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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


What if she’d been wrong?

Mandy Matchett had no trouble admitting she
made mistakes. A few, anyway. But as nursing director at Rancho
Allegro Medical Center, she wasn’t required to be perfect. Rather,
to do her best to maintain quality of care for patients and morale
among the staff, and...

Oh, why was she fussing about this? she
wondered. Atop her desk, she snapped shut her laptop on the endless
list of emails—only the nonessential ones, of course—still awaiting
her attention. The issue dogging her was whether she should have
agreed when Quent Swaggert suggested moving in with her.

Since they resided across the street from
each other, and lived in each other’s pockets as the saying went,
why not?

He’d flashed that killer smile and joked that
he was tired of dashing over in his bathrobe for some forgotten
item or other. Why not nest together and quit providing free
entertainment for the neighbors?

Because I refuse to be accountable to a
man for my choices, day in and day out. Also because he’d asked
her in a hurry last Sunday morning, before decamping to do a favor
for his ex-wife. Didn’t the topic deserve more respectful treatment
than that?

Mandy had mumbled something along the lines
of, “Are you kidding?” With a crestfallen expression, he’d urged
her to think it over.

Although she was running late for lunch,
Mandy paused to check her appearance in the mirror on the back of
her office door. Her new suit in a rich shade of cranberry
satisfied her love of bright colors and fit the season. Never mind
that late September in Southern California tended to be hot and
summery; fashion decreed a shift to cool-weather hues.

Too bad a fresh application of lipstick and
powder couldn’t disguise the lines around her eyes and mouth—what
jerk had invented the term crow’s feet?—testifying to the passage
of fifty-four years.

Nothing to be ashamed of. Rather, she took
pride in her hard-earned achievements. Also, the newly cut and
curled strawberry-blond hair softened her square jaw.

Some people might consider her lucky to have
attracted a good-looking guy seven years her junior, Mandy mused.
And Quent could be a lot of fun.

They’d been apart this week for an unusually
long stretch, Sunday to Friday. During the past six months, he’d
become a fixture in Mandy’s life, and she missed him.

I could change my mind. Or he might.

They’d have a chance to talk things over
tonight. Quent had volunteered to pick up one of her cats at the
vet today after a teeth-cleaning, in case Mandy had to work late.
She’d promised to order pizza for dinner at her house.

With luck, he’d see the wisdom of keeping
their relationship casual. Up to now, the arrangement had suited
them both.

Bypassing the stairs, Mandy headed for the
elevator. Her office was only on the third of five floors and
usually she preferred to grab a little exercise, but her new shoes
were pinching.

In the lift, she exchanged greetings with a
radiology technician and a nursing student, a young man excited to
be associated with such a friendly hospital. Rancho Allegro might
not be an eminent research facility, but it served its coastal town
with pride.

On the ground floor, she clipped briskly
toward the cafeteria, despite the pain in her feet. Lingering even
briefly near the emergency room or the lobby risked having to stop
to answer a question or discuss hospital policy, and Mandy was
hungry.

As a rule, she enjoyed assisting staff. A few
months ago, she’d considered applying for the job of hospital
administrator when the woman currently holding that position had
hinted she might move out of state. Her plans had changed, though,
and, to Mandy’s disappointment, there’d been no opening.

She wasn’t sure exactly what her next
step—ouch!—should be. Aside from a change of shoes, obviously.

In the cafeteria, Mandy swiveled toward the
serving area, drawn by the scents of baked fish and onion rings. A
movement from the build-a-salad line caught her attention, as her
younger sister, Dr. Cody Matchett, strolled over.

“Brace yourself. He’s here,” she
murmured.

Mandy’s gaze shot to the dining area, as if a
sudden burst of masculine laughter wouldn’t have alerted her
anyway.

Close to the windows, three men dominated a
modest-sized table. One riveted her: long-legged, blond, with high
cheekbones. Despite his lack of a professional connection to the
hospital, Quent, who owned a financial business, often ate here on
Fridays with his buddies. They were obstetrician Nate Patton and
hospital attorney Ben Wright, who had recently become Mandy’s
brother-in-law.

Why didn’t Quent smile at her? Surely he’d
noticed her arrival. But he was angled slightly away.

Quit thinking like a schoolgirl with a
crush.

