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Prologue

 


“I tell you, Ram, that
daughter of yours is a hoot. I just asked her what she thought of
all this, and she said that the money from what was going to be
tossed out when this was over could have fed an entire village for
a week.”

Ram Stockholm looked around the room
for his daughter. “When did you speak to her? I thought her and
Chad had left for their honeymoon already.” There was no way his
daughter would say that about her own wedding. At least he hoped
not. But she was a little stressed out right now. Christ, they’d
spent a fortune on this thing, and to have her upset wasn’t going
to happen. Not that his baby girl didn’t deserve it, but to say
something like this to William Frank was terrible.

“No, no. I meant Ramsey. To
tell you the truth, Ram, I had no idea you had another child, much
less one as beautiful as she is. But she’s the spitting image of
you now that I think on it.” Ram wondered about Ramsey, his
youngest child, as William continued. “Like I said, a beautiful
little thing, but a mite outspoken. I’d wondered why you didn’t
have her up there with her sister, but I’m assuming that the two of
them don’t get along.”

“They don’t. Where did you
see her go? I’d like to speak to her.” William laughed and pointed
to the large open doors at the back of the large room. “Excuse
me.”

If William answered him, he didn’t
hear him. Ramsey wasn’t going to ruin her sisters’ day by
complaining about something that was none of her business. But as
soon as he stepped out on the deck to talk to her, he stilled. When
the hell had she grown up?

The dark blue dress she had on made
the paleness of her porcelain skin almost glow. With her hair done
up in one of those complicated twists, it gave her neck a
gracefulness that would make most men he knew drool. She was tall
too, Ram just realized, and rail thin. He cleared his throat before
going out all the way. When Ramsey turned his way, Ram thought that
he’d made a mistake…this could not be his child.

“Hello, Dad.”

Ram moved out to stand beside her. He
was speechless. Not only was this his child, but she’d grown up
before…well, she had.

“I just talked to William.
He said you were a hoot.” Ramsey looked at him, confused. “William
Frank. His son is going to Yale right now. I guess you told him we
spent too much on this wedding. Why would you say something like
that?”

“I didn’t. Well, I did, but
not like that. He asked me if I was going to have an extravagant
wedding like this in a few years, and I told him no. If I ever get
married, I want it simple, and the money spent on all this could go
to some charity to feed the hungry. There are quite a few of them
right here in our own town.” She looked at him as she continued.
“Deidra is pissed at me again.”

“Don’t talk like that.
You’re not old enough to use that kind of language.” She laughed, a
harsh sound that seemed to him like she too was upset. “What did
you do to her this time, Ramsey?”

As soon as the words left his mouth,
he knew that he’d made a mistake. But the two of them, along with
Gregory, their brother, had been fighting since the day that Ramsey
was brought home from the hospital, or so it seemed. He just wanted
peace and quiet. He never got it when they were all together. And
now that he thought about it, he’d not seen them all together in a
good long time. Ramsey had been…well, he had no idea where she’d
been of late.

“First of all, I’m
nineteen. Secondly, I didn’t do anything other than to show up
here. She seems to think that I’m going to embarrass her because
I’m not in the wedding party. And people—her kind, she called
them—would ask questions.” Ram started to ask her why she wasn’t in
the party, but Ramsey spoke again. “She didn’t ask me to be in it,
if you were going to ask me. And when I asked her about it, she
told me that I would never fit in. Deidra said that she wanted
people in her party that were nice and beautiful, something that
I’m certainly not.”

“I’ll talk to her.” He
would too. He thought this feuding had gone on long enough. “To be
honest with you, Ramsey, I almost didn’t know who you were when I
came out here. And where have you been hiding yourself? You look
lovely.”

“Thanks.”

He nodded, then followed her when she
moved to sit in one of the chairs that had been brought for people
to use. The country club where Deidra’s wedding reception was being
held was very accommodating. But he supposed that had to do with
his money rather than who he might be. They sat there for several
moments before Ramsey spoke again.

“I’m leaving, Dad.” He
offered to get her a car to take her home. He asked her to tell the
butler that they’d be along shortly. When she looked at him with
the oddest look on her face, he wondered what he’d said wrong now.
He was still trying to get over the fact that she was really
nineteen. “I don’t live at home, and I wasn’t planning on going
there anyway. I haven’t lived there for some time now. Dad, do you
know anything about me? What I do for a living? Where I
live?”

