if I can find a mentor to get you through the next few months. Wouldnt want you to go astray again.

Will IHey, wait! At first she thought Elizabeth was fading, but then she realized it was she herself who was moving away from the light.

Elizabeths parting words were, Whatever you do, dont take it off.

What? Dont take what off? Wait. How will I know who my mentor is? Elizabeth!
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Jake Murdoch didnt mind the snowstorm. Hed grown up in St. Louis and was used to its unpredictable weather. Fifty degrees one day, six inches of snow the next. Big deal.

Nor did he mind filling in for Tom at Cloud Nine, especially in bad weather; in fact, he insisted on it. His neighbor was elderly, had broken his hip last year, and shouldnt be out in the snow and ice. Jake could make up lost time in his taxi later, when more people were out and about.

And he could handle the minorha!gas leak in the store. Call a repairman ASAP, open the doors, bad air out, good air in. Shouldve been a piece of cake.

But he was really pissed off with the outcome: explosion, dense smoke, missing customer. The other womanher friendended up in the same corner as he, so it was a simple matter to grab her by the arm and propel her through the gaping hole that used to be the front door. Now she was standing outside next to him, crying, screaming at the store, at him, at the world in general, he guessed. He never thought hed be grateful to have his ears ring so loudly that he couldnt hear someone, but if the view of her tonsils was any indication, she was shrieking loud enough to be heard by everyone else in the state.

He shook her by the shoulders until he had her attention, then mimed the hand signal for telephone, thumb to ear, pinky to mouth, and yelled, Nine one one! in her face so she couldnt miss it. Understanding dawned. When she pulled a cell phone out of her coat pocket, he turned away, ready to deal with more important matters.

Smoke poured out of the stores every gaping wound. It was dense from the burning plasticsthe shop was full of themand probably toxic. Continually fed by the flames beneath, it rose into the gray sky.

Without hesitation, Jake grabbed his leather bomber jacket out of his taxi and draped it over his head. He dragged in deep gulps of frigid air and charged headlong into the building, knowing he had a customer to find, a woman in danger.

The floor was uneven, strewn with products, packages, chunks of wood, and drywall. Negotiating his way across all that without actually being able to see any of it was like walking on a rocky beach at night, every step hampered, every lump testing his balance, using up precious time, precious oxygen.

Still, he pressed on.

Two engineering degrees hadnt prepared him for this, but knowing where the missing woman had been and the approximate trajectory of the blast by where hed been thrown, Jake hoped logic worked. Hed pray for it, but he wasnt a praying man.

He stumbled toward the wall where he thought shed most likely be, moving as quickly as he could. The leather jacket stayed draped over his head, and he kept both hands down low, rooting through everything on the floor, skimming over the hottest stuff if it was too small to be a body.

Along the far wall, his path was blocked by a metal clothing rack. It leaned on an angle, forming a canopy of flaming panties and bras. Quickly running out of oxygen, he had to make a decision. Go out and come back, or keep going.

Flinging the rack out of his path, the toe of his boot encountered somethingsomeonesoft.

He scooped the limp body into his arms. Hunched over, partially to shield her from more injury, partially to smother the fire singeing her furnot that he gave a damn about the coat, but he didnt know how deep it was burninghe got them the hell out of there.

In the parking lot, he dragged in huge, lung-clearing breaths and laid her gently on a bed of snow. Thatd take care of any burns on her back. He flung his smoky jacket aside and patted her down, starting at her head, putting out any lingering embers. Shed lost her hat, and the ends of her hair were singed. Her face was smudged, a little red, but not burned. It was also vaguely familiar.

The coat was a total loss. And her purse? Surprisingly, she still had it clutched in one hand in a death grip.

He kept working downward, patting everywhere, knowing it would be a long time before hed forget the stink of burning fur.


Recognition suddenly dawnedin this case, about as welcome as the damned explosionand his gaze locked on her face. With a handful of snow, he wiped away sooty smudges for a better look.

Son of a bitch, Lilly Marquette.

Just who he needed to make this, without a doubt, the day from hell.

His devilish side screamed, What a perfect opportunity to get even. Let her burn.

He put her out anyway.

After every ember had been smothered, he cooled his hands in the snow. Then, peeling open her coat to assess the damage, he found the fire hadnt burned through the backing. Too bad. A little, lingering discomfortsay a couple weeks of not being able to stand the feel of clothing against her skinwouldnt be too severe a sentence for her, for what shed done to him. Yeah, thatd be fair. Hed like that.

