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About FLASHES OF FIRE

 

When keeping things simple is impossible, love can be the flash of fire that results. 

 

DK McGiven's dreams are close to being realized. Finally coming into her own talent, she melts metal to her wishes and creates sculptures that have her fans clamoring for more. Only one thing is holding her back from completing her current masterpiece: her own insecurity in the passion department. Her girl tribe's suggestion? Find a sexy guy and learn what she's been missing, without engaging her heart of course.

Worldly and willing Vince Cassidy seems to fit the bill. Bored with his successful lifestyle writer career, he heads to the mountains for some entertaining distractions. He's enthusiastic about the friends with benefits perks DK offers. Maybe a little fling with a local artist will be just what the doctor ordered. 

Length:  88,000 words

The Flynn's Crossing series is contemporary romance set in the northern California foothills, suspense driven by small town secrets, and complex characters in compelling stories about friendship and love.  You can enjoy the books out of order without ruining their surprises!


Here's where it all began in Flynn's Crossing!

 

Get your FREE copy of the novella Three Blind Dates, the prequel to Flynn's Crossing romantic suspense series, not available anywhere else.

 

Just click on the button below to get started.

 

>>FIND OUT MORE >>
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Prologue – Chicago Over Twenty Years Ago

 

 

"Patrick, settle down and eat your dinner. Your father will drive you to practice as soon as you're done, and you're already late, so hurry up!"

"Ma, I don't want to..."

"Quiet! You'll do as you're told! Elisabeth, that science project won't build itself! Mary Margaret, the piano is waiting – at least 45 minutes now, mind, or you won't be ready for your lesson with Miss Christine. Michael, have you finished your confirmation assignment for Father Esposa?"

The chorus of voices continued throughout dinner, Ma and Dad directing and demanding, her siblings complaining because they didn't want to do what they were told. She could sit among the confusion and be completely overlooked. Her brothers and sisters were always busy doing something, practice for sports or music, their catechism lessons, studying for school. If she stayed quiet, Ma would pass right by her since she didn't seem to take to anything. It helped to be the middle child too, and with an older sister and brother and a set younger, there were few expectations put on her. 

They thought she was shy and afraid of the world, so she was regarded with something akin to pity when she wasn't being teased by her brothers. Her sisters liked to boss her around, even the younger one, but they were all protective too. 

She played with the stew in her bowl. If she turned the chunks of beef just so, she could create a pattern with the potatoes and carrots, making a nice design. 

"Diane! Diane Kathryn! Stop playing with your food and eat it. There are children starving in Africa who would appreciate that fine stew. And don't forget to study your spelling tonight! You got a C on your last quiz, and you need to do better than that."

She cringed to hear her full name, which meant she was in trouble again. Shoveling in a spoonful of dinner, she sighed. She hated spelling, math too. She was completely lost in science class and was sure she only passed because her teachers felt sorry for her. They knew that her brothers and sisters got the brains in the family. 

School was a painful chore, except when she got to art class. She loved art! From the time she could hold a crayon, she knew inside that this is what she was meant to do. She could draw well even before she could recite the alphabet. Give her clay or paints, and she was in heaven, producing fanciful things that her teachers loved.

But her parents, they were another story. They didn't believe that art was a real skill, something that could earn her a living when she grew up. And that was their focus, hoping that each of their children would go to college and be successful in some field that didn't involve manual labor. To them, playing with clay and drawing had no future.

"Diane Kathryn! That's it, you obviously aren't hungry. Up to your room. I will come up in one hour and we will see if you're ready for that spelling test tomorrow. And stop chewing on your nails." 

Her mother was staring at her, expecting compliance. Then her mother's expression softened. "You want to go to college, have a good job, don't you? Just like your brothers and sisters? You need to study, my girl, so that you can have a profession when you get older."

She didn't want to go to college, but she would do as she was told. She'd end up going wherever everyone else wanted her to go, and she'd muddle through as she always did. A career, a profession? She had no clue what that would possibly be. The only thing she was any good at or interested in was art, and her parents had already been clear that they didn't consider that a way to make a decent living.

Diane picked up her bowl and took it to the sink, rinsing it out before placing it in the stack. It wasn't her turn to wash up tonight, but she liked doing that sometimes. The bubbles could make some pretty colors if the lights hit them just right.

She took a moment to look at her nails, chewed to the quick when she was nervous. Hanging her head, she shuffled to the doorway that led to the front hall and the stairs. Conversation resumed behind her, her father prompting her brother to get a move on it and her mother now intent on her other brother's religious studies. 

