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Chapter One
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Looking over at the envelope, I resist the urge to rip it open right now. I continue to fight it all the way home. My phone rings just as I pull into my driveway. It's Finn returning my call. 

“Darling, I got your message. I'm getting there as fast as my little car can carry me. You are lucky because my evening just ended. The bag of marbles has to get up early tomorrow.” He whines, 

I just pulled up to my house, “Okay, I just got here. I'll head upstairs and wait for you.” 

Nearly ten minutes later, I hear his car winding up the road. I throw open the door waiting for him on the front stoop. He is huffing and puffing as he gets to the top step. 

“You would never know I've been working out as much as I have. You really need to get a tram for this Hill.” He breathes.

I squeeze his arm. “Thanks for coming so fast.”

He gives me a knowing look. Once inside my kitchen, he pours himself a glass of water, and I stare at the card in my trembling hand. I am more nervous than I've ever been in my entire life. 

“Here goes nothing.” I slide my finger under the sealed flap, rip it open, and pull out the card. 

It looks to be one of those musical cards. On the front is a lake and a Hill and, on the back, it reads,

Let me hold you again.

I need to have you near me and feel you in my arms. 

This love will last forever though we have been apart. 

I open the card, and a song starts to play that I instantly recognize. I drop the card and gasp. “What? What is it?” Finn points to the card on the floor. 

Trembling, I reply, “It was our song. It was my and Jacob’s song. I think he's alive.”

The card still lying on the ground where I dropped it; Finn's eyes narrow as he inspects it from afar. 

"So, do you honestly believe that Jacob could be alive?" Finn looks surprised.

"I didn't think so much when I originally talked to the detective, but I think it is possible after what I saw at dinner tonight. On the drive home, I reasoned it out as best as possible, trying to convince myself the guy on the sidewalk was just a person who bore a strong resemblance."

"But now?" He practically whispers.

I take a deep breath, "Now that I opened that card, I know for certain...Jacob Campbell is alive."

Finn gasps as he covers his mouth with his hand.

I think of the handmade card with the watercolor Iris on the front. Only Jacob would have known the sentiment behind sending me that. My heart aches. How could it be possible that my first and only true love that we all thought was lost to me is not actually dead?

"So what now? How can you prove he is alive, and what about the police?" The excitement is building in Finn; I can see it in his eyes. This is right up his alley.

"I honestly don't know. I'm supposed to keep in contact with the detective, but they don't have any answers yet. The way that he was talking made it sound like he is treating this as a case because, as he put it, dead people don't leave fingerprints."

He snickers, "Well, they might if they were in a zombie movie."

I wave my arm at him, "Stop! This is serious, and I'm just a little freaked out at the ramifications if he is alive. Don't you think it's not just a case of amnesia if he has been presumed dead for twenty years? This is the military; after all, everything is planned and strategized."

"Ooh, good point. Do you think Colby has anything to do with any of this?"

Rapidly shaking my head, "I'm sure he doesn't but then what do I know?"

"I'll tell you what I know, my stomach is rumbling, and this night has turned into a total cluster bunch. I'm going to eat leftovers; care to join me?"

"No, go ahead. The last thing I want to do is eat right now. My stomach is tied in knots. Do you mind staying the night after all this?"

"Of course, I'll stay on one condition. Can I have one of the spare beds? I have decided I don't want to sleep down here on that sofa. It's comfy to sit on, but I need my beauty sleep, and I don't think that will provide it." He says, pointing to the cold leather sofa. 

I laugh, "Sure, take your pick. I'm going to change, and maybe we can find a juicy reality show to watch in my bed; I'm too wired to go to sleep just yet."

He slaps his hands together, "Oh yes! Lets! I'll be up in a few after I've fed my obnoxious stomach! It hasn't stopped growling ever since I got here." 

Shaking my head again, I head upstairs. I head straight to the walk-in closet and snatch the shoebox of cards off the shelf in my room. Now might be a great time to look for more clues of my own before I have to hand them over to the detective. I quickly change my clothes into a pair of light pink sweats and a vintage Van Halen concert t-shirt. Crawling onto my bed with the box, I hear Finn shrieking from downstairs, then he comes bounding into the room with a crazed look in his eye, huffing, and puffing.