Her plate filled, Mandy accompanied her
sister to another part of the dining area, where a low partition
provided the illusion of privacy without blocking their view. She
didn’t ask why Cody wasn’t sitting with Ben, her husband of three
months. Comfortable with each other as longtime friends, the couple
didn’t have to behave as if joined at the hip.

Thank goodness. Today, Mandy needed a
sounding board, not that she hadn’t grumbled to Cody about Quent
several times during the week. After years of grating on each
other, she and her sister had recently achieved a welcome level of
camaraderie.

As an obstetrician, Cody outranked Mandy, in
a sense. However, achieving the position of director of nursing
gave Mandy status, plus a few recent discussions about their
relationship had brought them closer.

Cody held nurses and other medical staff in
high regard. It had been Mandy’s sense of sibling rivalry that had
come between them over the years.

Her sister poked at her salad. “Do you think
Aunt Jewell is acting strange?”

“Strange how?” Mandy wished she had a clearer
view of Quent’s table. A faux plant had the effrontery to obscure
his sculpted face. “I mean, how can you tell?” Their aunt, a
seventy-year-old retired tailor, had dyed her hair black and
launched a new career designing knock-your-eyes-out clothing.

“Sara says she mentioned a boyfriend.” Sara,
their youngest sister, a rebel and an artist, had run off decades
ago and, after a disastrous marriage, kept in touch only
sporadically.

“A boyfriend?” Mandy snorted, and was glad no
one else sat close enough to hear the rude noise. “Jewell would
make mincemeat out of most guys.”

“She and Uncle Herbie used to get along.”

“I just can’t picture her with anyone else.”
After a decade as a widow, Jewell had seemed comfortably in a rut
until this recent transformation.

Like many others, their aunt had been shaken
from her routine by an earthquake that had hit Rancho Allegro last
March, while Mandy and Cody were lunching in this same cafeteria.
It had set in motion events that, after a complicated past that had
included marriages to other people, had brought Cody and Ben
together.

Concern about a crumbling cliff adjoining
their neighborhood had drawn Mandy and Quent closer as well. Again,
her gaze traveled to him.

How happy he looked, relaxing with his
friends. A squiggle of unease ran through her. What had he been
doing all week?

“You can’t keep your eyes off him,” Cody
said. “Want to switch seats?”

“Not on your...” Mandy halted. “I mean,
I’m... Never mind.”

“Finish that sentence or I’ll pull out my
sonogram pictures and bore you to death.”

Mandy gritted her teeth. At an age when most
women were looking forward to becoming grandmothers, her sister had
decided to break out frozen embryos she and Ben had created more
than a decade earlier—with the approval of her then-husband, who’d
been infertile—and commission a surrogate. Ben’s grown daughter
from his first marriage had eagerly volunteered.

Sure, it was exciting to have a niece and
nephew on the way. Since neither Mandy nor Sara had kids, she
appreciated that the family line would continue. Nevertheless,
Mandy’s tolerance for oohing and ahing over ultrasound pictures was
limited.

Finish the sentence, Cody had
demanded. An idea popped into Mandy’s mind. “I was gazing into the
distance because I’m making mental notes for a romance novel.”

Cody dropped her fork with a thunk. “You’re
kidding! You’re the most unromantic person I know.”

Mandy might have taken offense, except it was
true. She’d skirted close to marriage long ago, until her fiancé
cheated on her. Since then, although she’d dated a few men, she’d
never met a guy who tempted her to give up her independence.
Including Quent.

“I got a taste of those high-seas historicals
at your house.” After Mandy’s bluffside block had been evacuated as
a precaution following the quake, she’d stayed with her sister for
a few weeks.

“You’re going to cast Quent as a pirate?”
Cody laughed so hard she started to cough. A swallow of water
speeded her recovery. “I can’t believe you’re writing anything
longer than a report, let alone a novel!”

Mandy hadn’t intended doing any such thing.
Her only exploration of fiction had been a few short stories penned
during college, imitations of Kafka and Hemingway. However, her
professor had complimented her fluid style. “Why not?”

“Did I mention your complete lack of romantic
sensibility?” her sister teased.

“Maybe I’ll write a book where the heroine
forces the pirate to walk the plank and takes over the ship.”