How could he have missed recognizing her earlier?

Of courseshed been acting funny in the store. He was so used to customers playing low-key, trying to be inconspicuous, to remain incognito, that hed thought nothing of it when shed tugged her hat down to her eyebrows and donned sunglasses.

The first time hed seen her was almost three years ago, on her wedding day. Two years and eleven months, to be exact.

As best man, hed been more than happy to pose with her for a formal picture before the ceremony. Hed dangled his arm around her shoulders and said something cute and complimentary about Bradyhis best friend and partner, her groomkeeping him so busy on the West Coast because Brady was afraid hed steal her away. Shed laughed, just as hed meant her to, and when shed smiled up at him, up close like that, it hit him. All those photos Bradyd shown him, Jake had thought it was the camera that did an outstanding job of catching the light in her hazel eyes. But it hadnt been the camera at all. She really did have gold flecks that caught the light, that made her eyes dance and mesmerize him. So much so that he missed the photographers next order, until Lilly obediently snuggled up next to his side and turned toward him, just so.

A little moreA little more the photographer said.

Thats when hed really gotten into trouble. Her breast pressed against his side, feeling fuller and fuller as she turned a little more, a little more, practically rolling it across his rib cage, and he suddenly felt so goddamned hot. Since when was a woman in a wedding dress a turn-on? And why the hell the bride of his best friend?

Fortunately his tux jacket covered for him. But there were other things to worry about, like the stupid impulse to take her by the hand and drag her off behind a locked door and make love to her until she forgot that Brady even existed. Nothing like personal and professional suicide all tied up in one neat package.

It wasnt very creativebut then his brain wasnt getting much bloodbut he saved himself by staging an awful coughing fit right after that pose, then excusing himself. He and Brady had been friends since the summer between junior and senior year in high school, when theyd worked the same construction site. Sure, Brady was the bosss son, but he didnt act like it then, and he didnt act like it years later when Jake went on a drunken binge and tore another site apart over Angie, his college sweetheart.

He and Angie had been inseparable, the perfect couple according to friends. They wanted a short engagement, but Angies mother begged for a big, traditional wedding, so they figured why not and, together, kept a lid on the planning.

Then one day, out of the blue, Angie stopped returning his calls. She changed her phone number and her locks. Her mother, in tears, said she couldnt tell him anything, but when she hugged him, he could tell it was final on her end. Still, he didnt give up. He camped out on Angies doorstep, showed up at her work, haunted every place theyd ever gone together, but he never saw her again. Within a week, she left St. Louis. No forwarding address. No phone message. None of her friends would talk.

Hed drowned his pain in hard liquor until Brady found him, dried him out, gave him an alibi that cleared him of all damages at the construction site hed ripped apart, and provided the money to start the tech company in Silicon Valley.

Nobody had to remind Jake how much he owed Brady; lusting after his bride certainly was out of bounds. He avoided Lilly as much as possible the rest of the day, giving her one chaste kiss after the ceremony and dancing one obligatory dance with her at the reception.

And then hed gotten the hell out of town before anyone discovered hed just fallen head-over-heels for his best friends wife.

The second and last time hed seen her was at Bradys funeral. Hed only just approached Lilly and swallowed her in a big how-could-he-die-and-leave-us? hug when Bradys brother dragged him away to discuss something of little importance. Try as he might, hed been unable to contact Lilly for the next month. Then he found out she wanted nothing to do with him. And why.

He couldnt believe hed just saved her life.

Jake? Lilly said, hoarse from the smoke. Shed been quietly muttering to herself for a minute, but until she said his name, her words had been too garbled to decipher.

Dont talk. He didnt mean to growl at her; it came naturally. And quit moving around.

She lifted her head from the snowy parking lot.

Hold still, he cautioned, gently placing his hand on her forehead.

Big mistake, touching her like that. Protective feelings welled up inside his chest, unbidden, urging him to throw her into the taxi and race through the icy streets to the nearest hospital. That was the side of him that still

But no, he couldnt still love her. Hed never been a man who let his heart dictate his life. So what if it was family tradition? He was only in danger of falling head-over-heels again, and if he was careful, very careful, he could overcome that. It helped to remember that hed learned the hard way what she was capable of.

