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A friend for all seasons

Knowing you has blessed my life
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Prologue

The screaming had stopped. The shouts, the shots, the terror, were over. Now all Deliverance Company had to do was escape, and every detail of their route had been carefully planned.

Cain McClellan had never been comfortable with this mission, although it was similar to ten others he and his men had handled over the years. It wasn’t anything he could put his finger on, other than a feeling. One that caused the hair on the back of his neck to stand straight on end. They’d been lucky, damn lucky. In twelve years he’d never lost a man.

Deliverance Company was good. His men were some of the best trained commandos in the world. That was why they were paid so handsomely.

Only something wasn’t right, and Cain knew it. He was a man who lived and died by his instincts, but Tim Mallory and his other men had proved him wrong. Thus far.

The rescue, their specialty, had gone off like clockwork. Deliverance Company was in and out of the jungle compound in seconds, leaving the Nicaraguan government troops stunned and confused. That was exactly the way they’d planned it. By the time the Sandinistas figured out what had happened, Cain and his men would be long gone.

The man they’d saved, a CEO for a big-time manufacturing company, had been in the wrong place at the wrong time and fallen into hostile hands. Very hostile hands. The United States government’s options were limited, trapped as they were in political red tape. Cain had been contacted early on by the conglomerate. Such missions were his specialty.

The helicopter was due any minute. According to their plan, the men of Deliverance Company had split and were scheduled to rendezvous in a designated area at fifteen hundred hours.

The eerie feeling returned, the sensation that said something was about to go terribly wrong. Cain’s instincts had saved his life more than once, and he didn’t take this feeling lightly. He stopped abruptly and looked around.

“Come on,” Mallory urged, rushing past him. “We don’t have time to waste.”

The sudden impact of the explosion knocked Cain to the ground. He landed hard, on his face, and his mouth filled with the slick taste of blood. Shock and pain welled inside him as he staggered to his feet. His breath rasped painfully in his lungs.

Only when he was upright did Cain understand what had happened. Mallory had stepped on a land mine, the force of which had ripped through his right leg and hip. Jagged flesh and bone were exposed where once a healthy, whole man had stood. The acrid stench of explosives hung in the air, mingled with that of blood and sweat. The smell of death hung over them like a winter fog before the smoke cleared.

The ominous sounds of gunfire crackled in the background.

“Leave me,” Mallory ground out from between gritted teeth. He gripped his leg with both hands and looked over his shoulder. Cain didn’t need him to say anything to know the Sandinistas were quickly gaining on them.

“I’m not going anywhere without you.” Cain moved toward the fallen man, surprised by how hard it was to remain upright. His steps wove one way and then the other.

“You haven’t got time to waste.” It went without saying that either they reached the rendezvous point on time or the chopper left without them.

“It’s too late for me,” Mallory mumbled, fighting to stay conscious.

Cain reached him, and one glance told him the injuries were massive. He didn’t take time to investigate further. He reached for Mallory, preparing to lift him onto his shoulders.

“I’ve lost too much blood. I’ll never make it.” Mallory’s voice faded as he drifted toward unconsciousness. “Don’t risk . . .”

A bullet whizzed past Cain’s head as he heaved Mallory’s two-hundred-plus pounds onto his shoulders. Blood drenched his shirt and ran down both his arms like a waterfall. Staggering under the weight, Cain strained and raced with his burden toward the meeting point.

“Let me die,” Mallory pleaded, sucking in deep breaths in an effort to remain conscious. “The leg’s gone, man, and so am I.”

“Not yet you aren’t,” Cain shouted. “You’re going to make it.”

“I’d rather die.”

“Not while I’m around, you won’t.”

A bullet caught Cain in the arm, a flesh wound, the pain as searing as if someone had branded him with a white-hot poker.

The copter was in sight, its massive blades whirling, stirring up dust and excitement. The sound was deafening, but Cain swore he’d never heard anything more beautiful in his life.
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Her first mistake was agreeing to attend this Christmas party. Her second was downing a glass of champagne and then, for courage, another.

Her third error in judgment was remembering Michael.

The only reason Linette Collins had agreed to come was that it was easier to give in to Nancy and Rob than argue.

It was well past time for her to socialize again, they claimed. Long past time for her to grieve. Only no one had told her how she was supposed to grow another heart. No one had told her all the time she’d been granted to mourn her husband was two short years.

Her heart had been rubbed raw in the time it had taken leukemia to claim her young husband’s life. Since Michael’s death the days had blended together, one twenty-four-hour period dragging into the next until the weeks and months had blurred together in a thick fog of disenchantment.

Linette had gotten on with her life, the way everyone said she should. She went to work every day. She ate. Slept. She managed to do all that was required of her and nothing more, simply because she hadn’t the energy. Or the inclination.