“Readers like happy endings,” Cody
warned.

“That is a happy ending, from my
perspective,” Mandy said.

“Not in real life, though.”

“In real life, I don’t believe in happy
endings. Besides, how many women got kidnapped by pirates and ended
up falling in love with them? Rogues, maybe, but an actual
pirate?”

Undeterred, her sister continued, “At least
pick a situation you know something about. Like that local mystery
writer, what’s his name? Richard Forbes. His hero is a reporter,
like he used to be.”

“How original,” Mandy scoffed. Her mood
didn’t improve on realizing she’d eaten half her meal without
tasting it. She hated wasting calories.

“You could ask him for tips,” Cody prodded.
“I think he lives in your neighborhood. Judging by his picture in
the Gazette, he’s ruggedly handsome.”

“Those publicity shots are always touched
up.” Since that seemed an inadequate riposte, Mandy added, “I’ve
seen him interviewed. Self-important and stiff-necked are the words
that spring to mind.”

“Ooh. You must like him, to insult him so
much.”

“Now you’re deliberately provoking me.”

“Is it working?”

They both chuckled. As she dug into her meal,
determined to savor the remaining part, Mandy wondered if she ought
to try her hand at a novel. Her immediate reaction was, Don’t be
silly! At my age?

Still, she’d bought several more romances
like the ones she’d read at Cody’s house. And she had some
understanding of how the heroines felt. Why else would it bother
her when she glanced up and saw that Quent had left without
greeting her?

Well, she’d see him tonight after he picked
up Beanie at the vet’s. There’d be plenty of time to talk over
pizza.

As usual, the afternoon flew by. Proper
sanitation and protective procedures had always been of major
importance in a hospital but, in today’s world, they’d become even
more vital.

Plus, a nurse shortage had upped the
challenge of hiring new staff. Mandy, her feet nestled in a pair of
old shoes from her desk drawer, spent an hour brainstorming with
nursing supervisors from various departments.

They drew up suggestions that included more
flexible schedules and a recruitment campaign emphasizing the
hospital’s warm, small-town atmosphere. Too bad she couldn’t
increase pay and benefits, but she’d already done her best on that
score.

By 5:30, Mandy was preparing to head home for
the weekend when her cell rang. Quent’s name showed on the screen.
Was there a problem with her cat? “What’s up?” she answered.

“Listen, I owe you an apology.” His photo
appeared, good looks frozen in pixel perfection. “I know the vet
closes in half an hour but I can’t make it.”

He must have a problem with a client.
“Why?”

“Winnie’s band practice ran late and she
needs to be picked up.”

Which kid was Winnie? Quent’s marriage had
foundered three years ago after his wife insisted on adopting a
group of five siblings, from preschool age up through a troubled
teen boy. A teacher, Karen had bonded with one of the girls and
lost her heart to the whole brood.

Although he claimed to like kids, Quent had
been unprepared to father such a large, instant family. He and his
wife had parted amicably, and remained friends.

In the past few months, he’d been helping her
and the children more and more. As he’d done on Sunday.

“I’d better head over to the vet’s, then.”
Mandy didn’t bother to disguise the edge to her voice. “So I’ll see
you around, what, seven-ish?”

He cleared his throat. Mandy recognized an
evasive noise when she heard one.

“What?” She stuck her feet into her tight new
shoes for the trip home. The discomfort only aggravated her
mood.

“The fact is, Karen and I have decided to
give marriage another go.”

You’ve decided what?! Five minutes after you
suggested moving in with me?

Mandy supposed she ought to dredge up a
mature, courteous response. Nope, she didn’t have it in her. “It’s
a good thing we aren’t living together, isn’t it?”

“Honest, this came up suddenly, but it’s
perfect!” Quent’s voice brimmed with enthusiasm. “We took the kids
bowling Sunday afternoon and had a great time. Can you imagine me,
bowling? And being a dad? It was so cool!”

Dourly, Mandy reminded herself that she liked
Karen. And those youngsters had settled in well, according to her
brother-in-law Ben, a volunteer who tutored the teenage boy.

Besides, there wasn’t a blasted thing she
could do about this. Despite the unpleasant sensation of being back
in high school, rejected by a boyfriend, she refused to stoop to
hysterics.