No one noticed her as she paused and looked back at them. She was, again, forgotten and invisible.


Chapter 1

 

 

The water was balmy, but in the late afternoon heat, even the warmth brought relief to her overheated skin. DK McGiven pushed more effort into her crawl and let the rhythm of the stroke empty her mind and stretch out her body. The water caressed her like melted chocolate or heated satin, more appropriate to thoughts of winter than the high point of summer. The sun would kiss her, leaving behind raw pink on her fair skin and darker freckles, but sunscreen took too much time.

It had been a taxing day. Her art was her passion, but she also needed it to pay the bills. Her success over the last few years allowed her some luxuries, like this pool and the open space around it. But to keep them, to keep her independence, she needed to fulfill the contracts she had. And she needed to produce wonders. 

Walking up the pool's steps after twenty minutes, she felt loose even if the heat and exercise hadn't melted the tension between her shoulder blades. Toweling off wasn't necessary in the late August afternoon. The dry air wicked off what little moisture remained on her skin, and she rubbed at her short red hair, knowing it would turn into a halo of frizz around her head no matter what she did. That was why she kept it short. The return of sizzling heat on her body did nothing to improve her mood.

The art event in Flynn's Crossing was two weekends away, and her display area at Sierra Shining, the gallery where she showed her work, was looking a little bare since so many of her pieces had sold. Those events meant a lot to the economy of the rural town, bringing in tourists from Sacramento, the Bay Area and beyond to enjoy everything the foothills region offered. DK's creations were a big draw and she had work to do.

Standing at a central point on Main Street, the gallery reflected the mixture of quaint and chic found along the rest of those blocks and filled a niche for locally inspired art. Some of the adjacent shops were dedicated to a particular medium, like watercolors or weaving, and others, like the cooperative gallery DK belonged to, encompassed any technique. It made for interesting offerings combining bright and nuanced, large and small, modern and traditional, and the tasteful alongside the whimsical. Her unique style was a favorite of gallery customers and fellow artists alike. 

That place had added so much to her life. She'd met her best friends through it. When she was relatively new to the area, she'd been behind the counter at a Saturday night art walk when two women came in to examine the featured work in the window more closely. 

"Excuse me, what can you tell me about this piece?" A stately Native American woman, her good looks emphasized by straight raven black hair with a white streak framing one side of her face, had been intrigued by the distinctive metalwork that was DK's signature. She had been fascinated in particular by an intricate vase of flowers welded out of different types of copper placed in the gallery's window. 

DK explained the steps in the design process and the methods she used to weld and finish it. She'd stuttered out the price, embarrassed at how high it seemed. A curse of her Irish heritage probably had her face glowing bright red. Her fellow gallery artists were constantly reminding her that her work was unique and valuable, but she wasn't as convinced about its worth.

"I don't care how much it is – I have to have it." And Tess Willowspring bought it on the spot for her flower shop at the end of Main, Buds and Blooms. 

While DK was wrapping the piece, the other woman quizzed her about her background, where she learned her welding techniques, and what brought her to Flynn's Crossing. 

"I'd heard so much about the thriving art community in the area. It's a huge draw. And I wanted to move as far away from my over-protective parents as I could," DK replied with a self-conscious laugh.

"That took a lot of nerve and gumption. You go girl!" The woman's chestnut ponytail bobbed enthusiastically as she congratulated her. 

The sentiment warmed DK. She had never been credited with having gumption before. In fact, just the opposite.

DK spilled so much about herself in that first conversation, which was not surprising since Serena Williamson ran the counseling nonprofit in town, Balance. She learned all about the people she was talking with before they even realized how much they were sharing.

It didn't take long for the three of them to forge a hard and fast friendship. DK appreciated the unquestioning acceptance, trust and respect they had for one another. Their group had grown with the addition of other close friends, and pretty soon, the girl tribe was the kind of supportive network she'd always hoped her family would be. They'd helped her branch out and take risks that she'd been hesitant to try by herself without the comfort of a safety net.

She smiled at the memories. So much had happened since then. Her work had been featured in a regional lifestyle magazine, and that brought an agent to her door. He'd gotten her spreads in major publications and juried show placements where she brought home awards, and before she knew it, she was creating art under contract, elaborate pieces that brought her thousands of dollars for just one piece.

She'd finished creating four new additions today to fill the holes in the gallery's display, happy to have distractions she could complete. The final touches were necessary on a handful more. With those done, though, she could not longer avoid her bigger predicament. 