Then, out of the blue, when she was least expecting it, she’d found peace. A shaky sort of acceptance that teetered, then, gradually, with time, righted itself.

This serenity happened as if by magic. She woke one morning and realized the pain she’d constantly carried with her didn’t seem quite as heavy. The doubts, the fears, the never-ending litany of questions, faded. Unsure of how it had happened, Linette had graciously accepted this small slice of peace, this unexpected reprieve, and clung to it tenaciously.

Each day the feeling had grown stronger, and for the first time in months she felt whole. Almost whole, she amended.

But when she’d stepped into this Christmas party she hadn’t been prepared for the festivities to hit her quite this way. The fun, the singing, the laughter, reminded her forcefully that it had been almost two years to the day since Michael’s death.

“I’m so pleased you came,” Nancy said as she squeezed past Linette. Her sister-in-law smelled of cinnamon and bayberry and looked incredibly lovely in her sleeveless winter green velvet gown. Linette’s own white wool dress didn’t fit as well as it should. She’d done what she could to disguise how loose it was with a narrow gold belt.

“I’m pleased I came, too,” Linette lied, but it was only a small white one and unfortunately necessary. She sipped champagne and forced herself to smile.

“Did you sample the hors d’oeuvres?” Nancy asked. “You must! I spent hours and hours assembling those little devils. Try the teriyaki chicken bits first. They’re wonderful.” She pressed her fingertips to her lips and kissed them noisily.

“I’ll give them a taste,” Linette promised.

Without warning, Nancy’s arms shot out and hugged Linette long and hard. When she drew back, Linette noticed tears shimmering in her sister-in-law’s eyes. Nancy’s lower lip quivered as she struggled to hold in the emotion. “I miss him so much,” she said, choking out the words. “I still think about him. It doesn’t seem like it’s been two years.”

“I know.” Instead it felt as if several lifetimes had passed.

Linette squeezed Nancy’s hand. It often happened like this, her comforting others. How ironic.

“Oh, damn. I didn’t mean for that to happen,” Nancy murmured, pressing her index fingers beneath each eye while she blinked furiously in an effort to keep the tears from spilling down her cheeks.

“It’s only natural you should miss Michael,” Linette offered, briefly wrapping her arm around Nancy’s waist.

“It just hit me all at once that he was gone. I’m sorry, Linette, the last thing you need is for me to remind you of Michael, especially tonight. This is a party, we’re supposed to be having fun.” Nancy reached for the champagne bottle and Linette’s glass, then laughed lightly. “He’d want us to celebrate.”

That was true. Michael had always been generous and loving.

“Oh, my,” Nancy said a tad breathlessly, turning around abruptly. Her startled eyes flew to Linette’s. “Tell me, how do I look?” she asked, nervously brushing her hands down her skirt.

Linette blinked, surprised by Nancy’s lack of confidence. “Great.”

“You’re sure?”

“I’m positive. Why?”

“Rob’s boss and his wife just arrived.”

“You don’t have a thing to worry about,” Linette assured her.

“My makeup’s okay?” She dabbed at her cheeks.

“A beauty queen would envy you that face.”

Nancy laughed. “Rob’s up for promotion, you know.”

Linette didn’t, but the news wasn’t a surprise. She’d often admired her brother-in-law for his intelligence and ambition.

With a toothpaste-ad smile on her lips, Nancy left, and Linette glanced at her watch once more. Ten more minutes, she decided, and then she’d make an excuse and leave. Silently she’d slip back to life without Michael.

THE minute Cain arrived at the Christmas party, he’d noticed her. Like him, she was alone. Uncomfortable. Eager to escape. She was a lovely thing. Petite and fragile. He found himself studying her almost against his will. It wasn’t that she was strikingly beautiful. “Winsome” came to mind, although it was an old-fashioned word and not often used these days. But then, she seemed to be a quaint kind of woman.

It was almost as if she’d stepped out of another time and place. Perhaps it was the sense of being lost that he felt. A sense of being alone and slightly afraid, uncomfortably aware of being out of place.

Not afraid, he decided. The more he studied her, the more he realized this woman had walked through a deep, dark valley. He wasn’t sure how he knew this, but he’d come to trust his intuition. She sipped from the champagne glass and briefly gnawed on the corner of her lip. Watching her made Cain wonder if she’d made her way completely across that valley. Maybe he should find out. No. He decided to leave well enough alone.

Carrying his drink with him, he slowly made his way through the crowd to find a secluded corner. Andy Williams crooned a Christmas ditty from a nearby speaker.

Cain hadn’t been keen on attending this get-together. This was what he got for giving in to curiosity and looking up Rob Lewis. They’d been good friends in high school, and he was interested to see what had become of his buddy since they’d both left the thriving metropolis of Valentine, Nebraska.