“Have a great life,” she said. “If there’s
anything you left at my place, I’ll box it up and mail it to
you.”

“Mandy, I live across the street,” Quent
reminded her.

“My cats will miss you,” she said, and
clicked off. Then she put in a call to the vet, whose assistant
promised to wait for her.

As she hurried to the elevator, Mandy almost
wished she were writing a pirate novel. There was nothing
she’d have loved more than to push Quent headfirst into the
ocean.

 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


 


“My female characters are not weak!” Richard
Forbes said into his wireless headset as he knelt on the living
room carpet, clipping the leash to his dog’s collar. He wished he
hadn’t shared that criticism with his father-in-law, a bookstore
owner who had delusions of being an expert on literature. “My new
editor looks like a teenager. The only woman he’s familiar with is
probably his domineering mother.”

“You should listen to him,” rasped the voice
in his ear. Dean Conrad had accumulated eight decades of opinions
and wasn’t shy about sharing them. “Just because he’s young doesn’t
mean he’s an idiot, and just because you’re sixty doesn’t mean
you’re an expert.”

“What about having published nearly a dozen
successful mysteries?” Richard immediately regretted allowing
himself to be goaded into mentioning his accomplishments, which
spoke for themselves. To most people, anyway.

“Not so successful recently.” It sounded as
if Dean was moving around, perhaps reorganizing the display window
of the Rancho Brancho Bookstore. It had gained its odd name
because, when it was established, it had been an offshoot of the
Rancho Bookstore, which, sadly, had later gone out of business.
“Your sales are down.”

“In your store, maybe.”

“Everywhere. Why else would your editor be
complaining?”

The German Shepherd tugged toward the door.
It served as a reminder that the light would soon be dimming, and
that neither the aging dog nor his owner would enjoy stumbling
around in the dark.

“Because he’s new, and he’s set on making his
mark.” Richard stumped across the room, the dog pacing alongside.
“At my expense.”

“Well, since they’re cutting your promotional
budget, you may want to expand into teaching online courses.” A
clunk on the other end of the connection was followed by a couple
of curse words.

“You okay?”

“Dropped a book, that’s all.”

“On your foot?”

“Where else?”

After locking the door behind him, Richard
and his canine companion proceeded down the walkway. Fading light
softened the hard lines of his neighborhood while, between the
houses, a purpling sky cast a pinkish glow across the bluff and the
canyon below.

Richard and his late wife, Alice, had chosen
the house partly for the view. On clear evenings like this, that
included a glimmer of the Pacific Ocean several miles to the
south.

The ranch-style homes lacked much pretense at
sophistication, he noted as he walked, although many neighbors had
updated with fancy window treatments and textured driveways. For
character, the area would never compete with the city’s funky beach
zone or blocks of traditional bungalows.

Richard didn’t give a skunk’s butt about
impressing anyone. He and Alice had liked the place’s convenient,
single-story layout, with space to raise their two sons. Also, when
they’d purchased it more than thirty years ago, housing prices had
still been marginally affordable.

“Speaking of teaching, how many have signed
up?” Richard led a writing workshop upstairs in the bookstore on
Thursday nights.

He charged a hundred dollars per semester,
which covered utilities, Dean’s extra insurance, and snacks, plus a
modest stipend. Mostly, Richard conducted the class to please his
father-in-law. The students and their friends shopped at the
bookstore, plus Dean claimed the workshop added prestige.

His father-in-law hadn’t answered the
question.

“Dean? How many have signed up?” Richard
prompted.

“Uh. Five,” rasped the response.

Last semester, there’d been eight students,
with two dropping out after a few sessions. “I told you, I’m not
going to teach again unless we have at least half a dozen.” In
truth, Richard had hoped there wouldn’t be.

The dropouts had been dilettantes. While he
liked assisting serious-minded writers, he had little patience with
dabblers who ignored advice and committed the same mistakes over
and over.

“I’m sure we’ll get at least one more,” Dean
huffed.

“There’s less than a week to go. We’ll have
to notify everyone of the cancellation in advance.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“Did I say I was worried?” Richard slowed to
let Ruffles sniff a mailbox.