It was incredibly complex, her current major work, the tale of wine from vine to glass for a winery that was opening up in a few short weeks. The Dawsons, the new owners of what had once been an abandoned vineyard, had approved the conceptual drawings of her design, but still, was it good enough to be the centerpiece of the tasting room's elegant courtyard?

*****

"Come see the latest piece, the one I'm doing for the new winery owners at Witch Hill. They want to unveil it at their first crush event next month." DK grabbed Serena's arm, careful to avoid spilling their wine, and headed for the old barn. Tess linked arms with Roxy and they strolled more slowly behind.

Roxy LaFollette was another wonderful girl tribe friend. She owned a fabulous restaurant named Roxy's south of town, and she'd expanded her empire with a grocery store next door providing gourmet prepared foods as well as people's every day needs. She loved to feed everyone. Dressed in her chef whites, blond hair in a bun and face intense as she concentrated on her cooking, Roxy guaranteed the girl tribe a wonderful eating adventure whenever she was in the kitchen.

"I'm a little nervous about this one," DK shared with Serena as they moved towards her studio and workroom. "I'm not sure I'm doing justice to the concept. Davinia and Marcus have high expectations for this installation."

They pushed through the door into the old barn. She'd kept the original structure, making few changes to the hay storage bays and stalls that dated back almost a hundred years. She loved the sound of the door as it creaked, the way the place still smelled a little like hay and horses, and the open space it offered for her welding work.

"I'm sure it will be incredible. All of your work is amazing, you know. You really need to stop worrying about being worthy." Serena gave her arm a squeeze before she turned towards the major work area. Then she stopped and gasped.

"Wow, DK, this is beyond anything you've done before! Look at the complexity! How does this all go together?"

Serena circled the four segments of metalwork, each on its own stone pedestal to raise the piece off the packed dirt floor. Occasionally she touched a shape or curve.

"It's, ah, it's not done yet. I still have a few finishing touches on each of these parts of it. It would be too heavy to move all in one, so I designed the four parts to fit together like a puzzle. I'll lift each one on to my truck using the winch and boom, then assemble it on site and do the final welding in place. What do you think?" The sip of wine rolled over her tongue, untasted.

Roxy and Tess joined Serena in their examination of the pieces, each one exclaiming over the intricate details depicted in the grapes, the wines, and the barrels. They loved it, that was clear. 

But they had to, right? They were her best friends.

"I'm thinking it's all, well, too much. And the top, ah, that top section has major work left. It's... intimate I guess would be the right word." She bit her thumbnail, then forced herself to put her free hand in a pocket of her shorts and clutched her glass stem more tightly.

Her friends turned to stare at the top piece that currently resembled nothing so much as a mass of metal plates and rods. The final design, whatever it was going to end up being, was waiting in there somewhere. 

"Intimate? How intimate?" Roxy quizzed her. 

DK shifted uncomfortably. 

"Well it's not porn, but it's not G-rated either. Parts of a couple entwined, wine being poured. I'm worried about it – it might be a little... sexy." Her voice trailed off as she looked at the piece in front of them, uncertainty written all over her face.

"The Dawsons, did they like the idea?" Tess as usual cut to the bottom line on things. DK always appreciated how her friend held her accountable and didn't let her wallow.

"They loved it, but I'm not sure. They're not prim and proper, but they are refined. Classy people making great wine, and their place is stylish too. Will this send the right message?"

"Well I think it will be fine," Roxy chimed in. "What you do is always tasteful and appropriate, so I'm sure you'll hit the right balance of sex and sophistication."

DK realized that she was nibbling on her thumbnail again and forced her hand back into her pocket. "You're probably right." 

Her friends waited, watching her carefully.

"There's more, isn't there?" Serena posed the question while the others nodded their heads in agreement.

"I'm just, I don't know, lacking in inspiration I guess." DK flushed, glad for once that the darkened barn space might hide her flashing discomfort.

Roxy gave a bark of laughter, and Tess and Serena joined in. "And that's probably," Roxy said, emphasizing the last word, "because it's been a long dry spell! Think back to your last sizzling relationship for inspiration, my dear!"

DK smiled at the gentle teasing. "It has been a while..."

Her friends threw arms around her shoulders and clinked glasses with her. 

Tess started pulling them to the door. "Too true for all of us! Let's go find some more wine, kick our sandals off, and diss on guys for a while. If we can't have 'em, at least we can talk about 'em!"


Chapter 2

 

 

"Ladies and gentlemen, we're on our final descent into San Francisco. Please make sure your seat belts are fastened and your tray tables and seat backs are in their upright and locked positions. Thanks for your cooperation on this very long flight. We'll be on the ground shortly."