"What?" He barely breathes.

I am looking at him as if he is a lunatic, which most of the time he is. 

"What's with the shrieking and crazy breathing? Seriously, what are you doing?" I stifle a giggle; he is literally bent over at the waist catching his breath. 

He pants, "I turned off all the lights and was checking the door when I saw headlights slowly making their way across the windows like it was checking the house out. I peeked out the window in the foyer and saw a big dark SUV. Then I remembered you said you have seen one too, so it freaked me out, and I flew up the stairs."

My pulse quickens, "Is it still out there?"

"I don't know!" His eyes grow wider. 

I climb out of bed and head out to the hallway into one of the rooms facing the street. Standing off to the side, I peer out the side of the silk curtains. Sure enough, a dark SUV is parked across the street from my house, but the lights are off. I squint to make out the license plate but can't see the front bumper. Besides, the one I keep seeing doesn't have a plate on the back.  I am almost positive that this is the same SUV I have seen everywhere.

From out in the hallway, I hear Finn pacing, "Well? Is it out there?"

"Yes, it's parked across the street. I'm certain it's the same one that I keep seeing."

He squeals, "Should we call the police?"

I scoff, "Yeah, and say what? There's a black car parked outside of my house?"

"Well, that's a start." He sniffs.

"Yeah, and the next question would be, have there been any threats or trespassing? My answer would be NO! Then the detective, for instance, would say, unless you have been threatened or are in harm's way, there is nothing we can do. The car is parked legally and has not broken any laws."

He snorts, "Well, not that we know of but isn't stalking illegal? I'm no attorney, but I'm pretty sure you have a stalking case." 

I think for a minute and watch as the car remains parked across from my house. 

"I agree that I am being stalked by whoever is driving that thing. However, I have not even laid eyes on the driver. I haven't a license plate to report, and all this car has done is show up everywhere I am. I hardly think they would even be able to issue a parking ticket, much less a restraining order."

"Yeah... it's almost like you need the driver to do something or make a move." He wiggles his upper body as if he is shaking off a chill. "I'm creeped out, Paloma. I mean, really, why is this car following you around? Who would be doing this? What would someone have to gain by tracking your movements?" His hand flies to his mouth, and his eyes are wide again. "Could it be your old business partner?"

I shake my head no, "Nope. He doesn't have it in him. Last I heard, he was back in rehab. He has too much in his head to pull off this stealth of an operation."

Finn tilts his head at me, "Huh? Stealth operation?"

"Well, you know what I mean. My old business partner is incapable, and he wouldn't have any reason." 

I look back at the car, and a chill travels down my body instantly. From what I can see, standing by the car is a dark figure dressed in black head-to-toe. I turn to Finn, who is still in the hallway outside the doorway. "Finn...come here...I think I see someone standing by the car."

He gasps and starts to shake his head no. I motion for him to come just like a dog. "Come here and look at this...I need another set of eyes!" I hiss. 

He moves toward the window to stand beside me with an exaggerated sigh. As we peer out the window again, the figure looks up at the window we are standing in. Finn screams, and my stomach flops. He jumps off to the side, but I continue to look down at my stalker. I don't think he actually sees me...yet. 

I watch as he surveys the house, and Finn is now standing beside me, practically trembling. 

"What a wimp you are! I would hate to be in a crisis with you; I wouldn't put it past you to use me as a human shield!"

"Now there is no reason to get nasty...this is weird, Paloma. You have a man outside your house watching. I'm freaked out...so sue me!"

"Hang on, Finn, the stalker is in the middle of the street now."

"What’s he doing?” 

As if on cue, the stalker does something unexpected; he flips on a light and shines it at the window I am standing in. I scream and then jump back, toppling into Finn.

“Hey! Oh, my gosh....what is that? Is that person shining a light in the window?”

I panic, “Yes, holy crap, he is shining a light at the window!”

“Don’t you think we should call the police NOW?”

“Yes! Go grab my purse downstairs... I have the number in there!”

“Oh no!  I’m not going down there! Besides, why do you need to look up the number to call 911?”

“Finn! I wasn’t going to call the police; it would take too long for someone to get out here! I’m calling Steve at the security office, but the number is in my cell; please just get my phone while I keep an eye on that.” I point to the light shining on the wall from outside. I should have closed the blinds. 

