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Chapter One
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“DON’T GET ME WRONG. I like Atticus as much as anyone... maybe more.” Emma looked at her three friends who occupied their favorite booth in the coffee shop. “But when I got To Kill a Mockingbird on my sixteenth birthday it was a major disappointment. Especially when I had my heart set on something else.”

Lianne frowned. “Wait a minute... I remember that. You were excited about a book called Speak. Wasn’t it something about a traumatized young woman who eventually fights back and learns to stand up for herself?”

Emma nodded. “That’s the one. I don’t know how I managed to hide my disappointment when I tore off the wrapping paper and saw To Kill a Mockingbird. But I should have known my mother wouldn’t listen to my hints. It was always about what she wanted, not what I wanted. So I bought Speak for myself with my birthday money.”

Maddie’s mouth tightened, a sure sign that she was trying to control her temper. “Don’t get me started on your mother.” She drained her coffee and looked around for Connie. The waitress was busy so she turned back to her friend. “Where does your dad stand in all this?”

Emma turned thoughtful. “He goes along with what Mom wants, and I can’t say I blame him. I think that when they got married Mom was counting on him to become a big time lawyer. We seem to have plenty of money, but she never lets him forget that there are other people in town who have bigger homes, or newer cars.”

“So it’s up to you to be the successful one so she can brag about you.”

Emma shrugged. “Something like that. I’ve thought about it a lot and I believe that Mom applied to Stanford and her grades weren’t high enough. She’s been pushing me to get good marks as long as I can remember and although it’s been a pain at times, I have to thank her now.”

“Do you want to study law?” Lianne turned sideways on the bench so she could judge Emma’s reaction. 

“I didn’t at first, but the more I think about it, the more it appeals.” Emma made eye contact with each of them. “It’s no secret that I dislike confrontation and wouldn’t do well in a courtroom, but I eventually hope to study Estate Planning... Wills... maybe some Real Estate Law.” She grinned. “Most of the big firms have Estate Planning divisions so if I do well I should be able to find a good job.”

“And you won’t have your mother looking over your shoulder, trying to micromanage your life.” Chloe had been silent up until then, but the gleam in her eyes indicated her approval.

“That’s exactly right and I’m starting to look forward to it. I’ll miss you guys, but we took a drive down to Stanford last month and it’s a beautiful campus.”

“Are you nervous?” Maddie could always see through her confident exterior.

“Terrified,” she said with a weak smile. “But I have a feeling the time is going to fly by.”
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TWO YEARS LATER...

“Come on, Em. We’re going to be late.”

Emma considered ignoring her roommate, but knew it wouldn’t work. Cindy didn’t know the meaning of the word ‘no’. She’d been waffling about accompanying the group of students to downtown San Francisco, but deep down she was eager to do something different, even if it was to check out a party in an old warehouse building down by the piers. She hoped she wouldn’t regret her decision.

“Where are we going again?”

Her roommate gave a theatrical sigh. “Who cares? Apparently there’s a live band and it’s not too far from the Caltrain station so that’s good, right? And everybody’s going.”

“You mean Marco is going.” Emma placed a bookmark in the text she’d been studying and checked her reflection in the mirror. “Do I look okay?”

“You look fine. Come on, we have just enough time to meet the others.”

* * *
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THE RIDE INTO SAN FRANCISCO was still a novelty for Emma and she absorbed the scenery flying past the windows with the same intensity she applied to her studies. There was something about the area that appealed to her and not for the first time she considered that she could be quite happy living in the San Francisco area. That likelihood seemed more realistic now that she’d finished her LSATs. Her results had come through yesterday. She’d had a feeling she’d done well, but was stunned to learn that she had attained the highest score of the year. For some reason she didn’t feel comfortable sharing that with her classmates, or her roommate; tonight was her own little celebration.

Cindy danced down the aisle, clutching the seats for support. Emma hoped she wouldn’t drink too much. Her roommate was as serious as everyone else about her studies but when she let loose she sometimes went overboard. Thankfully, Marco usually kept a cool head.

“Two more stops,” said Cindy, bending to look out the window. “We go right to the end, then grab a bus for about a dozen blocks.”

“Tell me again where it is.” Emma enjoyed her roommate’s company, but in the two years they’d roomed together she’d learned not to rely on her.