He could recite the words along with the flight attendant, could even recognize them in a few different languages. He'd lost count of how many tens of thousands of miles he'd traveled in the past year alone. It all blended together until he needed to look at the calendar in his smartphone to determine where he was now and where he was going next. 

Vincent Michael Cassidy was bored.

"Sir, can I get you any last little thing before we land?" 

The female flight attendant had been very attentive on the trip across the Pacific. Flirty, actually, sitting on the arm of his first class seat, asking him about his work and what had brought him to Hong Kong. Groupies, he knew from long experience, were attracted to his bad boy image and his wild reputation. He cultivated the first and wasn't sure where the second came from. He was never in any city long enough, it seemed, to do more than sample a lot of dishes, take in a minimal amount of the art and history, talk to a few people, get a little drunk, and head to the airport.

Soon that would stop for a while, thank god. In addition to being bored, Cassidy was tired, dead fucking tired of coming up with something to say about the latest internationally acclaimed chef or renowned interior designer or up-and-coming artist. There was nothing left to say about any of them, even anything superfluous.

"Ah, no thanks, don't need anything else. You've been very... helpful." 

She looked disappointed. He was sure she'd been hoping for a request for her phone number, or maybe an invitation to keep him company when they landed. She'd already shared that she had a three-day layover, angling for some additional quality time with him, going out, or more probably staying in.

He bit off a sigh and shifted uncomfortably in his well-cushioned seat. The first thing he wanted to do when he got to his hotel was sleep, welcoming the darkness and uninterrupted oblivion that didn't require him to talk with anyone or comment on anything. 

Or maybe he'd eat. Eat and drink. He didn't even want to go out to any restaurant, just have room service deliver what he wanted. He liked hotels. They were impersonal and anonymous and a hell of an excellent place to hide. 

The jumbo jet taxied to the terminal and Cassidy turned on his cell phone. He wanted to clear any calls and e-mails before he got to the hotel. Then he could order some food and booze and crash into blissful unconsciousness once he'd finished it all. 

And do it all alone, totally and completely alone.

"Have a wonderful day, Mr. Cassidy. It's been a real pleasure talking with you during the trip. If there's ever anything..." 

The flight attendant, brilliant smile in place, was trying one last ditch effort to capture his attention. He didn't snarl at her, though he was tempted. He gave a grimace that might have passed for a smile and headed into the jet way. 

His cell phone beeped, notifying him of downloaded e-mails for his review. He hated being this connected. It was hard to ignore the various ringtones that signaled a message left in his voicemail or a text or yet another e-mail. But leaving the phone off for longer than a flight never seemed to be an option. 

It continued to beep, an indication that someone had set a high priority on something they'd sent him. Waiting at the baggage turnstile, he scanned the messages to see what was so damned important. His agent – great. The guy was diligent, detail-oriented and determined – determined, that is, to use every minute of Cassidy's time to the advantage. 

Light flashing and klaxon blaring in warning, bags started sliding out on to the rotating carousel, handles crammed against the railing where they were impossible to reach. People crowded in close as usual, as if standing right next to the slowly advancing line of luggage would make their own appear more quickly. Excusing himself and elbowing a guy who didn't move fast enough, Cassidy grabbed his bag and mumbled under his breath about goddamned amateur hour, heading for the customs line for returning Americans. 

He didn't want to read his agent's message because he knew it would mean he's supposed to be someplace on some particular date, or he needed to write up some adventure – though he'd never call any of them that himself – for a new audience. Randy had good ideas, but he could have fewer ideas and Cassidy would be just as satisfied with him.

He moved through the customs line slowly, mind numb in the endless sea of humanity, queued like cattle awaiting branding and braying with just as much concern. He answered the stock questions as the agent flipped through his well-worn passport, examining the picture closely. Cassidy tried a smile, almost a mirror image of the mug shot that appeared inside the cover.

"Welcome home, Mr. Cassidy." The agent was already frowning at the family of five that waited to pounce on the station next.

He joined yet another line for the taxi queue at the curb. It wound back and forth through three sets of pylons. By the time he reached the front of that line, his snarl barely conveyed any thanks to the attendant. 

"Mark Hopkins," he said to the cab driver.

"Please, sir, put on your seat belt." The driver waited, ignoring the blare of horns behind them as he stared back in the rear view mirror.

"What the...?" Cassidy barely bit off the expletive as he stared back. "Why?"

"Please sir, it is the rules, you know?" The driver's accent was pronounced though his English was perfect. He pointed to the sign hanging in the center of the cab.

'Passengers are required to wear their safety belts to prevent injuries during their ride. Please have a nice day.'