“Fine, but just know someone needs to take care of Buffy if I get attacked down there.”

“Just go...stop wasting time, and you know I am allergic to cats!”

Reluctantly, he stomps out of the room all the way down the hall and stairs. Lordy, he is immature sometimes. Now on my knees, I peer out the window again from the side.  The man has moved and is now standing under a tree on the grassy curb strip. I still can’t make out his features. I am guessing him to be over six feet with an athletic build. 

Finn rejoins me, sitting on the floor in the middle of the room. He is once again huffing and puffing and chewing on something. I scowl at him as I take the phone out of my purse. “Thanks...what are you chewing? You sound like a cow chewing its cud.”

“Sorry! When I get nervous, I eat.”

“Never mind.” I find the number I’m looking for and hit send.

It rings three times, and then Steve picks up.

“Lakeside Security, this is Steve.”

“Steve, this is Paloma Finch at 404 Grotto Street.”

“Yes, Paloma...how can I help you?” 

“I need you to hurry to my house. That man in the black SUV is outside my house.”

“Oh, I see...this must be the same one you filed a report on?”

“Yes, it is. The guy is out of the vehicle this time. He is standing on the grass, shining a light into one of my upstairs rooms.”

“Say no more; I will be there in five minutes. Is everything secured, and has the perp attempted to enter the premises?” He sounds giddy.

“Everything is locked, and no, he has not tried anything yet.”

“Good. See you in a few.”

Then the call drops. 

I look over at Finn, who is lounging on his side on the floor. I would do better having a poodle here with me.

“Humph! Thought you were nervous?”

He scowls back at me and then yawns, “I am, but I’m also super tired. Anyway, what did the rent-a-cop say?”

“Finn! That diminishes Steve’s value, shame on you!” He sticks his tongue out at me. I ignore the rude gesture. “He’s on his way; the office is nearby, so he should be here any moment.” 

“Good! All of this excitement is exhausting...what is our visitor doing out there? Is he still there?” 

Finn moves toward me on the floor and leans to peer out the window. Just as he pulls back the curtain slightly, the light flashes on the window again, illuminating the room and Finn’s horror-stricken face. He lets out a yelp and scurries back toward the door. If I hadn’t freaked out myself, I would have found his reaction hilarious. Right now, though, my blood is running cold through my veins. 

Finn is huddled on the floor, hugging his legs to his torso. Oh!

Having had enough of the nonsense, I stand up and storm out of the room.

“Wait! Where are you going?” 

“This is crap! I’m not going to sit here for another half an hour watching this guy shine a light in my guest room while you whimper like a baby on the floor!”

“You can’t go out there!”

“Steve should be here any second; when he arrives, you bet I’m going out there!”

I duck into my room and grab a zip-up sweatshirt and flip-flops. I hurry down the stairs and look out the window in the foyer. The guy and the SUV had cleared out in the few moments it took me to go into my room and down here. Finn exclaims from upstairs, followed by his loud footsteps walking down the hall and to the stairs. From the top, he yells down, “The creeper is gone!”

“Yeah, I know.” 

I unlock the front door and tentatively step out onto the front stoop. I scan the scene before cautiously walking out further down some steps. Halfway down the steps, Steve pulls up right in front of my house parking his mini SUV the wrong way, directly where the stalker had been standing. The lights flip on in his car as I watch him gather his clipboard and other items. His door opens, and as he steps out, he hollers. It appears he has stepped in something.

“Oh!” He reaches back in his car and produces a flashlight. He shines the light down where his foot had collided with something, then picks up the object. I can’t tell what it is from where I am standing. I join him in the grassy area while Finn is finally making his way down the steps taking each one like he is walking on a thin sheet of ice over Lake Superior. 

Turning my attention back to Steve, I look down at his hands as he examines the now smashed object. 

“What is that?” 

Obviously relieved it wasn’t something a dog left behind, “It looks like a bird. It’s a fake bird, from what I can see. I’m afraid my work boot made a pancake of it, though. Is it yours?”