He was embarrassed that he
didn’t know the answer to any of those things. And the worst part
of it was, William wasn’t the first person to ask him about Ramsey,
saying that they had no idea he had a third child.
What have I done? he
asked himself. And where the hell had all
the time gone?

Gregory was the oldest, and
had gotten into college on a sports scholarship. He’d been
struggling in high school, so it had come as a surprise to know
that a college was willing to take him. Gregory had always been
more of a player than a scholar. Now he was
living at home again, with nothing to show for his six years at a
very expensive and prestigious university.

Deidra had been, like her mother
before her, the prom queen every year since she’d gotten to junior
high. Before that she’d been in countless pageants, and had won
most of those as well. She was pretty, and vain enough to make them
work for her. Now at twenty five she was newly married to a man
that Ram didn’t like, and hated to have around for any reason. But
his baby had wanted him, and he’d done everything in his power to
make sure she had what she wanted…or, he supposed, what his wife
had wanted for her. He’d been involved in their lives. From the
time they were old enough to enter things, sometimes even before
that, he and his wife Krista had been there for them. But not
Ramsey. He couldn’t remember a single moment, sports event, or even
a play that he’d gone to for his youngest child.

“I’ve never…I’m sorry to
say, I don’t know any of those things.” He looked away from her
knowing face and continued. “I can’t remember one single play that
we attended that you were in. Not a game of any sort that you might
have been in. Nor do I remember having any sort of graduation party
when you got out of school last year.” He looked at her then. “I’m
drawing a blank as to what I got you for your sixteenth birthday.
What I got you for your eighteenth or any in-between, and I haven’t
the slightest idea what you’ve been up to since you got out of
school.”

“I graduated from high
school six years ago. So no, you didn’t have a party for me. I
think that Deidra said it would mess up her summer plans with her
friends or something like that. I just finished up my last year of
college last month, and I’m nearly done with my master’s degree as
well. I moved out when Mom told me to because I was bothering
Deidra too much and it was getting on her nerves. That would have
been right after I turned seventeen and was nearly finished with
college. I work for….” She stood up and he did as well. “It doesn’t
matter now. But I’m going away. And…I have a job opportunity and
I’m going to take it.”

“Going away to where? And
what are you going to do for this company?” Her laugh hurt him.
“Ramsey, I’m so sorry. I wish I could tell you that I do remember
all of this, but I don’t want to lie to you. I feel like this is
all my fault. Don’t leave. Please. I’d like for you to move back
home and for us to get to know one another. It’s not too late, is
it?”

“You mean because Deidra is
gone now, you wouldn’t mind me being there?” Ram felt as if she’d
stabbed him in the heart. But if she thought that she’d hurt him,
he couldn’t see it on her face. And it was nothing less than he
deserved. “No thanks. I think…I think that after all this time, it
would just be an embarrassment for all of us.”

“Ramsey, let me make this
up to you. Please don’t go like this. I’ve messed up badly, but
this is…we’re family, after all.” She only stood there with her
back to him. Ram wanted to take her into his arms and hold her, but
he didn’t know how. In all honesty, he didn’t remember a single
time when he’d hugged his baby. “Will you at least call me
sometimes? Weekly?”

“I don’t know. I’ll try.”
She turned then and looked at him. “My plane leaves at six in the
morning. I’ve taken care of my house and all my bills, so there is
no reason for you to be bothered by that. And I’ve sold off all the
things that I no longer need. So…well, I guess this is goodbye for
a while.”