So fucking polite. He wondered how long the cabby would wait, the attendants now adding to the noise by yelling at the driver to move on. He was tempted, sorely tempted, to see how long the guy would hold out. 

Exhaustion and hunger won instead. Grimacing and keeping his string of curses to himself, Cassidy reached for the belt. He hated wearing them, ever since he'd almost been robbed on a trip a year ago. Someone reached through an open window and grabbed his briefcase. The seat belt he was told he had to wear kept him from grabbing the guy by his shirt and banging the idiot's head into the cab's frame like he wanted to. But at least the guy hadn't gotten the briefcase. Probably in league with the driver, he'd thought at the time. What a goddamn scam.

The belt smelled, as they did in so many cabs, of clashing perfumes and stale cigarettes and something else sour that he didn't want to think about. Buckled in with difficulty over his tall frame, he looked up at the driver who was now wearing a big smile and pulling out into the press of traffic in the arrivals area.

He sat back for the dash north from the outer reaches of the city to its center and Nob Hill. The historic hotel he would lose himself in for the short duration had been renovated, and it now sported all of the modern conveniences while retaining an old world charm and grandeur. It reeked of comfort. It didn't hurt to have a fine drinking establishment at its pinnacle and good food available round the clock.

Yes, a few days in this outrageous city and then he could head home. He needed to visit a couple of places to complete a story he was writing for one of the premier international wine publications. It wouldn't take him long, and if he felt like it after staying unconscious for at least a day he might also be willing to try a couple of the new restaurants everyone was raving about. Maybe there were some emerging gems to share with his readers. He was ahead on his syndicated lifestyle column, but he'd need some fresh material within the next month to plow forward again. 

But at least he'd be home by then, New York City. And he didn't plan on leaving again anytime soon.

Traffic was a snarled mess, the air coming in the open window unusually warm for San Francisco in the summer months. Sun reflecting off water pierced and throbbed despite his shades. He thought about dropping his head back and closing his eyes, but based on the smell of the seat belt, he wasn't sure what he'd be setting his head on. 

He sighed deeply before looking back to his cell phone and the e-mails. He couldn't avoid it any longer. The persistent beep was annoying him. Scrolling down the screen to the offending message, he opened it and scanned it quickly. 

"What the fuck?" 

His outburst earned him a hard stare in the rearview mirror from the foreign-born cabby. He glared back at the man, curbing his desire to continue the rant. 

Staring back at the screen, he strung together another long list of silent fucks in more than one language. 


Chapter 3

 

 

"Diane Kathryn, I want to know when you're arriving for Thanksgiving. Your brothers and sisters are all coming, and they're bringing their families. Everyone else will be here. I know you think it's too early to plan anything but really, prices on the airline tickets will just keep going up. When are you going to do something about your arrangements?"

DK sighed. Her mother's insistent voice coming through the phone set her nerves on edge. Even two thousand miles away in Chicago, she felt those tendrils of control oozing through the phone line, sapping her will. She didn't want to travel that week, hated the packed airports, and got lost in the endless noise of her parents' overcrowded house. 

And she hated even more the constant reminders that she, alone of all of the kids, was still not married and producing the next generation.

At her age, she really should be able to stand up to her mother. She should be able to state her own personal wishes and act on them. She should, she should, she should...

"Diane Kathryn, are you still there? When do you plan to arrive?" Her mother was not letting up. And she only used DK's middle name when she was in trouble.

She cleared her throat. "I don't know, Ma. I have plans already here. An art installation." Okay, not really, but it was only a little fib. "And the man that I'm seeing, he was hoping we could have his family over for the holiday." A much bigger fib, but one that was sure to throw her mother off the travel track.

"You're seeing someone? Who is he? What does he do? How did you meet him? How serious are you?" Her mother peppered her with questions. 

DK gave herself a mental kick. Now she had to come up with a bigger fable.

"He's, ah, he's a writer. I met him at an art show. And we're still figuring out how serious we are." She hoped the big lie would be enough. Fighting the urge to nibble on a fingernail, she took a deep breath and waited for the next line of interrogation to come through the receiver.

"A writer? Does he make decent money? Never mind. You tell him that we expect you both for Thanksgiving. His people can have you for Christmas. He is Catholic, I assume. You know how important that is to your father and me."

She was going to have to create a better story, DK realized. But first she needed to buy herself a little time. "I'll tell him, Ma. Listen, I have a client coming in a few minutes, so I need to go. Give my love to Dad, okay? I love you Ma."