Three years ago, after an elderly neighbor
died, he’d saved the aging shepherd from being sent to a shelter.
The pooch was so sweet-tempered, he’d permitted the old lady to
dress him in frilly outfits. Not that a dog was likely to care
about appearances. Or about his ridiculous name, which Richard
usually shortened to Ruff.

“If you cancel, you’ll break hearts.” His
father-in-law heaved a not-very-convincing sigh. “Think about poor
Nanci Lucas. Crocheting and taking your class are her main forms of
entertainment.”

“Nanci’s a nice lady.” A friend of Alice’s,
she’d eagerly signed up for the workshop after her husband’s death
from a heart attack. “However, I’m not interested in serving as her
entertainment.”

“I misspoke. What I meant was, she seems
determined to be an author,” his father-in-law noted.

And to cast me as her next husband.
The hero and heroine of Nanci’s much-rewritten romance novel were
widowed friends who discovered they’d been right for each other all
along. The heavy-handed theme, accompanied by longing gazes in
Richard’s direction, set his teeth on edge.

“She’s been writing the same dull, predictable book
for three years.” Richard would never dismiss a student this way to
her face. However, it was the truth. “She should move on to a
different plot or a different hobby.”

“She’s making progress with her characters.
Their dialogue is less stilted than it used to be.” Dean, who
worked downstairs during the class, clearly eavesdropped on the
readings and discussions. “Here’s an idea. You could ask the
students for suggestions about strengthening your heroines. I’m
sure they all read your books. Maybe they can pep things up for
you.”

What a terrible idea. “If nobody else signs
up by Monday, I’m calling it quits. Sorry, Dean. Gotta go.” Barely
waiting for his father-in-law’s grumpy goodbye, he ended the
call.

Richard wasn’t too proud to take criticism.
Letting a group of amateurs crowd-write his book was another
matter, he mused as he and the dog crossed to the next block.

In his current manuscript, he’d introduced a
female police detective to tangle with his hero, Drake Decker, and
serve as a potential love interest. However, she had a habit of
backing down when confronted, even though Drake was a private
investigator rather than a colleague. And when Richard tried to add
zip to their dialogue, she came across as whiny rather than
forceful.

Well, he’d figure it out.

Along the block, the hum of motors and blasts
from car audio systems accompanied neighbors returning from work. A
sporty blue car snagged his attention as it pulled into a driveway,
its aerodynamic lines and shiny paint giving it a masculine
oomph.

If his finances permitted, Richard wouldn’t
mind buying a model like that. Instead, he might grant one to his
detective.

Rather than the male driver he’d expected, a
woman in a dark-red suit whisked out. Limping slightly, she rounded
the car and opened the passenger door.

As they drew closer, Ruff sniffed the air.
“What do you sense, boy?” Richard asked.

The shepherd wagged his tail. He had an
affinity for small animals, from puppies and kittens to a skunk
that had once wandered into their yard. A thorough rinsing from the
hose, followed by applications of de-skunking solution and pet
shampoo, had eventually tamed the odor.

Richard doubted this well-groomed woman had a
skunk in her car. Indeed, an indignant meowing and a rustle of
orange fur distinguished the occupant of the cracked old pet
carrier she removed from within.

“Pipe down, Beanie. You’ll be fine,” the
woman commanded in a no-nonsense tone.

The cat disagreed. Loudly.

“Don’t get uppity with me! I’ve had a rough
day.”

The cage rattled in her grasp as she turned
toward the house. All might have gone well, had not the usually
placid Ruff chosen to make a break for it.

Yanking his leash from Richard’s unprepared
grasp, the dog leaped forward with an inviting yip. Eager to
cuddle, no doubt.

Actually, there was doubt, at least in the
cat’s brain. With near-nuclear force, it detonated out of the
carrier but, rather than flee, hurled itself at the dog.

“Arf?” Ruff had apparently never encountered
such a direct challenge, not counting the skunk, and that had been
a rear-guard action.

Fluffing to twice its size, the cat uttered
an unearthly scream, accompanied by a lightning-fast slash at the
shepherd’s nose. Howling more in surprise than pain—or so it
appeared—Ruff took refuge behind his owner’s legs.

“Tough cat,” Richard observed.