As she walked away and out of his
life, all Ram could think about was that he’d wasted a lot of his
life and hers not getting to know her. It both saddened him and
made him hate himself that he’d done this to her. Not just him, but
all of them had. Sitting down on the chair again, he thought of all
the times he and his wife would talk about Deidra and Gregory. What
they were doing. How they were doing in school. Conversations about
Ramsey were few and far between. And worse yet, when they did speak
of her, mostly his wife, it was about how she was nothing like them
and how she’d never fit in properly with them. That if she were
more like her brother and sister, perhaps they’d take her to more
places. Ram would never forgive himself.

~~~

Ramsey drove home wondering if she’d
done the right thing. Her original plan had been to simply leave
without telling them, but then her dad had come out to talk to her
and she’d told him. It wouldn’t be like them to miss her or
anything. In fact, she was pretty sure that not one of them would
have given her a second thought. But her dad had hurt her, and she
thought that she wanted to hurt him back for a change. Well, she
was sure she had, and herself as well. Going into her little house,
she thought of the cases that she’d packed over the last week. She
had no idea if she’d be back here again, but really couldn’t see
any reason to return. So what she didn’t put into storage—and she’d
stored very little—had been given away, sold, or just donated to
whoever had wanted it. Which again, wasn’t all that
much.

She’d sold her house the week before,
and had thirty days to leave before the new owners would be taking
it. Ramsey had already sold most of her furniture, and all she had
left was the bed that she’d been sleeping in and a single dresser.
There were no mementos in the house that she was taking. No
pictures of her family because she didn’t have any, and there were
no pets in her life. Ramsey had made such a tiny footprint in her
life so far, and she was looking forward to making more.

Putting all her cameras away except
the one that she’d taken to Deidra’s wedding, she made her way to
the darkroom. Her plane didn’t leave until late tomorrow night, but
she’d told her dad differently because she didn’t want him to think
they could get together beforehand. Ramsey had meant nothing to
them before this, and she saw no reason to try and cram a lifetime
of conversations and hugs into her last day. Neither of them would
be very comfortable with that, and she was pretty sure it would
piss off her mother. The woman had never really liked her, not even
as a child. Ramsey had long since given up on trying to do
something that would get her noticed, and had gone on with her life
as if they’d never been a part of it.

The pictures that she’d taken at her
sister’s wedding were all on a clip, and she ran them through the
computer to see which ones she wanted to print. While it downloaded
them onto the hard-drive, she went to change into more comfy
clothes. Ramsey had no idea if her sister would ever see the
pictures that she’d taken, or even if she’d want them. Sending them
to her father, she decided suddenly, was the best way to get them
to her, and she hoped that he’d at least look. The camera, or what
she could do with it, was her passion.

Just as she was hanging the last of
the prints up to dry, Ramsey heard her phone ringing. Turning on
the lights overhead, she made her way to it as she dried her hands.
She knew who it was before she picked it up, and decided that as
soon as possible she was going to change her number. This guy was a
pain in the ass. And if he’d known who she was and who he worked
for, he’d back the fuck off.

“I just heard that you’re
leaving. When did this take place? I’d very much like to have you
come in before you leave, Miss Holms. The job that I have for you
is still open.” Ramsey looked through the mail as he continued
talking, wondering if the change of her name when she worked was
enough to distance her from her family. “I have a noon opening, and
also one at two. Which one can I put you down for?”

“Neither.” He laughed a
little on the other end. Ramsey put the mail, mostly credit card
applications, in the trash and pulled a paper bowl from the sleeve
to have some cereal. “I really have to go, Mr. Carter. I have
things to do.”

“Wait. This is the job of a
lifetime, Miss…can I call you Ramsey? This is the job of a
lifetime. This is a large paper and very prestigious. Think of what
doors it could open for you in the long-term.” She didn’t answer
him but yawned. “Ramsey, tell me what I need to do to have you come
here and work for us.”

“There is nothing you can
do. I do not want to work for you. I have a job, one that I wanted
and worked hard for. I’m sorry, but you’ll have to find someone
else.” She hung up as he was speaking. Then when she was sure that
he wasn’t going to be on the other end, she put a block on his
number and sent it directly to her voicemail. He’d more than likely
still call and fill up the message box, but for now she was
happy.

The stupid man worked for her father,