My breath catches in my throat, and I cannot speak for a moment. Looking at the bird in the security guy’s hands, I know exactly what kind of bird it was supposed to be, a Finch.
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Chapter Two
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Staring out the window, I am startled out of my thoughts by an exuberant Finn. 

“Good morning, sunshine! I come bearing a double soy latte on the rocks!” He bellows as I wince. 

He is shaking the liquid in his hand as I imagine him having a lid malfunction and coffee all over my office. I grab it out of his hand before my fear becomes a reality. 

“Whoa, why are you in such a sourpuss mood today? Oh, and you’re welcome.” He sulks in the chair opposite me. 

Now I feel bad. “Sorry. I have a lot on my mind, and you interrupted me when you came in. Thanks for the coffee.” I force a smile.

“Hmm, something tells me this has to do with recent events...am I right?” 

“Yes, I am worried about all that. Life was even-keeled for the last few years, but now I feel like I am heading for a whirlpool.” 

He raises an eyebrow. “Whirlpool? I don’t think I am following you.”

I shrug, “Well, simple, I can see everything coming together at once, swirling around me while I fight to get out.”

He laughs.

I furrow at him, “Care to tell me why you find that funny?”

“Oh, I’m not laughing at you; I just saw that smashed bird in my head. That security guy really pulverized it!”

I scowl.

“Come on, it was a pathetic-looking Finch. I bet the guys at the police station have had a field day with that one.” He is still laughing.

I slap my hand on my desk. “Enough, Finnigan!” I never call him by his full name, so that grabs his attention. 

“Okay...you are obviously upset. Since you are obviously stressed out, I was just making light of things.” He says slowly and almost condescendingly. 

“Yes, I am stressed over this, and frankly, as my best friend, I would have thought you would be more supportive or sensitive to my feelings. Anyway, when I took the box of cards and the fake bird to the detective, he did seem more taken back than amused. He is concerned about the owner of the fingerprints more than anything.”

He looks at me sheepishly, “Sorry, hun, sometimes I don’t handle feelings well.” He blows me a kiss over the desk.

I force him a smile. “So, did you have anything we needed to go over? Otherwise, I need to get to work and wrap things up here. Don’t forget I will be in San Fran all next week. 

“Yes, I hadn’t forgotten...and don’t you forget I won’t be here tomorrow. My lovely Anya is walking in some fashion show up in Vancouver, BC, this weekend, so I will accompany her. I’m to be her arm candy this weekend!”

I roll my eyes. “Well, that sounds like fun and right up your alley.”

“Speaking of that, did I hear you right yesterday when you were making plans with Colby for the Labor Day weekend?”

“You mean when you were eavesdropping?”

He snaps his head to the right, “Whatever. The point is I want to know the juicy details of your plans with your man this weekend.” 

His look is practically pleading.

“Not much to tell, really. He has invited me to stay with him on a chartered yacht for the weekend. Then Monday, I will check into the Ritz Carlton and then....” 

He interrupts.

“Wait a minute! He is taking you out on a chartered yacht? How does a personal trainer have the means to pay for such a thing?”

“Are you serious? Colby is not simply a personal trainer...he owns one of the most sought sports training facilities on the West Coast. How else do you think he can open a multi-million dollar facility in Seattle and San Francisco? Sometimes I wonder just what goes through that head of yours. It’s not like he can do all that on just his good looks.”

He snickers, “Well, he could, you know. That man is a Greek Adonis in my book.”

“Oh, please stop. I can’t take your banter today.”

Looking deflated now, “Okay, sorry. I am just so excited about my weekend, and now I will be dying to hear about your high seas romance! How sexy, two days on a mega-yacht with Colby. All I get is being pranced around like a piece of man meat.”

I spit out my drink, “Did you just say man meat? No, on second thought, do not answer that. I am so grossed out right now, Finn. Anyway, off with you. I have many things to do before I fly out Saturday morning.”

He gets up from his chair and slinks toward the door. Whirling around on his expensive Italian shoes, “By the way, your mom called and refused to leave a voice mail. She wants you to call her as soon as possible...something about a visit.” He runs out of the room on the tail of the last sentence and disappears before I can’t yell out an expletive. 

The last thing I need right now is a visit from my mother. When she was here last, all she did was lecture me about finding a man and criticize everything in my life, from my wardrobe to how I decorated my home and office. She had the nerve to hire a decorator to advise me on changes I could make to improve my home and office environments. I didn’t speak to her for a month after that. 