“It’s half a block off Embarcadero, by Pier 9. I forget the name of the street.”

Emma supposed that would have to do. Like everyone else, she had a passing knowledge of the Embarcadero area and knew that there were always people around, as well as taxis. She may be from a small town, but she could take care of herself.

* * *
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THE MOMENT EMMA STEPPED inside the club, she knew she’d made a mistake. Keeping her back to the wall, she eased her way toward the end of the bar, where she’d agreed to meet up with Cindy. The music was so loud she could feel it pulsing through the floorboards, and closer to the bar she could hear the glasses tinkling against each other from the vibrations.

Was there something wrong with her? Everyone else seemed to be enjoying themselves, arms waving in the air as they danced with abandon, a look of ecstasy on their faces. The DJ switched from one song to the next, triggering intermittent strobe lights, compounding the already surreal atmosphere.

“There you are.” Marco clutched her arm and spoke directly into her ear. “Cindy sent me over to check on you.” His speech was normal, but the conversation seemed disjointed, thanks to the strobe lights. Emma’s head started to pound and she put her lips close to his ear. “I don’t think this is the place for me, Marco. Please tell Cindy you found me and I’m fine, but I’m going to leave.”

“But you just got here. Are you okay?” His concern was evident. She gave his arm a squeeze. “It’s just too loud for me. You guys have a good time, okay? I’ll be fine.” Without waiting for an argument she slipped into the churning mass of people and made her way to the front door.

The cool night air and relative silence on the street were welcome and she stood for a moment, inhaling the scent of the ocean. Growing up, her family had spent one summer holiday on the coast and she’d never forgotten the freedom of walking on the beach, surrounded by hopeful seagulls looking for a handout. Even today, if she tried she could close her eyes and smell the perfumed air and hear the high-pitched cries of the gulls.

She walked quickly and within moments was at the Embarcadero. Once there she slowed, and within a hundred yards came to public bench at the water’s edge... a perfect spot for observing nocturnal activity on the water.

Except that there wasn’t much happening. Boats of all sizes were snugged up against the piers, lights reflecting in the relatively calm water. Never mind... she was content to sit here and ponder her future.

Unlike some students who still hadn’t found their path, she’d become more convinced that Law was the perfect fit for her. She still resented the way her mother had tried to control her life but she had to admit she’d been right to push Emma to choose her majors in preparation for law school. She liked the certainty of the law. It wasn’t subjective... not in her chosen area of expertise, anyway. Where others saw boring, cut-and-dried rules, Emma saw order; she looked forward to the day when she would apply her knowledge of Estate Planning, Wills and Real Estate Law in the real world.

“You’re getting ahead of yourself,” she muttered, drawing her jacket a bit closer around her shoulders. It was a bit cooler than she had anticipated. She really should get up and walk.

“Talking to yourself?” The voice startled her. A young man stood between where she sat and the water, blocking her view. She glared at him. “You’re blocking my view.”

He turned and looked out toward the bay. “Not much to see.” He grinned. “That wasn’t very smooth, was it? Let’s start again.” He placed a hand on his chest. “I’m Carson Rowland and I was on the train with you tonight. I saw you leave the club... if you can call it that... and I followed you.” He looked up and down the Embarcadero. “It’s not really safe for you to be here alone at this time of night.”

The knowledge that he was a fellow student softened her attitude, but she wasn’t sure if she liked the idea of being followed. “I’m fine.” She studied his face. “I don’t remember seeing you on the train.”

“That doesn’t surprise me. You seemed fascinated by the scenery.”

She nodded. “I was. I am.” She smiled up at him. “I’m Emma Nicols, by the way.”

He seemed flustered. “You’re Emma Nichols?”

“Yes, why do you ask?”

“Because I’ve heard about you. You crushed the LSATs.” He stepped forward, hand out. “Congratulations.”

She took his hand and they shook. “Thanks. How did you know?”

He shrugged. “I’ve just finished first year and one of my advisors told me.” He narrowed his eyes. “How did you do it?”

A faint smile crossed her lips. “Just lucky I guess. And a lot of hard work.”

He rolled his eyes. “Yeah, right. Can I buy you a cup of coffee by way of celebration?” He gestured back the way they’d come. “I spotted a small coffee shop back that way when I parked my car. I only noticed it because it looked completely out of place here in this industrial section, but we could check it out.”