as he owned the paper that Mr. Carter thought she should come to
work for. And not only that, but the job that he wanted her to
take? She’d been doing it all the way through college to make ends
meet. It had always surprised her that not once in all that time
had she ever run across her family.

After making sure that everything was
turned off in the darkroom, she made her way to her room after
eating the last of her cereal. The bed wasn’t made, of course, but
she didn’t care. Taking the last of her suitcases off it, Ramsey
stripped down and laid out on the messy bed. She was asleep almost
immediately.

Two hours later she was awake and
refreshed. Taking a long hot shower, Ramsey thought of where she
might be going. And when she got there, what she was going to do
first.

Ramsey didn’t have a job to go to like
everyone thought. She’d said that to her dad to make sure he didn’t
worry. Moot point, she supposed, since he’d not cared before. But
she was going somewhere. Ramsey didn’t even have a destination in
mind, not really, but she was going to South Africa. And she was
going to take pictures of everything. And a lot of them.

By six that night she had everything
printed and the pictures—which she’d made extras of for her dad—in
a box. Affixing a label to the box, she put it near her luggage so
she’d remember to mail it. Sitting down on the floor in the
kitchen, she tried to remember if she had everything she was going
to need.

At seven she picked up the last of her
things and was headed out the door and locking it up when someone
came up behind her. Lucky for him, or maybe herself, she was able
to stop herself from knocking her dad on his ass. Ramsey asked him
what he was doing there.

“I’m a very resourceful man
when I need to be, Ramsey. And I realized that if you left today,
without me even talking to you once more, I wouldn’t get to see you
again. I think…well, you have no reason to want me in your life,
but I would very much like for you to try and have me in it.” He
took the biggest suitcase from her and put it in his car. “I paid
the driver that was here. I’ll make sure you get to the airport on
time.”

“Why are you doing this? I
thought we cleared things up last night.” She was still standing on
her stoop when he came back for the other piece of luggage. “Dad?
What are you really doing here?”

“How about if we have
dinner before you go? I know you have time. We can even eat in the
airport if you want. I just…I’d like to have dinner with you before
you go. I don’t deserve this chance, and Lord knows that you have
every reason to tell me to go to hell, but I need this, Ramsey.”
She asked him why again. “Because I need to connect with you, and
will take whatever…. No, that’s not quite right. I do want to be
with you tonight, but I also wanted to make sure you knew how
serious I was about you calling me. I thought…I hoped that I could
convince you that I love you.”

“I love you too, but this
is unnecessary. Besides, I was just going to grab a burger at the
airport, then wait for my flight. Dad, what does Mom think about
you being here?” When he looked away, she knew. “She told you not
to come here, didn’t she? It’s all right, Dad. Whatever she said,
I’m sure she was right.”

“She said you were trying
for attention. You weren’t going anywhere, but acting out because
you weren’t the center of attention at the wedding. I told her she
couldn’t have been more wrong. You’ve never wanted to be there
before. That’s more Deidra’s style, not yours.” He took the box
from her and noticed that it had his name on it. “What’s
this?”

“I took some pictures at
the wedding and thought she’d want them. Or you might. I don’t
care. I don’t even know why I took them other than I wanted to do
it. It was just…I don’t understand any of this.” He laughed, and it
sounded so sad that she had to brace herself when the pain tore at
her heart. “You should go back home before Mom gets
upset.”

“She already is. And it’s
doubtful that she’s going to be in any better mood from now on.” He
shut the trunk of his car and turned to her. “Where are you going,
Ramsey? Please let me know that much. Not that I deserve it, but
I’d like to know.”

“My first stop is in South
Africa. The next…I don’t know. I don’t have a plan or a job. I just
know that I can’t be here and not be in your lives anymore.” He
nodded as if he already knew that. “Dad, it’s all right. I’ve told
myself that you had the other two, and Mom has often told me that I
wasn’t planned. It’s fine.”

“But it’s not. It’s not
fine at all. Not for me. I screwed up. Now I want to…I don’t know
what I want, but I know that I want to get to know you. Start over,
I guess.”

Ramsey looked at the big moving van
coming down the street. Going to her dad’s car, she wasn’t
surprised that he opened the door for her. He was old world all the
way to his little bow tie he always wore. When he got in on the
driver’s side, she told him she was ready and they drove off.
Ramsey tried her best not to see the van pulling up in front of her
little house so they could strip out the rest of her things. The