I decide that a return phone call will just have to wait. I have more important things on my mind. I got a call last night from Asher, and I keep replaying the conversation over in my mind. 

“Paloma, it's Asher.”

“Well, hi stranger, how are you?”

“I’m good....really good, actually.”

“Oh, that answers my question about your family’s visit.”

“Yes, actually, that visit was amazing. In fact, it has prompted me to seek employment back home; once my contract is up next month, I will be moving back to England.”

“That’s great news, Asher. Will it be hard for you to find work?”

“No, I have been putting out feelers in the last few weeks and already have had a couple of online interviews. Anyway, it may require a bit of a commute each day, but the jobs are a big advancement for me.”

“Oh good...speaking from experience, I find commuting is a good time to gather your thoughts. So how was seeing your daughter?”

He hesitates for a moment before answering, “Well, that is the interesting part. My ex-wife would not let her travel out here with just my parents, so she accompanied them. At first, she stayed in a nearby hotel, but as the first week passed, we began spending so much time together that...well, let me just cut through the chase...we are working on a reconciliation.”

Plop! There it is, out on the table. I should be relieved because I don’t have to confess that I am with Colby this weekend. 

“Paloma?”

“Yes, that’s great!  I am happy for you... I’m sure it’s the best for everyone.”

“It really is. We will take things slowly and get some counseling to help with her anger and resentment issues. Not to mention the root of why I cheated in the first place.” He lets out a nervous laugh. 

“That might be a good plan there, Asher. Well, listen, I have to run, but I am so happy for you and keep in touch, I suppose.”
“Right. Under the circumstances, I should probably keep my contact with you limited to a holiday greeting from time to time. I need to go all-in if I hope to bring my family back together. You are great, Paloma, and I think you should give yourself a chance to fall in love. You might find it a scintillating experience.”

“You think so, huh? Well, I will take that under advisement. Best of luck to you, and thanks for the call.”

I hear him smiling over the phone, “Best of luck to you too, Paloma.”

When I hung up, I sat there staring at the phone. Interestingly, Asher and his wife had enough left between them that they would try again. I wish them the best but wonder if that kind of damage can be repaired. 

Now it’s the next day, and as I am sitting in my office, I keep thinking of what he said about my giving love a chance. The thought of going there makes my throat feel constricted. I have given up on that notion long ago. I shake my head off the idea and delve into my work. 

As I am deep in thought, Finn interrupts me by hollering at me over the intercom that my mother is calling on line three. My heart skips a beat. I don’t want to speak with her right now. It’s always so strained. I know that if I don’t take her call now, she will start calling me at the hour.

Reluctantly I pick up the line, “Hello, mother.”

“You could sound a little more enthusiastic about hearing from your mother, you know.” Her tone is bitchy.

I roll my eyes, thankful she can’t see me, “What do you want, Mother? I am extremely busy with work.”

“I’m coming for a visit in mid-September, and I would like some of your time. Is that so difficult?”

Panic starts to set in, “What dates are you looking at? I have a full month already, especially since I will be out of town most of October.”

“Oh? Where will you be?”

“I will be in San Francisco. I also have a guest staying with me for a couple of weeks in September, and I have many new clients I am trying to get....”

She interrupts, “I am coming on the 10th and will leave around the 21st, but I haven’t decided for sure yet. I think I may stay at the Ritz anyway; it’s much more comfortable than that museum you call home.”

“Honestly, mother, are you going to start again about my decorating choices? It’s run its course, and I’m completely bored of it.”

She sighs, “I didn’t call to upset you. I am just excited about seeing you, that’s all. It’s been at least six months, hasn’t it? Did you say who is coming to stay with you? Do I know this person?”

Now, this is going to get awkward. “No, you don’t know him.”

“Oooh, it’s a man? Who is he, a boyfriend finally? Does he live out of town?”

“No, mother. It’s nothing like that. I told dad I would watch my brother Shane for a couple weeks while they go to Europe. I’m going to have a teenager on my hands, so I won’t have time to pay attention to you.”

“Well, your father should have thought about things like child care when he went and started a new family. How is your little brother your problem anyway? What dates is he staying with you?”