Years before, Cain and Rob had been the local football heroes. Cain was the quarterback and Rob his favorite wide receiver. Frankly, he’d enjoyed his brief stint as a celebrity.

Following graduation Cain had gone into the military and Rob to college. They’d talked a couple of times in the years since, a card at Christmas with a few lines, but that was the extent of it.

Since Cain was in San Francisco getting Mallory set up on a rehabilitation program for his hip and knee, it only made sense to catch up with his longtime buddy. In a moment of goodwill and—all right—weakness, Cain had agreed to drop in on this Christmas party.

He was uncomfortable in crowds. He’d never been one to exhibit many of the more refined social graces. He felt out of place here. Sipping his Jack Daniel’s, he returned his gaze to the woman who’d garnered his attention earlier.

Why not, he decided as he stepped around the sofa. It was Christmas, and it’d been a good long while since he’d felt this strongly attracted to a woman. He wove his way between two couples who were attempting to sing a favorite Christmas carol in German and failing miserably. They seemed to be enjoying themselves, and Cain found them amusing.

“A half hour,” Cain said, slipping next to her. She stood close to the fireplace, holding the fluted champagne glass in both hands.

“A half hour?” she repeated, gazing at him with wide brown eyes. Doe eyes, big, trusting, sincere.

“That’s how long you’d decided to wait before you quietly left.”

Her gaze widened. “How’d you know?”

The whiskey burned the back of his throat. “Because that was how long I’d decided to wait before I left.”

She smiled then, and he was amazed at the transformation the simple action brought to her delicate features. It was as if the sun had peeked from behind a thick, dark cloud, spilling sunshine. Her eyes brightened and her lips quivered softly.

“I’m Cain McClellan,” he said, holding out his hand to her.

“Linette Collins.”

“Hello, Linette.” The name sounded vaguely familiar, and he frowned in an effort to remember where he’d heard it. Possibly from Rob, who’d attempted to match him up for the evening.

“You don’t work with Rob, do you?” Her attention drifted to his hair, and he realized the high and tight military cut told her he probably wasn’t a stockbroker.

“Rob and I are longtime friends,” he answered without elaborating. “What about you?”

“Nancy and Rob are my brother- and sister-in-law.”

“You’re married?” His gaze shot to her left hand. Her ring finger was bare, but the indentation of a wedding band was clearly visible. It was then that Cain remembered where he’d heard her name. Rob had mentioned Nancy’s brother had passed away a couple of years earlier and suggested Cain meet the widow. He’d declined.

“My husband died,” she explained unnecessarily.

Cain felt a sudden need for another drink. He clinked his ice against the side of the glass and stared at the melting cubes. “Can I get you anything?” he asked, gesturing toward the bar.

Linette set aside her empty champagne glass. “Nothing, thanks.”

Cain left her and headed across the room. He wanted to kick himself for being so inept. It was apparent she was ill at ease; perhaps she wanted to talk about her late husband and had been looking for a willing ear.

It didn’t matter, because the moment she’d announced she was a widow, he’d grown so uncomfortable that he’d made an excuse to leave her. The thing was he hadn’t known what to say. That he was sorry? That sounded phony. He’d never even met the man.

Circumstances such as these made him regret not leaving for Montana at the first opportunity. Instead he’d lollygagged around San Francisco, looking up old friends and making a fool of himself.

When Cain had a fresh drink, he turned and discovered Linette hadn’t left the party. He was pleased she’d stayed. He hadn’t wanted their conversation to end abruptly, but he wasn’t sure what more he had to say, either.

He studied the bright red stockings hanging from the fireplace mantel and casually walked back to her side. Her gentle smile reached out to greet him.

“Something amuses you?”

“Nancy,” she responded, which was no answer whatsoever.

He looked around for Rob’s wife, not finding her.

“She mentioned you,” Linette elaborated. “I just realized you were the one she’d wanted me to meet.”

“Rob tried to line me up with you as well.”

“Nancy did this whole song and dance about it being two years since Michael . . . and that there was this old school buddy of Rob’s who was in town.”

Cain grinned, thinking it had been a good long while since he’d had reason to smile about anything. “I guess we showed them.”

“I guess we did.” Linette laughed softly and waved her hand in front of her face. “Is it hot in here, or is it just me?”

Standing in front of the softly flickering fire might have had something to do with why she was uncomfortably warm, but Cain didn’t mention that. Instead he took her by the elbow and guided her outside to a small balcony that overlooked San Francisco Bay. The lights on the Golden Gate Bridge outlined the well-known landmark, illuminating the skyline in a postcard-perfect silhouette.

A cool breeze drifted off the water, and the sky was crowded with stars that seemed determined to dazzle them with their brilliance.

Linette gripped hold of the balcony railing with both hands, closed her eyes, and tilted her head upward. When she exhaled, her shoulders sagged appreciatively.