"Your father and I love you too, dear. We only have your best interests at heart, you know. I hope your young man is nice and respects you. That is so important. Make us proud."

The line went dead and DK put down the cordless phone on her dining room table, the call alone exhausting her. Her parents would never give up. They hated the fact that she alone of all of their children lived so far away, but she needed the distance to claim any sort of life for herself. In Chicago, they pestered her to find what they would consider a real job, which art to them definitely was not. They constantly introduced her to single sons of their friends in the hope that she'd marry and give them more grandkids. She wasn't sure she even wanted kids. And she definitely didn't want to marry the nice guys with boring jobs that they kept parading in front of her.

She circled the table and headed for the living room. It was all one big open space separated by seating areas and rugs on the plank wood floors. She loved this house and had made it her own over the four years she had lived here. It made her feel strong and independent. 

Constructed to look like the old barn next door but with all of the modern conveniences, the house had been in sad disrepair when she first saw it. She hadn't planned to buy anything by herself, thinking instead that renting a small place to live in and finding workspace to lease would be enough. Lisa and Dannie, the landladies for her little rental condo, had told her about some studio space that might be available.

"The thing is, DK, the old guy with the space, Thomas Brunner, has a tendency to be, well, critical, constantly. He's kind of difficult to live with, by all accounts." Dannie wasn't warning her off exactly.

Constant criticism she had been used to. Her parents were specialists at it. 

But she'd fallen in love right away with Thomas, a gnarly old potter who lived off his land and shared the bounty he raised as freely as he shared his many strong opinions. He was always gruff, full of harrumphs that could pass for approvals, and if he didn't like something, you knew it. 

"So you're a welder, eh? Ya don't look like ya got enough meat on your little bones to pick up a pin." He'd coughed, scratched himself, and continued to stare at her.

DK smiled, recognizing already that the gruff exterior was a sham. The way the man handled clay as he turned it into his magnificent creations told her that somewhere, he hid a gentle and tender nature. Artist to artist, she knew the signs.

Over time, DK realized that his opinions about her work were helping her to clarify and improve in ways that she hadn't seen before. He even got her into Sierra Shining, an amazing feat since artists were always clamoring to have their work accepted in the gallery. She felt like she had a second father in Thomas, the kind who would honestly praise as well as critique her work and her life, even if he didn't sugar coat the delivery.

On a late afternoon drive to clear her mind after a long day of welding, she'd stumbled on the barns by accident. Her pick-up bounced in the potholes on the paved road, passing a worn for-sale sign that announced a bank repo. The recent collapse of the housing market had forced many people to walk away from these places, upside down on mortgages and lacking buyers. It was overgrown and evidently the bank hadn't thought to have anyone check on the buildings for a while. 

But when DK first laid eyes on it, she knew it was a place she would love. The people who had built the barn-styled house had big ideas about what they wanted. The details were incredible, big beams in the two-story ceiling of the great room with its huge fireplace, a master bedroom loft that felt like a cozy aerie, hand carved features and rough hewn lumber everywhere. The fact that it had been a home to various critters who had come in through broken windows didn't detract from its beauty.

She hadn't planned on moving. The old shed on Thomas's property suited her work needs, and the condo was only a half hour drive away. True, he didn't like her to be there working late, and since she was a night owl and had a day job as a grocery checker to pay the rent, that didn't work as well for her, but she'd learned to adapt. DK was well-trained in being adaptable to other people's needs over her own.

She ran her hand over the granite counter in the big kitchen, cool and soothing to the touch. Roxy told her it was designed for professional entertaining, something that DK didn't worry about since her skills ran more towards pasta and grilled cheese. But it served as a great platform for Roxy's creations, and the girl tribe spent many happy hours here enjoying the results. When DK put in the pool two years ago, that sealed the deal. Summer get-togethers were most often spent here, with her friends happily bringing food and flowers, wine and lots of laughter into her home.

Her home, one that she bought on her own and without the help of any man, despite what her mother might think she needed. Her success had grown over the past few years. She was now nationally known, and if her agent Randy had anything to say about it, soon that would become international acclaim. 

The call from her mother unsettled her. Old habits were difficult to cut away, and her mother's insistence on her sharing the upcoming holidays with them made her stomach clench. She'd been on her own for over a decade now, but the influence of a lifetime of family pressure still weighed on her.

Work, that was what she needed. She opened her back door and smiled as she took in the pool and its surrounding concrete patio. She wasn't much for gardening any more than she was for cooking, but luckily, again her friends had come to her rescue. Tess and her marvelous skills with anything that grew had planned her flower beds, full of things that added structure and color year round with minimal effort. 