“After what she’s suffered today, who can
blame her?” The woman’s hair barely stirred as she swooped down on
Beanie. Lots of hairspray, Richard mused, or perhaps it didn’t dare
offend her. “The vet told me she fussed through the whole
procedure.”

He wasn’t sure how to interpret this
response. “They didn’t anesthetize her?”

“Well, she fussed as soon as she came out of
it.” A hand waved, displaying dragon-red nails.

Richard supposed he ought to apologize for
his dog’s behavior, but he felt a certain loyalty to his injured
pet. Seeking common ground, he said, “What sort of procedure was
it?”

“Teeth cleaning.”

This woman was seriously off-kilter. “Ruff
likes cats. He was trying to be friendly.”

“By attacking her?” The woman and the cat,
held close to her shoulder, struck matching offended poses. The
little creature’s ginger fur seemed to be coordinated with the
color of her owner’s hair, unless that was a trick of the
light.

“He wasn’t...” Richard reminded himself to
breathe deeply. “This is a misunderstanding. He meant no harm.”

“That’s what men always say, isn’t it?” With
that parting shot, the dragon lady nudged her car door shut,
grabbed the carrier and stalked into the house.

Torn between annoyance and amusement, Richard
knelt to inspect his whimpering dog. Although no blood showed on
the pooch’s nose, he sympathized with Ruff, who’d been caught by
surprise much as Richard had.

“You’ll survive,” he announced, scratching
behind the dog’s ears. “Remember not to yank your leash out of my
hand in future, okay?”

Large dark eyes peered at him fearfully. One
nasty-tempered cat and her ferocious mistress had reduced a German
Shepherd to timidity.

It occurred to Richard that this daunting
woman was the type of strong female character his editor had
requested. Well, she might do as a villain, he grumbled to himself,
but as a love interest for Drake? Not going to happen.

Abandoning hope of resuming the peaceful
stroll, he guided his downcast dog toward home.

 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE

 


 


On Saturday morning, Mandy barreled through
Rancho Allegro, driving faster than usual en route to her aunt’s
house. She needed to unload on someone, and she’d chosen the
sympathetic Jewell.

Any woman would crave support after being
dumped by a jerk like Quent. And immediately after proposing they
move in together!

She had an absolute right to hate being
hurt.

Then to encounter that mystery writer—whom
she’d recognized—and his allegedly vicious dog. What a relief to
vent her temper on him, even if it hadn’t been entirely fair.

Mandy had to admit, she ought to buy her cat
a new carrier with a working lock. But the man should keep a
tighter grip on his pooch.

On impulse, she swung by Maggie’s Muffin Stop
bakery and bought an assortment of cookies that filled her car with
tantalizing aromas. Although she’d texted Jewell in advance, it
would be bad manners to arrive empty-handed.

Perhaps, in addition, she should expand her
circle of friends so she’d have more people to gripe to, Mandy
thought as she resumed her journey. And who could gripe to her as
well.

In theory, she disliked gossip. In practice,
it could be illuminating.

Until recently, she’d hung out with Cody or
Quent. But these days, her sister spent much of her spare time with
her new husband. As for Quent, he didn’t bear thinking about,
except that she seemed unable to focus on much else at the
moment.

Halting at a red light, Mandy drummed her
fingers on the steering wheel. Why did the town bother to operate
traffic signals on the weekend? Only a handful of vehicles filtered
along Vivaldi Avenue past the old City Hall.

This was the historic section of town, if one
could term it that. Names like Presidio Park and the Allegro
Hacienda Historical Site and Museum conjured visions of Spanish
colonial times and the original native inhabitants. Too bad that
was the extent of the community’s historic footprint: a few small
structures, displaying artifacts most of which had been donated by
residents when elderly family members passed on.

The town’s only other distinction was that an
early resident had claimed to be distantly related to Antonio
Vivaldi, the composer of the beloved violin concerto “The Four
Seasons.” Hence, the streets branching from the town’s center were
named Summer, Winter, Spring and Autumn.

Speaking of which, Mandy reflected dourly, it
was officially fall, with a long, cold winter ahead. Okay, not all
that cold, this being Southern California. But when the
temperatures dropped into the fifties at night, she craved a warm
body to curl against.

A thick comforter with a pair of cats as foot
warmers wasn’t the same.

The fact that she understood Quent’s growing
interest in
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