“Nancy said something about you being out of the country a lot of the time. That must be hard.”

“It’s my job,” he said.

“You don’t miss home?”

In the last year, he hadn’t thought about the ranch enough to miss it. Nor had he hurried to Montana when the opportunity arose. He was a man without ties, without roots. That was the way it had to be.

“I’m too busy to think about it,” he answered after a moment, and looked to her, wanting to divert the subject away from himself. “Do you work?”

She nodded. “I own a yarn store called Wild and Wooly, on Pier Thirty-nine.”

A knitting shop. It fit. He could easily picture Linette snuggled up on a rocking chair next to a fireplace, her long needles clicking softly as she expertly wove yarn. He found the image inviting, as if she’d asked him to cozy up next to her.

Cain wished he could pinpoint what it was about Linette that conjured up fantasies of domestic bliss. Homespun women didn’t generally appeal to him.

It was the season, he decided, when goodwill toward men flourished and a man’s thoughts turned to hearth and home. Christmastime seemed to bring out the best in people, himself included, he reasoned, willing to accept the explanation.

“Would you care to dance?” Linette asked him.

“Dance? Me?” Her invitation flustered him. He flattened his hand against his chest as the excuses worked their way up his throat. “I’m not much good at that sort of thing,” he managed after an awkward moment.

“Me either. But we don’t need to worry about making fools of ourselves, out here.” She held up her arms, and before a second protest could form, she was in his embrace.

He tensed, but she didn’t seem to notice. Tucking her head under his chin, she hummed along with the music, and gradually he relaxed.

Their feet made short, awkward shuffling movements until Cain realized that there was actually some kind of rhythm to their motions.

The tension slowly eased from his limbs, and he pressed his chin against her temple. She smelled of wildflowers and sunshine. He’d never held anyone more incredibly soft. So soft, she frightened him. He absorbed her gentleness the way a thirsty sponge did water. With her in his arms, he could close his eyes and not see the mangled bodies of men who’d died at his hand. With her he heard the soft strains of joyous music instead of the screams of dying, bitter men as they cursed him on their way to hell.

His grip tightened, and she trembled. Pulling her flush against him, he felt her breath moisten the column of his neck. Cain closed his eyes and savored the feel of a woman in his arms. Linette clung to him, too. He realized, gratefully, that her hold on him was as tight as his on her.

He knew what was happening. He could spend a few hours with this woman who was lovely and pure and forget who and what he was. He could relish her softness and ignore the bitterness of the truth and the hard life he’d chosen.

All this wasn’t one-sided. Linette could hold him and forget the man she’d loved and lost. He was her haven just as she had become his.

As much as he’d like to deny it, Cain needed this woman’s touch. He was desperate for her gentleness. His heart, perhaps even his soul, needed this time with this woman.

The music ceased, but he kept moving. It felt good to have her in his arms. Linette broke away from him, and for an instant he resisted, tightening his grip until he realized what he was doing.

Irritated with himself, he dropped his arms and stepped back. Linette Collins made him weak, and that was something he couldn’t allow.

“Thank you,” she said softly. She didn’t need to say it had been a long time since anyone had held her. He knew. This wasn’t the kind of woman who bed-hopped. She’d deeply grieved the loss of her husband. Cain also knew she’d grieved alone, without seeking the solace of a lover.

In one way, Cain envied her husband. There would be no one to mourn his passing. No one to stand over his cemetery plot and weep. That was the life he had chosen. The way it had to be. There was no room for gentleness. Not now, not ever. Not if he planned to survive. And he did.

For what?

The question came at him like the pinpoint beam of a laser slicing through his mind. All at once he hadn’t a clue why he found it so important to stay alive. He had no immediate family. No heirs.

As far as money went, he could retire now and it would take two lifetimes to spend what he’d accumulated in the last several years with Deliverance Company.

By tacit agreement, he and Linette wandered back to the party, which seemed to be in full swing. Without a word, they went their separate ways. Which was for the best, Cain reasoned. Linette was a sweet thing and deserved happiness. It wasn’t likely she’d find that with him. By nipping this attraction in the bud, he was doing her a kindness.

Cain caught sight of Nancy and Rob dancing on the other side of the room. Small clusters of groups were involved in chitchat, something at which he felt completely inept. With little more than a backward glance, he retrieved his coat and left. Later, he’d send Rob and Nancy a Christmas card and thank them for the party. He was half tempted to mention meeting Linette, then decided against it.

In the hallway outside, waiting for the elevator, he sensed someone’s approach. It shouldn’t have surprised him to find Linette rounding the corner, but it did. She seemed startled as well, and her round eyes widened.

“So we meet again,” he said.

