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Chapter 1

 


Janine Rhodes lifted her giggling charge
into her arms and strode toward the cabin. She chuckled. Only a
rich man would consider the sprawling structure a cabin. The rustic
log cabin portion contained a large main room, kitchen, eating area
and a powder room. A massive stone wing held eight bedrooms and
five complete bathrooms.

Tammy wiggled free and ran toward the path
leading to the swimming pool and cabana. Laughter trailed after
her. “Catch me.”

Janine snatched her up. “Snack time. Then
nap.”

“No.” The toddler yawned and rubbed her
eyes.

Janine tapped Tammy’s nose. “You’re months
away from being a terrible two.” Her feet crunched colorful fallen
leaves blown from the woods. Only a few white clouds floated in the
sky. A warm day for early October.

At the door, Janine turned to admire
nature’s bright colors. Red, yellow and orange leaves adorned the
trees. The dark green of pines formed a background.

Janine sighed. This job was the best she’d
ever had. As well as leaving her weekends free for school, Andi and
Rob had become friends.

She stepped into the large room and removed
hers and Tammy’s jackets. After a hand wash, she popped the toddler
into the high chair and poured a cup of juice and found cookies.
While Tammy ate, Janine filled a mug with coffee. She sipped the
rich aromatic brew and sighed with pleasure. The coffee here tasted
like a treat.

Her glance flowed around the kitchen. She
didn’t know what half the appliances did but this was a chef’s
dream. A long island separated the dining area from the kitchen. A
large fireplace dominated one wall. Two dark brown leather couches
fronted the hearth. A pair of recliners faced a large screen
television.

By the time Tammy finished her snack, her
eyelids drooped. Janine lifted the toddler and went to the powder
room to wipe the child’s face and hands. A loud pounding at the
door startled her. Tammy screamed.

“It’s all right.” Janine rubbed the little
girl’s back.

Had to be a friend. Only friends knew
the combination to the gate at the foot of the long driveway.
Anyone else had to call the house to be let in. Before she had a
chance to check the monitor, the loud rapping sounded again. She
opened the door.

A tall man she recognized brushed past her.
“Mr. Quinn, is something wrong?”

“Where’s Rob?”

“In his office. I’ll let him know you’re
here.” Her employer’s attorney’s green eyes flashed. Anger or
fear? His hair looked as if someone had run fingers through the
thick dark mane.

“Don’t bother.” He strode toward the bedroom
wing.

Janine watched him rush away. Was there
trouble at the movie studio?

Tammy rubbed her face on Janine’s shoulder.
She patted the child’s back. “To bed.” She entered the hall.

She heard Nate shouting. Janine sighed.
Though from the first time she’d seen Nate Quinn, she’d felt an
attraction, she knew there was no chance for any relationship. He
still grieved for his wife who had died a year ago. An
impossible dream. There were too many tangled threads to
unravel.

Tammy popped her thumb into her mouth.
“Bear.” Janine entered the bedroom wing.

Rob’s office door stood open. Nate Quinn’s
near shouts flowed into the hall. “What am I going to do? I can’t
lose him to that damned disease.”

Though she shouldn’t remain and eavesdrop,
Janine froze in place. Curiosity gripped like an iron glove. Did he
mean his eight year old son was ill?

Her arms tightened around Tammy. She should
leave but she had to know what made him sound angry and
defeated.

“He’s been tired lately so two days ago, I
took him to see Andi. She ran some tests and called me around noon,
wanted Davey admitted to the hospital. She asked Dr. Chou to see
him.”

“Did you?” Rob asked.

“Yah. I just left him there and fled in a
panic. I can’t endure anything going wrong.”

Janine edged along the hall and stared at
the open door. Nate Quinn looked ready to collapse or cry.

“Dr. Chou is excellent,” Rob said.

“That’s what Andi said.”

“What’s the diagnosis?”

“Leukemia.”

Those words brought a rush of tears to
Janine’s eyes. Tammy wiggled. Before the little girl cried, Janine
loosened her hold and stepped into the child’s bedroom. Janine’s
knees buckled. She drew deep breaths to calm her raging thoughts.
She bit her lip and focused on her charge.

“Nap time.”

Tammy popped her thumb into her mouth
“’Kay.”

Janine lowered the little girl into her
crib. She tucked the white bear into Tammy’s arms. Janine left the
bedroom and hurried down the hall without pausing to listen.

She sank on one of the brown leather couches
and wrapped her arms around her waist. What would she do now? The
urge to cry nearly overwhelmed her. She had come to Fern Lake for
two reasons. To enroll in the Master’s program in Child Psychology.
And to fulfill a request made by a dying woman.