I sigh, realizing I will have to see her despite my best efforts. Reluctantly I tell her, “He arrives on the 16th and is staying with me until the end of the month.” 

“Are they taking him out of school? It hardly makes sense to take the boy out of school so they can have fun!” 

“Mother! Stop with your snarky attitude. If memory serves, you left dad for sugar daddy number one, and now you are on number four or something like that. They live locally, so dad has arranged for his transportation to and from school. Besides, it’s none of your business anyway.”

“Well, hope you know what you are in getting yourself into. A teenage boy can be a handful. How old is he now?”

“He’s fourteen, mother.” 

She makes a grunting noise. “Oh, good luck there. Now, I want you to mark your calendar for the 12th; you are attending a gala with me. I have someone I want you to meet. I think you may find him interesting.”

My stomach flips...now I know the purpose of this visit. “Look, mother, I don’t need you to arrange my life, much less set me up with a man. I am quite capable of finding my own date. In fact, I already have someone that I am dating, so you can save yourself the trip. Stay home and find someone else to puppeteer. “

“Paloma! You are seeing someone, and you have held out on me? Well, come on, fill me in. Who is he, and what does he do?” 

“That mother is off-limits. I will not tell you anything, so save your breath. Just be satisfied knowing I have been casually seeing someone, so I don’t need your matchmaking.” 

I look at the clock and note that it is almost time to leave.

“Be that as it may, I am still coming into town. I will see some old friends, and I have that gala that you will most certainly attend with me. Now, I will email you the details of my stay. I look forward to seeing you and meeting your new man.”

I sigh again. I know when to let something go, which is one of those times. I do not intend to introduce her to Colby. 

“Okay, mother. I have to run. Send me your itinerary, and I’ll see what I can do about my schedule. I am leaving for San Francisco and will be there for a week. I’ll get back to you before you head to town.”

“Why does it sound like you are less than thrilled that I am coming for a visit, dear?”

“That’s because I’m not. Gotta run, talk soon.”

I ended the call just as she was about to answer with a retort. My mother is a royal pain, and I must see her in a couple weeks. Dread sets into the pit of my stomach. 

After I gather my things, I head to where Finn is seated. He looks at me with sympathy. He knows how my mother always manages to get under my skin. 

“She’s coming to visit, isn’t she?”

I nod my head. He answers with a roll of his eyes, “Sorry, hun.”

“Yeah, thanks. Well, have a great weekend, and please, make sure your phone does not butt dial me this weekend.”

His hand flies to his mouth, “Ooops, did it do that again?”

“Yes, it did Sunday night. I heard more than I ever care to hear again.”

I give him a knowing look. 

“Ohhh, got it. Sorry.” He actually had the courtesy to look embarrassed. 

I smile at him, and he jumps up from his seat, giving me a quick hug. “You have a wonderful weekend with hot pants, and just know that I will be expecting the full report with all the scandalous details Monday night.” 

I nod and give him a quick peck on his cheek. “Bye Finn...be good.” I wiggle my finger at him. 

“Oh, you know I won’t be.”
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Chapter Three
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It is Saturday, and I am flying to San Francisco for the week. The upcoming week is all business, but this weekend should be all pleasure. Colby has to oversee details for the build-out of the new Falcon Athletics San Fran location, and I have some new clients I need to schmooze. Colby offered to pick me up at the airport when I arrived, so I happily accepted. I like what a gentleman he is. 

When I arrive at the San Fran airport and head down to the baggage claim terminal, I receive Colby's text. It says he would circle around outside and text him when I come out. 

The carousel is slowly creaking round and round, still no bag. What in the world could be taking so long!? So much for priority-tagged bags coming out first! I start to grow impatient, and my nerves are now settling in. How could this happen to me this weekend? The carousel is empty, and I think I am just about to lose my mind. I start pacing the floor, searching for the lost bag phone number.

“Were you looking for this?”  

I spin around, and there is Colby with my bag in tow. 

“How did you....?”

“How did I know what bag was yours? I have my ways.” He smirks.

A big smile comes over my face as I smooth down the skirt of my light pink cotton knit dress. 

“You must be tired from your travels. I have a car waiting
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