When the elevator arrived, they stepped aboard together. He pushed the button for the lobby. Stepping back, he studied the woman who stood beside him. Within a matter of seconds, they would each go back to their separate lives.

Cain experienced a sense of desperation that was foreign to him. Even worse, he felt like a world-class fool. If Mallory knew what he was thinking, or Murphy, Bailey, or Jack, either, they’d lock him up until this bout of insanity had passed. Men like Cain simply did not become involved with women like Linette Collins.

On the ground floor, Cain watched Linette hurry across the street and climb inside her car. He stood rooted, unwilling and unable to move as her Toyota turned the corner and disappeared from sight.

After a moment he drew in a deep breath, then headed toward the rental car he’d picked up at the airport three days earlier.

His name was Cain, and right then he felt aptly christened. His namesake had been the son of Adam and Eve. The first child born outside the gates of paradise.
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Linette was busy at her shop early Saturday morning when the phone rang. Although she wasn’t due to open for another half hour, she reached for the receiver and tucked it between her ear and her shoulder as she unloaded skeins of brightly colored cashmere wool.

“Wild and Wooly,” she said automatically.

“I wish you hadn’t left the party so early,” Nancy mumbled on the tail end of a yawn. It was apparent she had recently rolled out of bed.

“I had to be to the shop this morning,” Linette explained. She hadn’t slept well, but only because she couldn’t stop thinking about Cain McClellan and the short time they’d been together. She toyed hesitantly with the idea of asking her sister-in-law what she could tell her about Cain. So much as a hint of curiosity about the other man might prove to be potentially embarrassing. Nancy was sure to make something out of Linette’s inquisitiveness.

If Linette were a little more sophisticated, a little more at ease with the opposite sex, she might have found a subtle way of quizzing Cain. She hadn’t because he hadn’t seemed keen on talking about himself. What questions she had asked had received answers that were evasive and vague. She’d noticed how he’d quickly turned the conversation to subjects away from anything personal.

She knew he was in the military. Nancy had told her that much when she’d first mentioned him. Linette speculated that his work was involved with intelligence. Probably top-secret stuff that prevented him from discussing details. Funny she could spend so short a time with him and feel as if she understood him.

Like her, he was alone. Like her, he needed someone to hold.

In the entire two-year period without Michael, Linette had never felt more alone than she did now. At first she’d assumed it was because the anniversary of his death was approaching, but gradually she realized it was the Christmas season itself.

“Did you enjoy the party?” Nancy asked, cutting into her thoughts.

“Very much.” Thanks to Cain. Forcing her attention back to Nancy, she asked, “How did everything go with Rob’s boss and his wife?”

“Great. They’re nice people,” Nancy said, and then, turning to the apparent reason for her call, she added, “Didn’t I see you talking with Rob’s friend?”

“Yes, we found each other despite your and Rob’s best efforts to keep us apart,” Linette said with a small smile.

“I saw the two of you one minute and the next thing I knew you’d both disappeared.” Linette pictured Nancy jiggling her eyebrows suggestively.

“We left. Cain’s not much of a party person either.”

“So you snuck off together,” Nancy said, her voice dipping with implication. “That’s great.”

Before Linette could correct her sister-in-law’s impression, Nancy spoke again. “How about the two of us getting together for lunch this afternoon? That way you can tell me all about you and Cain, and I’ll let you in on my own little secret.”

“There’s nothing to tell,” Linette protested. “Besides, I don’t know if I can get away. The shop’s been terribly busy, and I don’t feel like I can leave Bonnie alone, especially on a Saturday.” It sounded as if she were hedging, but what she said was true. Since this was the last weekend before Christmas, it could possibly be the busiest day of the year for her shop. Lunch would consist of a bite or two of a sandwich between customers.

“I’ll pick up something and bring it to you, then,” Nancy argued. “I’m dying to hear what happened between you and Cain McClellan.”

“But, Nancy—”

“Don’t argue. I must say, he’s a hunk.”

“But—” Before Linette could explain it might be a wasted trip, Nancy had hung up.

Replacing the telephone receiver, Linette sank onto the chair by the cash register. She loved Nancy and deeply appreciated the support and love Michael’s sister had given her, but she didn’t want to discuss Cain McClellan.

He’d come into her life briefly, and it was unlikely they’d meet again. Ships passing in the night and that sort of thing. He was a man without an anchor, and she was a dock. A concrete dock. Stable, permanent, lasting. Even if they had struck up a relationship, it would be a long-distance one. He’d told her himself he was only in town for a few days.

Linette’s prediction about this being the busiest sales day of the year proved to be accurate. From the moment she unlocked the door, she was inundated with customers. Many of the handcrafted items she’d knitted over the autumn months had already sold, but the limited number of wool scarves and baby blankets left were gone by ten that morning.