“Okay.” She stood up and followed him to the crosswalk. “This is a good idea. I just realized I’m hungry.”

They made their way across the broad expanse of pavement. “Come to think of it, I could go for something myself.” He noticed she was struggling to keep up and adjusted his stride. “Let’s hope they have something decent to eat.”

The coffee shop turned out to be one of those hidden gems... the sort blogged about rapturously by food critics. Constructed to resemble an old-fashioned diner, the vintage décor looked right at home, including a juke box and chrome swivel counter stools upholstered in red leather. Emma and Carson slipped into a booth and eagerly studied the menu.

“Oh my gosh.” Emma’s head was on a swivel as dishes were delivered from the kitchen to other diners. “Everything looks so good.”

“You’ve got that right.” Carson tapped an item on the menu. “I’m having the osso buco if there’s any left.”

“And I’m going to have the lobster mac and cheese. Something tells me it’ll be great.”

After ordering, they fell silent for a few moments, quietly assessing each other. Carson spoke first. “I thought you’d tell me to take a hike when I approached you down there by the water.”

She raised one eyebrow but toyed with her spoon rather than look at him. “I almost did. You were right; it’s not really safe for a woman to be down here alone at this time of night, no matter how many people are around.” She looked up. “I’ve become independent in the last couple of years and I didn’t like being reminded that I’d made a poor choice.”

He acknowledged her semi-apology with a shrug. “No harm, no foul then, okay?”

She smiled. “Okay. So let’s talk about Law. We both want to.”

He laughed easily and they exchanged info. Like her, he was set on his course of study and listening to him talk, it was clear that he’d never wavered on his path of becoming a lawyer.

“Specializing in what?” she asked as their meals were delivered.

“I’d like to become a criminal defense attorney, but only if I can be the best.”

She looked up sharply. “I sense a caveat, counsellor.”

He inhaled the rich smell of the osso buco before replying. “You’re right. Maybe I watched too many movies when I was young, or read too many books, but I want to excel.” He shook out the linen napkin and placed it in his lap, but his eyes never left hers. “Does that sound unreasonable?”

A slow smile broke over her face. “Absolutely not. Nobody enters the race hoping to finish second. Go for it.” She watched him attack his meal. “Something tells me you’re already half way there.”

“How about you?” he said after a few moments. “What interests you?” He looked up and grinned. Law-wise, that is.”

She set down her fork and looked across the table at him, wanting to judge his reaction. “I haven’t quite nailed it down yet. I originally thought I’d like to specialize in Estate Planning, but I’m leaning toward Corporate Law. It sounds more challenging.”

He was sopping up the last of the gravy with a chunk of bread and looked up sharply. “Good choice. Many of the big firms handle corporate law.”

She nodded thoughtfully. “So I’m discovering. Plus the really big firms have branches across the state. PA seems to attract them like flies.”

A wry smile touched his lips. “Follow the money. Isn’t that what they say?”

“I suppose so.” She sat back with a sigh. “I had ideas of trying the bread pudding, but I’m too full. The lobster mac and cheese was that good.”

“I’ll have to try it next time.”

“Next time?” She needed to know where he was going with this.

“Yeah.” He looked around the diner. “We should come here once a month. What do you say? Can I tempt you away from the books?”

She offered up a slow smile. “I could be tempted. Especially knowing how good the food is.”

Carson groaned, one hand over his heart. “You really know how to hurt a guy.”

Her smile broadened at his antics. “You must admit, the food is excellent.” She paused. “And the company isn’t bad, either. So yes, I think I can tear myself away once a month, as long as we take turns paying.”

He waved her comment away. “That’s not happening. To put it bluntly, my family is loaded and they’ve been wondering why I’m not spending more. You’d be doing me a favor.”

“When you put it that way...” Emma met his eyes. “I think I’d like that.”

Their server drifted by and Carson asked if she’d like coffee.

“No thanks. I’d be awake all night and I’m writing a paper tomorrow.”

“Me too, actually.” He paid and they walked out into the cool night air. “My car’s just a block that way. Driving back to PA at this time of night will be a new experience. The traffic is the only thing about the city I don’t care for.”