darkroom would be picked up later that day by someone from the high
school as a donation to their art department. And that would be it.
Everything that she’d been would be gone in a matter of hours. It
would be as if Ramsey Stockholm had never been.

The trip to the airport didn’t take
long. Her dad asked her questions and she answered them. Not
anything too personal, she realized, but he was trying. When he
parked, he took most of her luggage and she her carry-on things. He
had the box of pictures under his arm, and when she asked him about
that, he laughed.

“I want to see them while
you’re here so that I can tell you what a great job you did.” He
laughed again when she told him they might be crap. “Nah, I don’t
think so. I found out you’re pretty famous with your camera. I
mean, you are R. S. Holms, aren’t you? I had no idea.”

“No one does. And I’d like
to keep it that way.” He nodded as they made their way through the
line to have her luggage checked. “Those pictures aren’t your
normal wedding kind of thing. Most of them are candid shots that I
had fun taking. You really might think they’re crap when you see
them.”

“I highly doubt that.
You’re quite famous as a photographer, aren’t you? The article I
read about you, they don’t know who you are, do they? No one even
knows that you’re a female.” She shook her head. “I’m glad I
looked. I almost skipped over the article because it said you
weren’t who I was looking for. Why did you change it?”

“My personal life is just
that. Personal. And if I put out there that I was who I am, I think
any doors that would have opened for me when I started taking
pictures would have been because of your last name. This is all
mine, not the family’s.” She wondered if she might have hurt him
again, but he smiled at her. “I wanted to do this on my own, and I
did it.”

“You certainly did, and I
understand that.” She wasn’t sure he did but said nothing. “While
our name means a great deal around the world, you just wanted to
make it without my help. I’m proud of you for that.”

“Thank you.”

After her luggage was tagged and taken
away, they decided to have dinner at one of the nicer restaurants
in the place. Ramsey had about three hours before her plane took
off, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to sit with her dad while
waiting. He seemed to genuinely want to be with her, but she was
sure that he’d get bored after a while and want to cut it
short.

When he ordered his dinner then she
hers, he pulled out the box and opened it. The very first picture
was of Deidra standing in her room with her sweat pants and tee
shirt on, with her wedding gown hanging from the hook on the wall.
He pulled it from the box and studied it.

“That dress alone could
have fed an entire village.” She laughed when he did. “I guess I’m
odd when I think that the money could have been better spent. Like
on a house or something. But I guess they have their own ideas of
what is going to work in their own lives. What that is, I have no
idea, but that’s what she said to me. I don’t care for Chad all
that much anyway.”

“To be honest with you,
neither do I. And we did buy them a house, but…well, Chad, I found
out, has a bit of a gambling problem, and I made him a deal. I’ll
use what I paid for the house to pay the debt off, and he’ll be on
his own.” He shook his head. “I have a feeling that this is never
going to be the end of it for them. And Gregory is…well, I don’t
want to talk about them right now.”

He had made his way through about half
the pictures when their dinner came. Ramsey had the grilled salmon
with grilled scallops on the side, plus a huge baked potato. Her
dad, a steak and potatoes man, had ordered a beautiful porterhouse
with the same potato with butter and sour cream. No salads for
either of them.

When he looked at the last picture in
the box, she felt herself getting uncomfortable. He stared at the
last one for so long that she wanted to ask him what was wrong with
it. Her dad looked at her with tears in his eyes and she felt her
heart twist.

“The only family picture in
the world that is half assed. You should have been in this with us.
Obviously you were there. Why didn’t you join us?” She just shook
her head and he nodded as if he might know. “Was it your mom or
Deidra that told you to step out of the picture? I have no doubt,
after this, that it could have been both of them.”

“I understand why she
didn’t want me there. It was Deidra’s day, not mine.” That wasn’t
really what was said to her, but it was less painfully said her
way. “But the picture turned out nicely, didn’t it?”

“It did. I believe that
these pictures are going to be much nicer than the ones we paid
that man too much money to take. But I want to know. What did your
mother say to you, Ramsey? I need to know.” She didn’t want to tell
him. But then she thought what the hell, I’m leaving and more than
likely won’t be back. “Ramsey?”

“She told me it was for the
family and not for upstarts like me. I started to point out that I
was her daughter too when she…she slapped me. Told me that she
wished I’d not been born. I unbalanced her life. Unbalanced? How