Every other month, Tess arrived, pruners in hand, and between the two of them, they cleaned up whatever needed it. 

"I did remind you to deadhead these roses, right? At least you remembered to spray them so the deer stayed away." 

She hadn't, but since the deer had kept her secret, who needed to know?

"The daylilies are really coming on strong this year. It's too bad that they don't last longer. Of course, you probably won't notice until the snow flies that they're done too." Her friend shook her head in disbelief and snipped, pointing out DK's next task with her pruners.

DK took Tess's directions with good humor, and she'd even learned a little bit about how to take care of her plants by herself. It wasn't her first love as it was for Tess, but the artist in her appreciated the simple beauty that growing things offered.

And beyond the garden areas close to the house, she'd let the rest go wild. During the heavy grass growing season in the spring, girl tribe member Gabriella Cooley-Burke brought her son Jeremy over to mow fire breaks into the meadows. From the boy's perspective, it was perfect – money in his pocket that he earned himself and time to play with DK's big black lab, Fusion. DK was simply grateful not to have to do the work. 

An added benefit was the quality one-on-one time DK then got to spend with Gabby while they watched her son toil away. Working in the economic development department at the county, Gabby always had great gossip about the new businesses coming into town. 

And despite losing her cherished husband two years before, Gabby was a diehard romantic too. Flipping her wavy brown hair over her shoulder and settling her tall frame into a chair by the pool, she'd fill DK in on the buzz about new cute guys in town and the latest love stories. 

"And you know, even if he's a good foot shorter than her and twice as wide, they make a cute couple," she'd exclaim. "Holding hands and walking down Main Street, with over a hundred and sixty years of life between them. He can't see, and she can't hear, but they seem to get along just fine."

Yes, it always made for an entertaining afternoon when they got together.

DK smiled as she looked out over the open areas. California gold was the color of summer, when the grasses dried up and trees took on muted tones, their leaves covered with ever-present dust. Even in the dry conditions, she loved the land, a far cry from the heavily weighted greens and layers of humidity in the Chicago summers of her youth. 

What she loved most, though, was the structure in front of her. The big old barn had been part of an original homestead in the area. She'd researched it thoroughly, and the people who had built it almost a hundred years ago had owned a big parcel, a few thousand acres that had been divided up over time. The last in that family line had been an old woman who had sold this 10-acre plot and a larger one next door before moving away. DK's neighbors grew grapes, a common crop in this agricultural area. DK loved keeping her land open, though. It reminded her of what it must have looked like when Native Americans or settlers first laid eyes on it.

The door creaked, as it always did. She could have greased the hinges, but she loved the sound. The barn was huge, spacious and airy. In the summer, it baked as the sun beat down on the hottest summer days, and in the winter, the chinks between boards let wind come in. She'd installed a potbelly stove in the center, the only place where the barn's floor had been covered in concrete. Her office was in back in what had been a stall at one time. She'd added insulation and covered the walls to give that space some protection, but for the rest, she'd left as she'd first found it.

The packed dirt was so well-trampled that very little dust rose from it anymore. A few dust motes danced in narrow shafts of sun that found their way between the warped boards. The contrast of light and dark corners was comforting. As it always did, the space gave her a feeling of peace, something that was only broken by her concern over this current work. 

She crossed the open space to the stone pedestals for her creations. The base of the sculpture for Witch Hill Winery was done and she would install that next week, but the top, well, what could she do there? Roxy had suggested she think back to her last big romance for inspiration. 

Easy enough for her friends, she thought. But for her? Sex she'd had, but passion and romance? 

That was the trouble. She'd never had that kind of relationship.


Chapter 4

 

 

"What the hell do you mean I have to spend the fall in California? I just got back from a month in Asia, I have deadlines for pieces already in progress, and I hate that state!" 

Okay, so he was an East Coast snob, even if he did travel the world. So sue him. 

"What the fuck are you thinking, Randy?"

The view from his agent's big corner office did little to ease Cassidy's rant. It was, as always, spectacular and ever-changing, construction cranes still visible where the Twin Towers once stood and on a myriad of other urban in-fill projects to clean up blocks that were less attractive. Usually he found the sights mildly interesting if not fascinating, but today he was on a tear. His mood about his upcoming assignment hadn't improved over the last few days.

"Damn it, Randy, I told you I wanted some down time. I told you I wanted to concentrate on what I had in the pipeline already. I'm tired and I need a break. And I told you that next time, I wanted to spend my time on something deeper, get into the history, man!" 