“Has it been like this every Christmas?” Bonnie asked, sinking onto the chair and removing her left shoe. She rubbed her toes and mumbled something about getting what she deserved for wearing new shoes.

“I don’t remember,” Linette said.

“Linette,” Bonnie said, and exhaled sharply. “I’m sorry. I forgot. It was Christmastime when your husband died, wasn’t it?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Linette said quickly, not wanting to discuss Michael. She liked Bonnie, who was in her mid-fifties and grandmotherly with short gray hair and a thick waist. Her face was round and warmly hospitable. It helped that Linette’s lone employee had been knitting for years herself and was knowledgeable about the craft. Linette felt lucky to have her.

The bell above the door jingled, and Bonnie automatically replaced her shoe. “I’ll get it,” Linette said, pressing her hand against her employee’s forearm. “Pour yourself a cup of coffee,” she said. “You deserve it.” They’d been so busy, neither of them had taken time for a coffee break.

“You’re sure?” Bonnie asked, glancing longingly toward the back room.

“I’ll be fine.”

Linette realized she’d spoken too soon. This latest customer was Nancy. “You’re not the least bit busy,” her sister-in-law admonished.

“You should have been here ten minutes ago,” Linette countered. She straightened a row of white wool, replacing it inside a brightly painted wood bin stacked beneath a large picture window overlooking Fisherman’s Wharf. Linette loved the view the window afforded her. With its colorful fishing fleet, the wharf reminded her of a quaint Mediterranean seaport. There’d been plenty of times when she’d gazed out this very window, transported to a world outside her grief.

“I brought goodies,” Nancy said, holding up a grease-stained brown paper sack. “The deli packed us sandwiches and enormous dill pickles.”

“I didn’t think you liked dill pickles.”

“I don’t,” Nancy said casually, “unless I’m pregnant.”

It took Linette far longer than it should have to make the connection. “You and Rob are having a baby?”

Nancy’s eyes brightened with tears, and she nodded enthusiastically. “I didn’t want to say anything until after Christmas, but I can’t keep it a secret any longer. We’d almost given up trying. Christopher’s eight, and we were beginning to think we couldn’t have more children when, whammo.” She tossed her arm into the air, grinning broadly. “Another rabbit bit the dust.”

The two women hugged, and to her surprise Linette felt tears filling her own eyes. She knew Nancy and Rob wanted another child, but neither one had mentioned a baby in so long that she wasn’t sure what they’d decided.

A baby.

She and Michael had yearned for children, but early in their marriage they’d decided to wait a couple of years. Every aspect of their lives together had been carefully planned. All too soon, however, Michael had been diagnosed with leukemia. Afterward everything had changed. The days came and went, the seasons ebbed and flowed and every sunrise had become a sunset as Michael’s life became consumed with dying.

“Be happy for me,” Nancy said, hugging her close.

“Of course I’m happy,” Linette said, wondering at Nancy’s apprehensions.

“It’s just that . . . well, I know how badly you and Michael wanted a child, and I guess I was afraid you might feel like you’d been cheated.”

“How could I possibly feel cheated, having loved Michael? I’m sorry we didn’t have children, but I’d never begrudge you and Rob your happiness. I’m thrilled for you both.”

“Thank you,” Nancy said, rubbing the moisture from her face. Her shoulders shook, and it took a moment for Linette to realize Nancy was laughing, not weeping.

“I cry so easily lately. Rob doesn’t know what to make of me.”

Knowing how Rob idolized his wife, Linette strongly suspected he’d think he’d married the most perfect woman in the world no matter what she said or did. Especially now.

Bonnie wandered out from the back room, bringing a freshly brewed cup of coffee with her.

“Bonnie, do you think I can steal Linette away for a few minutes?” Nancy asked, and looped her arm through Linette’s.

“Might as well,” Bonnie said with an agreeable smile. “We seem to be experiencing something of a lull, but I don’t expect it to last long.”

Linette led the way into the back room, which was stacked with empty boxes, most of the skeins of yarn having been sold even before the boxes had had a chance to be emptied.

A badly scarred wooden table stood against the concrete block wall with two equally dilapidated chairs. Linette couldn’t remember where they’d found the set, but it had been a welcome addition to their small space.

Nancy claimed the ladder-back chair while Linette scrounged up paper plates and two clean coffee mugs.

Nancy drew out thick sandwiches from the brown paper sack. They were subways covered in wax paper and held together with large toothpicks, with gaily decorated tops.

“Did I mention my appetite’s improved?” Nancy said, smiling gleefully at Linette. “Pickles aren’t the only thing I find appealing. I swear if this continues, I’ll resemble the Goodyear blimp by July.”

Linette inspected her half of the sandwich and discovered three different kinds of meat and an equal number of cheeses, plus the usual lettuce, thick slices of tomato, and a variety of other goodies, including sliced green olives.