Footsteps muffled by the thick area rug
caused her to turn her head. Nate Quinn lumbered past. His slumped
shoulders concerned her. “Mr. Quinn, are you all right?”

“There’s nothing you can do. Just mind your
own business.”

But… His scowl and sharp tone chilled
her. Did he know who she was? A tear trickled over her cheek. Once
again she was attracted to a man who had no use for her. Good thing
she’d kept her identity hidden. More tears fell.

Once the crying bout ended, she wiped her
eyes. She filled a mug with coffee and glanced at the clock. Soon,
Andi would be home and she could leave. She walked to the child’s
room. Tammy rolled over. Janine returned to the main room and to
her coffee and the book.

As Janine finished reading a chapter, Andi
arrived. “Hi. How was Tammy?”

“As good as usual. She has a new word.
No.”

Andi rolled her eyes. “Blame Rob. The other
evening, he griped about a scene and kept shouting ‘No!’”

“Another word for the college fund jar?”

“Wouldn’t work. We’d be broke in a
week.”

“Guess so.” Janine released a sigh.

“Is something wrong?”

“Nate Quinn stormed in to see Rob. He was so
loud I couldn’t help hearing what he said.”

“About his son?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know Davey?’

“I’ve seen him and Mr. Quinn around town but
I’ve never met them. I knew his wife. Pam was my social worker
during a bad time in my life. She wrote and told me about the
Master’s program.” Janine stared at her hands. “I wondered, well,
is there anything I can do?” She wasn’t ready to tell Andi or
anyone more about the connection.

“Right now, nothing,” Andi said. “There will
be tests to determine the type. Then Nate will make decisions about
the treatment. I’m sure Davey will need transfusions.”

Janine nodded. “I understand.” She rose,
donned her jacket and picked up her books. “See you Monday. It’s
home and the books for me.”

“I remember those days. See you Monday.”

Janine opened the door of her blue-gray
Prius. As she pulled onto the road, she made a decision. Instead of
going to the apartment, she drove to the hospital. For a time she
sat in the parking lot and stared at the large red brick building.
Could she? Should she?

She considered adding Davey to her study of
a children’s reaction to being hospitalized. That meant speaking to
his father. She wasn’t ready to face the man.

On an impulse, before heading to Pediatrics,
she stopped in the gift shop. On a table she saw a selection of
books for children. One titled Escape Affinities Book interested
her. She read a bit and wondered if the reading level was right for
an eight year old. Would Davey like the story? Hints of magical
powers fascinated her. The book was part of a series. She purchased
the volume and wrote a note inside.

With the book in hand, she rode the elevator
to the fourth floor and stopped at the nurses’ station. One of the
women waved. “We’ve a new admission. Davey Quinn, room 401. He
might be perfect for your study. I can give you his father’s
contact information. Mr. Quinn should be here soon.” She paused.
“Man was a wreck. He filled out papers and left in a rush.”

“I’ll wait, I guess.” Janine said. No sense
asking for details. Because of the HIPPA regulations, the nurse
couldn’t say much. Janine turned away. What now?

When the nurses became busy, she walked down
the hall and stopped at the room. She glanced inside. Davey sat
against the pillows staring at the television. She tapped on the
door. “Are you Davey Quinn?”

“Yes.” He met her gaze.

Janine swallowed. His eyes were the same
shade of blue as hers. His blond hair was a shade darker. A vise
gripped her heart. All she could do was stare.

“You okay?” he asked.

She smiled. “Do you mind if I visit for a
few minutes?” She didn’t want to leave. If his father arrived while
she was here, so be it.

“Sure.” He flicked off the television.
“Boring here.”

“I brought a book you might enjoy.”

He grinned. “I like to read. I’m in the
advanced class at school.” He took the book. “Wow, it’s big.”

“It is and there are three more in the
series. It’s about four kids and how they learn to use their
affinities to escape danger.”

He opened the book and read for a few
minutes. “Wow. The girl uses the air to hear the voices of people
who aren’t there.”

Janine smiled. “When I read the back cover,
I saw the four were two sets of twins. One sister uses fire. The
brothers use earth and water. I may have to buy my own copy.”

“You could borrow mine when I’m done.” He
closed the book. “Reading helps me not being afraid.”

“Maybe one day we can talk about your
fears.” She wondered how much the doctor and his father had told
him.

“Can’t we talk now?”

“One day. I’ll return soon.”

“When? Tomorrow?”

“Can’t. I have school tomorrow and Sunday.”
She rose. “Enjoy the book.”

“I will.” He studied her face. “Do I know
you?”

“I don’t think so.”

She left the hospital and drove to her
apartment. She had seen and spent time with him. How she hoped she
could find a way to help him.