Youll be okay if you dont move.

Yeah, so okay that shed probably go straight to her attorneys lavish suite of offices and initiate a lawsuit against him for negligently allowing her into the store in the first place when there was a slight gas odor. Just what he needed. He couldnt afford a lawyer. Hed had one once, over that whole life insurance fiasco, where supposedly his and Bradys tech company would be protected financially if something happened to either of them. Ha! If she sued him now, hed spend so much time in depositions and court, he wouldnt have time to work. Hed never get back on his feet.

Shed fucked him over five months ago. Might as well give her the keys to the house and taxi right then and let her finish the job.

He left the scorched coat on her to keep her warm until EMS arrived. He owed it to Brady to protect the woman hed loved and married, even if he was still pissed. Jake covered Lillys legs with his jacket, the leather scarred now, looking as though a few thousand cigarettes had been ground out on it. Then he sat in the snow and, resigned to his fate, cradled her head in his lap.

Brady had died five months ago. Thats when the real trouble had started. Oh, Lilly didnt have anything to do with Bradys death, Jake was sure of that.

But she sure as hell stole his three million dollars.

Caught off guard, Jake couldnt stop Lilly when she suddenly jackknifed upward and scurried to her feet. He rose more slowly, watching as she pulled up short, mouth agape, in awe of the whole blackened scene before them. She circled her limo slowly, staring at it, laying her hands on it. Probably praying over the damned thing, which was undoubtedly insured to the hilt. People like Lilly didnt take chances on losing their possessions without full compensation.

And sometimes people like her got more than they deserved.


Ankle-deep snow cratered around her boots as she pivoted in a tight circle, taking in the entire surrounding area. She was talking to herself, too, probably calculating property values so shed know how much she could realistically get when she sued the owner.

It was below freezing, but you wouldnt know it to watch her. Shit, if she slipped and fell

He moved closer. Call me crazy, but Im pretty sure youre not supposed to be on your feet after youve been blown up.

Im fine.

Sit down. His sisters said he was intimidatingto others, not themwhen he ordered people around.

But Lilly just grinned up at him and said, Stop being so bossy.

Oh what the hell, you just survived an explosion. No need to worry about a little fall doing you in.

Exactly. Betsy looks all right. Was anybody else hurt?

He preferred to think she was the type who wouldnt care. Made it easier to dislike her. But she hadnt forgotten there were others involved, including her friend, who was tending to the chauffeur.

The repairman made it out the back door in time. Your limo caught a lot of the blast, and your driver looked as if his arm was broken. So youll be needing a new one. Driver, I mean. Well, both actually.

Either tell her what you really want to say or shut up, stupid.

But he couldnt, not yet. After Bradys death, their tech company had folded fast and furious, leaving serious debts. Jakes dad had volunteered his house and masonry business as collateral on a private note to pay them off. That note was held by none other than the man with whom Murdoch Masons had done decades of businessFrank Marquette, Lillys father-in-law. Contract negotiations were currently under way. No way he was pissing off a Marquette right now. No way hed be responsible for his parents losing their home and everything else theyd worked for.

He was never so glad to see EMS arrive and take someone away.


Three hours later, Lillyd been poked and prodded and thoroughly checked out by a gorgeous doctor who shouldve made her blood race, but didnt. She could hear better now. Before Betsy had left, shed gone on and on about how manly Jake was, how knight-in-shining-armor of him to run into a burning building and search for her. How strong he must be to carry her out when he must have run out of oxygen by then.

Theyre letting you go?

Jake. When shed opened her eyes on the parking lot, hed stared at her with a gaze so intense, so penetrating, as if she were the only other person on the planet and he was looking into her soul. Shame on her for not recognizing his voice in the shop. His deep rumble was very distinctive, but it had been almost three years since theyd said more than hello. Shed had other things on her mind that day, though shed picked right up on the fact that her heart shouldnt be pounding when her grooms best man whispered in her ear.

Dont you have a concussion or something? he said.

They were standing just inside the ER entrance, where shed been staring out the wall of glass at the falling snow, marveling at how well she felt, considering what shed just survived. Her hair and nails had suffered, but there wasnt a scratch on her.

Jake wasnt so lucky.

Oh my God, she said.

Both of his hands were bandaged. She touched his wrist gently, hoping the damage wasnt extensive
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