“All right, tell me about you and Cain,” Nancy instructed now that she was settled.

“I already explained there isn’t much to tell,” Linette said. Juice ran down her forearm when she took her first bite of the dill pickle.

“I saw the two of you together, remember?” Nancy insisted. “And then you were gone. Where did you take off to?”

“Nowhere. We rode down in the elevator together and went our separate ways.”

“That’s all?” Nancy sounded terribly disappointed.

“What do you know about him?” Linette asked, her curiosity overriding her hesitation. She would have preferred to keep any inquisitiveness low key and any questions indirect. Linette feared Nancy would leap on Linette’s interest in Cain and make something out of it that it wasn’t.

“Rob and Cain attended high school together.”

That much Linette knew.

“Cain went into the military after graduation. From what Rob said, he’s only talked to Cain twice in the last twenty years. The first time was about a year or so after Rob was out of college. Cain phoned him and they chatted. Apparently he was a member of the Special Forces and had spent a good deal of time in Asia.”

“Asia?” Linette repeated slowly.

“That’s what Rob said. When I quizzed him, he couldn’t recall much more of their conversation, which is understandable seeing that it was several years back. Apparently some of their friends have asked about Cain over the years, but no one’s heard from him. When it came time for their class reunion, no one had an address for him. Apparently Rob’s the only one he’s kept in contact with from his high school days.

“When Cain phoned last week, Rob was thrilled. The two met for lunch, but Rob said Cain skillfully managed to steer the conversation away from himself.”

“He did that with me, too.”

“From what little Rob was able to glean, Cain’s involved in some kind of undercover activity that consists of rescuing political hostages.”

A chill raced up Linette’s back.

“You’d think he’d be ready to retire soon. He’s got in twenty years or more by now.”

He wasn’t ready. Linette hadn’t a clue how she knew that, but she did. Cain was a man who enjoyed living on the edge, who felt a rush of excitement when he could look danger in the face and not blink.

“He didn’t ask to see you again?” Nancy spoke as if she suspected Linette were holding back vital information.

“No.” Cain McClellan had come into her life like the softest of whispers and disappeared before she’d had the opportunity to decipher his message.

CAIN knew Francine Holden was the perfect physical therapist for Tim Mallory the moment he laid eyes on her. He also knew Mallory wouldn’t agree with him. The highly recommended therapist was a no-nonsense professional who wouldn’t put up with any of his friend’s usual guff. If Francine Holden was only half as good as Dr. Benton claimed, his colleague had a chance of regaining the use of his right leg. Something that had seemed impossible eighteen months earlier.

It wouldn’t be easy, but then nothing in his business ever was. Thank God Mallory was a fighter. If not, he would have died in a Nicaraguan jungle. Francine wasn’t a shy, retiring soul whom Mallory would easily intimidate with his temper tantrums and wildly swinging moods.

“Dr. Benton recommended you highly for the job,” he said to the woman who sat across from him. Sitting didn’t disguise her height. Cain guessed she was close to six feet, with a build that resembled that of a weight lifter. She’d need strength if she was going to be lifting Mallory around. Francine wore her long blond hair in a French braid that stretched halfway down the middle of her back. Her eyes were blue and wide, by far her most striking feature, set deep in a face that was remarkably plain.

“May I see your friend’s latest X rays?” she asked, ignoring his compliment. When Cain handed them to her, she held the first set up to the light. “How’d this happen?” she asked.

Cain weighed how much he should tell her and decided he’d be doing them both a disservice with anything less than the truth. “The damage to the knee and hip are the result of a booby trap.”

“Booby trap? You mean as in a land mine?”

“Something like that.” Cain shifted back on his chair and crossed his legs. “We were in Central America at the time, on a mission.”

Slowly her intensely blue eyes left the X rays to connect with his. “What agency were you with?”

“None. We’re mercenaries.”

“Doing what?”

He shrugged, unwilling to give her any more information than necessary. “What we were paid to do.”

“I see.”

Cain watched her reaction, surprised that she revealed none, at least none he could read.

“How many reconstructive surgeries has your friend been through?” It was back to business, and Cain was impressed with the casual way in which she responded to the information.

“Ten surgeries in the last eighteen months.”

She motioned to the X ray. “When were these taken?”

“Two weeks ago.”

“What’s your friend’s mental state?” she asked before handing him back the film.

“About what you’d expect,” he said evasively. Mallory had already gone through a handful of therapists. The latest hadn’t lasted more than two days.

“In other words he’s depressed, angry, and has done his best to shut out the world.”

Cain felt his lips quiver involuntarily with a smile. “Something like that.”

“I’m not a miracle worker, Mr. McClellan.”