* * *

 


When Nate left Rob’s, he drove to the
office. The information his friend had given him about Davey’s
disease helped dull the sharp shards of fear. He clung to the
percentage of cures Rob had mentioned following treatment. He
prayed his son belonged to that group. He would do anything to make
that come true. Another loss would destroy him. Without Davey in
his life he would have no reason to live.

He thought back to the day Pam had told him
about the pregnant girl she counseled. His wife had wanted them to
adopt the baby. Though she’d been older than him, the age
difference hadn’t mattered. The only lack in their marriage had
been her inability to carry a child for more than three months. She
had wanted a baby and he had reluctantly agreed. He had signed the
papers but had no interest in meeting the young woman. His judgment
about her decision to give up her child had been harsh.

Nate stepped into his office. The bright
chairs in the waiting room fronted the partially enclosed desk
where his secretary sat. The middle-aged woman looked up. “How’s
Davey?”

Nate rested his arms on the ledge.
“Undergoing tests before treatment begins.”

“He’s in my prayers,” Mrs. Madden said.
“Shouldn’t you be there?”

“I wanted to make sure there was nothing
pending here.” Nate cleared his throat. “Actually, I panicked. I
can’t let him see that.”

“Understood. There’s mail on your desk. I
believe a bill or two.”

Nate saluted. “If there’s any dictation,
I’ll call.” He halted with his hand on the knob. Seeing to business
would keep him from worrying about his son. He opened the door.
Bright sunlight filled the room. He glanced at the library table
piled with books. He hung his jacket on the brass coat tree and
sank in the chair behind the massive oak desk.

Focus. Business. He opened the bills
and wrote checks. Another envelope contained a check. He endorsed
that and set it with the bills for Mrs. Madden. Three contracts for
actors in the next movie the film company intended to make were put
aside for review.

The intercom buzzed. Nate flipped the
switch. “Yes.”

“Dr. Chou on line two,” Mrs. Madden
said.

Nate fought a rising tide of fear. Mrs.
Madden called his name a second time. “Got it.” He lifted the
receiver. “Dr. Chou.” He couldn’t say another word.

“Mr. Quinn, no need to panic. Could you come
to my office at seven this evening so we can talk about Davey’s
treatment?”

Nate’s mouth felt dry. “At seven, yes.” He
glanced at his watch. In three hours he would learn his son’s fate.
From being neutral about the adoption, Davey had become the focus
of his life. A shudder rolled through his body. He would do
anything to restore his child to the active boy he’d been just
weeks ago.

He hung up and opened the contracts. On one,
he made notes on points to discuss with the Board. He jotted a note
to call a meeting of the partners. He placed the others in the
basket for Mrs. Madden to file. He hit the intercom switch. “Call
Rob, Jay, Simon and Chad to set up a meeting. Let them know there’s
a contract issue with Doug Jamison.”

After he hung up, he grabbed his jacket and
left the room. “I’m going home.”

“Is everything all right?”

“I’ve a meeting with Dr. Chou. I’ll know
more in a few hours.”

She patted his hand. “Let me know what he
says.”

“I will.” Nate left the office and drove
home. He dreaded what the oncologist would say. What if… .
He shook his head. Don’t think of the worst. He had to keep
Davey hopeful. He pulled into the driveway of the red brick ranch
house and used the garage opener.

He walked past his home office and up three
steps to the kitchen. There, he paused to stare at the papers on
the fridge. Davey’s work. All hundreds and excellents.
Colorful magnets pinned them. Pride in his son rose.

He continued down the hall above the sunken
family room to the bedroom area. He changed form his suit into
jeans and a green sweater. The king-sized bed was new. Several
months ago, he’d found sleeping in the bed he and Pam had shared
too hard. He released a sigh. Davey’s illness had brought back
those pain-filled days.

Abruptly he marched to the door and grabbed
his keys from the kitchen table where he’d dropped them. A short
time later he found a spot in the visitors’ lot. He rode the
elevator to the fourth floor where he paused in the doorway of his
son’s room.

Davey’s head was bent over a book. When Nate
sat on the chair beside the bed, his son looked up. “Hi, Dad.”

“Hi to you. What are you reading?”

“A really neat book about four kids and
their buds. They have adventures and affinities with the elements.
Guess what. They healed a friend’s broken head.”

Had Davey’s teacher visited? He groaned. The
young woman made him uncomfortable with her flirty smiles and
touches. He lifted the book. He didn’t want his son reading any
book he hadn’t vetted. “Where did you get this book?”

“A nice lady brought it,” Davey said.

Nate flipped open the cover and read the
handwritten inscription. “To a brave boy. May this adventure allow
you to escape into a world of magic.” He frowned. Had one of the
nurses told a stranger about Davey? Anger bubbled in his thoughts
but he wouldn’t explode where his son could hear.