He realized he was shouting, but if he couldn't shout at his best friend – though why he ever liked the guy he didn't understand at this particular moment – then when could he shout?

"Vinnie, really, calm down. It's no big deal. You want to dig deeper, I got you a place to dig deeper. Besides, the exposure on this work is incredible! It's for Lifestyle Worldwide, the European magazine that's dying for all things American. It feeds hundreds of thousands of European tourists into the U.S. each year, the best of all the rags in the EU countries. Really, Vinnie, you know it's a good gig!"

Vinnie, no one called him Vinnie except Randy. They'd met as college roommates a couple of decades ago. Cassidy was intent on earning high honors, even if it was in history. His Virginia matron of a mother demanded nothing but perfection. He loved history, but never did have an idea what he wanted to do with that degree. She never had an idea why he wanted it either, as she always said with a faintly disapproving air. She'd be much happier if Vincent would be ready to take over the family businesses when she was willing to retire.

Cassidy felt like he was always bucking the family's expectations. He was a natural student, which made goofing off and getting in trouble easier since he could always pull down good grades. 

"Your wild streak, Vincent, must come from your father's side of the gene pool," Mother sniffed in displeasure. "People in my family are much more... refined."

He wasn't sure if that was completely true, since he rarely saw his father growing up except when he blew through town from one adventure to another. And his mother was cold enough to freeze a blazing fire.

His parents didn't have what could be termed as a close marriage by any stretch of the imagination. Hell, it wasn't even friendly at a distance. Then just as Cassidy was finishing his sophomore year of high school, Father indulged his wild side once too often and excited the wrong people in a third world country on the other side of the planet. Cassidy had to spin the globe in the library a few times to figure out where the place even was. 

There was a kidnapping and the murder of a young woman that his father was evidently traveling with. His mother remained tight-lipped about what else might have been going on. A ransom was demanded and paid, but his father still came home in a box. 

His mother became quite strict about his bad boy side after that. Wildness, even with good grades, was no longer going to be tolerated.

And so Cassidy had been forced to buckle down. It was easier to comply with his stern and less-than-loving remaining parent than tolerate the loss of car privileges and his motorcycle, curfews and an empty wallet. Mother controlled the purse strings, and as long as she did, he needed to toe the line. 

It made it easier to maintain distance from everyone too. He'd never been close to either Mother or Father, though he expected that he loved them both in his way. They'd been isolated, so he learned to be the same. He had wanted to be the kind of buddy his father seemed to want, but that hadn't worked out. He'd craved affection from his mother, but she didn't seem capable or interested in giving it.

It was better to avoid disappointments by not having any close relationships, that's what he took away from his childhood. Satisfy expectations, but keep his heart to himself. It was better to study the stories of others in the past, their commitments and passionate zeal, than try to live with that level of personal risk himself. When he got to college, even his directive mother couldn't turn him away from the one subject where he could delve into tales deeply, history, without getting his heart involved.

There was one blessing in college, though. He was far enough away from Mother to let the wild out. His bad boy persona left a string of young ladies with happy smiles on their faces, even if they were more than a little disappointed that they weren't going to become part of the Virginia Cassidy dynasty. Study history by day, and anatomy, female anatomy to be precise, by night. And other times of the day. As time passed, he wasn't sure what he was going to do with the degree, but he enjoyed the knowledge he was accumulating in the other subject just fine.

His buddy Randy, on the other hand, always knew he wanted to make money, lots of money, and he went for passable grades in his business major and spent all of his free time creating little schemes to make some cash. 

"Look, I got a great deal on some tapes, just need a VCR and you're golden. Your house'll love you, I promise." Randy would hand over a stack of bootlegged movie recordings and the frat brothers would have a fun evening watching god only knows what. He was good at finding out what people needed and hooking them up with someone who could provide it. It's how he'd gotten through college. 

Graduation meant cleaning up their acts some. Cassidy didn't want to go back to Virginia, back to his parent's pressure to get a real job, namely in some part of the family empire. He stuck it out in New York, lucked into one writing gig and then another, and finally became popular enough to find he needed an agent. Randy'd continued his matchmaking into his job for the last fifteen plus years, managing talent in all sorts of artistic realms. And he'd been Cassidy's agent since the beginning.

Cassidy's degree? It hadn't gotten him much. He'd thought about teaching history, but hated the idea of leading bright, or not so bright, young minds. Besides, he really didn't like people all that much. Funny how life plays tricks on you. He hated interacting with people and needed to interview them at every turn to make his living. But at least he could maintain his personal distance from them. History, it was only old or new history. The idea rarely caused him a pang anymore.
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