“All I’m asking is that you give it a shot. I’m willing to pay you top dollar.” More if need be. Mallory was a good friend. Perhaps the best Cain had ever had. He hadn’t left him in the jungle to die, and he wouldn’t desert him now, either.

“It isn’t a question of money,” Francine returned smoothly. “It has to do with grit and spirit. I’ve been a therapist several years, and I’ve seen a number of cases similar to your friend’s here. At this point he doesn’t care if he lives or dies. What happened to his body can’t compare with the damage done to his soul.”

Cain was amazed by how accurately she’d analyzed Mallory’s emotional state. “Can you help him?”

“Maybe. Maybe not. It’s up to him,” she said thoughtfully. “I can make a more accurate assessment once I meet him.”

“Great.” Cain eagerly sprang to his feet. “Let’s take care of that right now.”

A brief smile brightened her plain features. “Have you told him I’m coming?”

Cain hesitated. “No.”

“Good.”

“It’s probably better he doesn’t know you’re a therapist,” Cain suggested, preferring to delay another of Mallory tantrums. The minute his cohort learned that he’d hired another therapist, there was sure to be trouble.

“We won’t be able to keep it from him long,” Francine said evenly. “He’ll figure it out soon enough.”

She was right. One look at this titan of a woman and Mallory would know exactly why he’d brought her to meet him.

From the glint in her deep blue eyes, Cain guessed this was a woman who thrived on challenge. All the better, because Mallory was going to demand every ounce of fortitude she possessed.

He led her through the house he’d rented on Russian Hill. Taken with the panoramic view of the Bay, Cain had also liked the countrylike lanes and terraced houses. Perhaps he was thinking the atmosphere would help Mallory, but if that was the case, the high rent area had been an expensive mistake. Mallory had made a prison out of the back bedroom.

Greg, Mallory’s attendant, was leaving the room as they approached. He looked from Cain to Francine and then back at Cain.

“He’s having a bad day,” Greg announced. His expression suggested they’d be better off returning at a later date.

“As long as he’s in the shape he’s in now,” Francine said without waiting for Cain to respond, “every day’s a bad day.”

Greg smiled and nodded. “Good luck,” he said as he stepped away from the door.

Cain knocked once and walked inside without waiting for a response. The room was dark, and it took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the lack of light. Mallory was sitting in the corner farthest from the door, with a blanket over his legs. The once robust man had lost seventy pounds in the last year and a half. His eyes had shrunk back into his head, and his hair was long enough to brush his shoulders. At a glance, he looked like hell. Cain wanted to shout at him, tell him to snap out of this, but he wasn’t the one with a shattered hipbone and a knee that had been blown apart.

Cain could walk out of this house. Mallory couldn’t stand up, let alone walk. It was easy to make judgments from this side of a wheelchair. Feeling helpless, Cain did what he could, but it seemed like damn little.

“I’m not in the mood for company,” Mallory muttered.

“I brought someone for you to meet,” Cain said. It would take more than a sour mood to get rid of him.

“Another time, perhaps.” Mallory’s voice was strained, the frustration and anger leaking through the words.

Francine moved away from Cain and reached for the light switch, flipping it on. The room was instantly bathed in a warm glow.

Automatically Mallory’s hands went to shade his eyes, and he cursed under his breath. Cain watched as his friend’s angry glare connected with the therapist’s gaze.

“Hello, Mr. Mallory,” Francine said brightly, “I’m Francine Holden.”

Mallory glared disdainfully at Cain as if he’d stabbed him in the back. “Get rid of her.”

“Now, Mallory—”

“I said get rid of her.”

“I could get offended, but I won’t,” Francine said, chuckling. Cain swore he heard a tinge of glee in her laugh and loved it. This was going to work out far better than he’d hoped.

“We’re going to become friends, Mallory,” Francine said. “Real good friends. For the next two months, I’m going to stick to you like glue, and when I’m through with you,” she said, firmly planting her hand on her hip, “I guarantee you won’t be sitting in a dark room with a blanket over your head to close out the world.”

Mallory ignored her. “All I want is peace and quiet. Is that so much to ask?” he demanded. Cain could almost feel the anger emanate off Mallory in waves. “It’s the season, you know.”

“Your muscles can’t wait while you sit around feeling sorry for yourself.” Francine lowered her gaze to his mangled left leg, peeking out from beneath the blanket. Mallory covered it quickly. “Every day without therapy, you risk never regaining the use of that leg. You want to walk again, don’t you?”

For the first time Mallory focused the full force of his attention on her. “I don’t need you.”

“That’s where you’re wrong. You’ve never needed anyone more in your life.”

Mallory responded with a low snicker.

“We’ll get started first thing this afternoon,” Francine announced, speaking to Cain. She pushed up the sleeves of her thin sweater as if she could hardly wait to get going.

“Cain?” Mallory pleaded
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