“She said there were three more books in the
series. I want to read them all.”

The sparkle of interest in his son’s blue
eyes made Nate smile. “You’ll have to share them with me.”

“I will. When I finish this one, you can
read it.” He looked up. “The lady wants to borrow the book,
too.”

Nate’s hands clenched. What could he
say?

“I wish I had magic, too.”

Nate sucked in a breath. “Maybe I should
take the book home and save it for a better time.”

Davey shook his head. “Don’t. This is a good
time. Let me tell you what I’ve read.”

Nate closed his eyes. The story his son
related interested him. Memories of the last few weeks arose. A
lethargic boy. No energy to play with his friends. The visit to
Andi at the pediatrics’ office. The tests and the hospital
admission. The diagnosis had floored him. He closed off those
thoughts and listened to his son.

Davey had just finished the recital when his
dinner tray arrived. Nate helped arrange the tray. “I’ll be back
soon.” He stopped at the desk and signaled his son’s nurse. “Who
was the woman who visited Davey?”

“His teacher,” she said.

“There was another.”

“You must mean Ms. Rhodes. I didn’t realize
she saw him but I noticed his smile when I stopped by just before
you arrived.”

“I must talk to her.”

“I can get a message to her.” She handed him
a slip of paper. “I’ll put this in her mailbox.”

Nate scribbled his phone number. “Call me.”
He returned and watched the news while Davey finished his dinner.
He rose. “See you tomorrow. I have an appointment at seven.”

Davey hugged him. “The nice lady said she
couldn’t come tomorrow.” He made a face. “She has school on
Saturday and Sunday. Who wants to go to school then?”

“She must.’ He patted his son’s shoulder.
“See you tomorrow.”

On his way out, he stopped in the cafeteria
for a soda and sandwich. He carried the food to his car and tried
to eat. Anxiety blossomed like a rosebud in quick time. The clock
advanced. He pushed the food aside. Time. He drove to the
office building and parked. His heart pounded with a staccato
rhythm. He left the car and entered the building where he checked
the board. Second floor. He rode the elevator and entered
Dr. Chou’s waiting room.

Bright pictures of beaches, mountains and
flowers lined the paler walls. A woman behind a desk looked up.
“Mr. Quinn?” He nodded. Moments later, Dr. Chou opened the door.
“Mr. Quinn, come in.”

Nate entered a room where several chairs
fronted a large mahogany desk. Framed diplomas hung on the wall
behind the desk. “How is Davey?” Nate asked. “Why did you want to
see me?”

“We’re here to discuss the treatment plan.
Before chemo starts, he’ll need several transfusions. I’m sure you
haven’t come to terms with the diagnosis.”

“You’re right.” Nate released a breath.
“This year has been a rough one.”

“I understand. Once the transfusions are
finished, chemo will begin.” He spoke about the possibilities.
“With luck, the course will put him into remission.”

Nate’s heart thudded. “I hear a but.”

The doctor nodded. “His chances for
remission are great. In case there’s a need, he may need a bone
marrow transplant. You should be tested and so should you and your
wife’s brothers and sisters.”

A groan escaped. “That presents a problem.
Davey was adopted. He’s been ours since his birth. I’ve no
knowledge about his birth parents.”

Dr. Chou leaned forward. “My secretary has a
dozen people who are interested in bone marrow donation. Maybe
they’re friends.”

“How would they know about the need?”

“You can blame the Grantlans. Andi was the
first.” The doctor leaned forward. “Was the adoption open or
closed?”

Nate shrugged. “I’ve no idea. I was cramming
for bar exams in three states. Pam saw to everything. I just signed
papers.”

“You could call the attorney of record.
Perhaps he can give you names.”

“I’ll do that.” Nate rose. Did he really
want to know the name of the woman who had walked away from her
child? Only if Davey needed that help. “I’ll start the
inquiry. I hope the transplant won’t be needed.”

“So do I but I like being prepared.” Dr.
Chou rose. “Thanks for coming. If you have questions, don’t
hesitate to call.”

Nate left the office. Feeling an urgency to
know, he drove to his office. In the deserted building, he heard
sounds of the cleaning crew. He reached his suite, unlocked the
door and turned on the lights in the waiting room and his office.
Being here alone in the evening seemed odd.

He walked to the file cabinet and unlocked
the drawer where his personal papers were located. He flipped
through folders and found the one he wanted. Though he doubted the
man would hear the message before Monday, he called.

“This is Nate Quinn. About eight years ago,
you handled the adoption of our son. If possible, I would like the
names of his birth parents. I need to speak to them about a medical
problem.” He hung up, replaced the file and drove home. All he
could do now was wait for a call.
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