did I…? I had no say in being born. Why does she say things like
that to me?” She turned away from him to finish. “To be honest with
you, it was the deciding factor in my leaving without saying a word
to any of you. I don’t know why I even told…yes I do. I wanted to
hurt you like you all have hurt me my entire life. That’s the only
reason that I even told you I was going.”

“I don’t know why she’d say
those things to you. I really don’t. But I am glad that you told
me. It afforded me this, this opportunity to see if I could patch
things up—even if it is nearly too late—between us.” He pushed his
plate away too. Her appetite was gone, as it appeared his was. “She
said that I was a fool to try and mend the fences with you, even if
that was what I was going to do. She blamed you for this and so
many things that I don’t even know how she thought you were a part
of. I never realized the extent of her hatred for you. Saying that
all you wanted was for…well, you know what she said. All the
attention. Then when I told her I was going to talk to you, she had
a fit and ended up in bed with one of her headaches. I didn’t stay
to listen to her anymore. Gregory said he’d keep an eye on her for
me.”

“She hates me, Dad.” He
didn’t say anything, and for that she was grateful.

The rest of the meal was spent not
mentioning the family. Ramsey thought that was about as depressing
as it could get. When her flight was called, he walked her to the
barriers and pulled her into his arms.

“I’m sorry. So very sorry,
honey.” She told him not to worry about it. “I will, and I still
am. But I want you to take this. It’s a credit card with just your
name on it. You can…if you want to come home sometime or anything,
just use it. And I have a number there that I want you to use.
It’s…well, it’s mine and mine alone. If you can’t get me that way,
then use the house phone. But I want you to call me. Weekly if you
can.”

“I don’t need this, Dad.”
He pushed it back at her when she tried to give it back. “Dad, you
don’t have to do this for me to call you. I will.”

“It’s not why I’m doing it.
I want you to have a backup plan. A way to come home to me if you
need me.” She wanted to tell him she needed him years ago, but said
nothing. “I wasn’t there for you for nineteen years, Ramsey, but I
want to be now.”

Nodding, she was moving to the gates
when he called her back. This hug she returned, and felt better
when they parted ways. Ramsey cried all the way to her first stop,
and got off the plane with a heavy and saddened heart.


Chapter 1

 


Nine years and four months
later

 


“We’re set to open soon,
and you have no idea where he is, do you?” Sloan wasn’t in the best
of moods, and this jerk in front of her was making her wolf want to
tear him apart. And trying to talk to him in reasonable tones was
giving her a headache. “You said that he’d be here last week. Now
you’re saying in three days. What the hell is going on? We have a
contract with this man that you highly recommend, and so far I’ve
not seen a whole lot of the professionalism you claim he
has.”

“Slo—” Sloan growled low in
her throat. “Mrs. Emerson. Mr. Holms is coming, I assure you. And
the only information I could get from his lawyer is that things are
delayed. I asked him what was the problem, and he said it has been
taken care of now and that R.S. was on his way.”

“We have our grand opening
very soon, Mr. Cocksure.” She watched his face when he realized
that she’d said his name wrong again. When he corrected her, for
probably the fiftieth time, she continued. “Mr. Conrad, if he’s not
here by tomorrow morning, I don’t want him here at all. Do I make
myself perfectly clear? This gallery is going to open, and if he
doesn’t want to show, I’ll have all his things put back into
storage and have them returned to wherever this person
is.”

“Yes ma’am.”

Sloan walked away feeling better for
getting the man to shake up a little. She didn’t like intimidating
people, but she’d promised Clemmie and Kimber that she’d help.
Well, she was helping them, all right. But the man who was their
headliner and somewhat of a coordinator, so to speak, hadn’t
bothered calling her or her manager, and she was pissed.

As Sloan started out the door of the
big mansion, she saw the woman coming toward her. Even before she
was close enough to smell, Sloan knew she was hurt. Her entire body
was stiff with profound pain, and she’d bet anything that she
wasn’t supposed to be up and around, but was too stubborn to heed
anyone’s advice. When she reached for the wall, to no doubt steady
herself, Sloan hurried to her. But before she touched her, the
woman flinched away from her.

“No offense, lady, but if
you touch me somewhere that I’m hurt, I’m going to fucking lose it.
If you could even find a place where I don’t hurt I think I’d still
cry out in pain.” Sloan told her she should have a seat until she
felt better. “I have an appointment with some jerk wad named
Conrad. And if he’s as nasty to me in person as he is in his
emails, he might not make it to
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