“I decided not to have a car at school and so far I’ve been able to get around.” She paused for a moment. “Of course I haven’t wanted to go anywhere.”

“I know what you mean.” He’d found his way onto 101and they were heading back to Palo Alto. “I thought I’d be the only student obsessed with studying, but everyone is the same. At least the ones I’ve met.” He shot her a quick look. “You, too?”

“Do you mean have I found the same level of intensity? Yes, but it’s understandable when you consider how hard it is to get into Stanford. Nobody wants to blow that. On the other side of the coin, there are lots of activities on campus, so most people can find an outlet if they become too fanatical about studying.”

He drove in silence for a while. “I dated a girl a couple of years ago but she gave up on me. Said I was too preoccupied with my studies.” He shot a quick glance at her. “What do you think?”

She lifted her shoulders. “I don’t know you all that well, but it sounds to me like she wanted more than you were willing to give. You were bound to clash sooner or later.”

“You’re right of course but at the time I couldn’t understand why she didn’t patiently wait for me.”

Emma gave a little snort. “You’re kidding, right?” She turned to see him trying to hide a grin. “At least you learned that it isn’t all about you.”

He acknowledged her comment with a tilt of his head and drove in silence for a while.

Emma finally broke the silence. “Where does your family live?”

“Not far away. Santa Rosa. My father’s company supplies equipment to the wine industry. He grew up knowing about wineries. My grandfather had a small winery but he sold it to one of the big corporations. I think Dad resented that for about five minutes and then decided that the real money... the money that didn’t rely on all the variables of the wine industry... was in selling and servicing the equipment. He’s been building his company ever since.”

Emma nodded. “Do you come from a big family?”

Carson’s hands tightened on the steering wheel and a muscle in his jaw twitched. “Nope. Just me.” He gave what sounded like a forced laugh. “I guess that’s why my parents sometimes go overboard with their generosity.” He pried his fingers from the steering wheel and shot a quick glance in her direction. “What about you? Any brothers or sisters?”

“Just me.” She thought for a moment. “I don’t know if they wanted more kids, but if so, they were disappointed. Dad’s a lawyer and I think maybe my mom wanted to be a lawyer too but didn’t make it into Stanford. In her eyes it was Stanford or nothing, so she chose nothing.”

“Where did you grow up?”

“North of here in a small town called Chance. Have you heard of it?”

“I may have, I’m not sure.”

“That doesn’t surprise me. It’s small, but charming. When I went home for Christmas, I saw it through new eyes. It’s a bit faded around the edges, but I love it. Going to that diner tonight reminded me of the coffee shop on the main street in Chance. My friends and I practically lived there when we were in high school.”

He smiled. “Tell me about your friends.”

“There are four of us and we’re tight. Lianne is a rancher’s daughter and has been in love with her boyfriend for what seems like forever. Madison is lightning in a bottle... outspoken and not afraid to stand up for herself. She’s trying to build a career in Hollywood. And there’s Chloe. Smart as a whip but doesn’t really let on. She’s studying for a degree in nursing.”

“Sounds like you have all the bases covered.”

A smile softened Emma’s features. “It does, doesn’t it? Talking about them like this reminds me how much I miss them. It’s a special kind of feeling to know that you have friends who will always be there for you, no matter what.” Caught in an upwelling of emotion she turned her head aside. Not having her friends around had been difficult at first, but she was adjusting to it. They were all busy with their own lives, but there was always that connection... something she knew would never be broken.

“Here’s our exit.” Carson’s voice broke into her thoughts. He slowed and was soon pulling up in front of her residence where he jumped out and ran around to open her door.

“I enjoyed that,” he said, holding the door. “Thank you.”

“Me too.” They wandered toward the entrance and she wondered if he’d mention going back to the diner in a month.

He leaned in and brushed his lips against her cheek. “Good night, Emma. See you around, and congratulations again on the great LSAT score.” He hesitated for a moment, then strode purposefully back to his car.

She was still watching when he reached his car. In the pool of light from the street light she saw him smile and raise a hand. Then he got in his car and pulled away.

“Goodnight,” she said as his tail lights faded in the distance. With a puzzled shake of her head she entered the building and headed for the stairs. She’d just spent a couple of hours in conversation with a man and she didn’t know him any better now than when he’d first approached her. She wondered if he felt the same about her.
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