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      This book is dedicated to several people in my life who provided rich memories on which to base some of the plot points in this book.

      
        	My mother, Evelyn, and my stepfather, Al Blocklinger, for treating me to a three-day trip in their twenty-six-foot-long RV along the Florida coast when they first retired. That experience provided me with the background I needed for imagining the cross-country trip Jenna and Gray make from Iowa to California.

        	My piano teacher, Mrs. Murray, whose love of music and patience gave me enough knowledge of playing the piano to imagine Jenna’s desire to return to the one thing she knows how to do after her former husband cleaned out their bank account. Included here are also my late aunt, Gerry Wickerham, and my cousins, Marilyn Lihs and Bonnie Trickler, whose piano was the first place I learned how to play.

        	My sister, Peg Knobloch, for spending a fun week with me in Palm Springs, California. She went on the aerial tramway up the mountain with me, which set the scene for late in the book when Jenna, Gray, Mitch, Aubrey and Paige use that same tram as a diversion before ending their trip in Los Angeles.

        	My husband, Veryl, for driving me from Iowa to Arizona, when we’ve typically flown there, so I could get a true feel for the countryside, in particular, the trip on I-17 from Flagstaff to south of Sedona, Arizona, which he claims was no big thing but scared me to death.

        	And finally, my daughter, Leslie Sloan, who served as the inspiration for Jenna’s daughter, Paige. Even though she is a grown woman, my ongoing love for my firstborn was at the back of my mind as I wrote about the relationship between these two women.
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      “Help me!” the young female shrieked.

      Crank call. Yet another interruption on this sultry July afternoon. “Who is this?” Graham McKenna asked.

      “It’s Paige. Jenna DiFranco’s daughter. My mom’s in trouble. I’ve got to talk to Mitch. Now!”

      Were they never to be rid of Jenna DiFranco and her smart aleck kid? “Mitch isn’t here. This is Graham, his brother. What’s wrong with your mom?” Given the woman’s pushy attitude, he wouldn’t be surprised if she’d been arrested for ordering around some cop.

      “She’s in the car. Staring straight ahead. She won’t talk to me. Or even move.”

      Quite a switch. All the woman had done since she’d arrived the day before was run her mouth, spouting one opinion after another. When she wasn’t criticizing. “Where are you?”

      “Some gas station.” The girl supplied a name. “We aren’t very far out of town.”

      “Are you still on the highway?”

      “Uh-huh. But I don’t know what it is.”

      Must be on U.S. 61, since they were headed north to the regional airport in Moline, Illinois, two hours from Burlington, Iowa.

      Should call the sheriff’s office. Let them handle it. But something in the kid’s plaintive appeal for help kept him on the line. “Why didn’t you call 9-1-1?”

      “She’s not hurt that I can tell.”

      “You said she’s not moving.”

      “She’s not bleeding or anything. Just sitting here. Please come, Gray, she needs help.”

      She’d called him by the name only his two brothers used. Better look into this. Of all times for Mitch to make himself scarce.

      He shoved away from his desk and grabbed his keys from the hubcap on top as he made his way from his office. “I’m leaving now. Give me your cell phone number, so I can call if I can’t locate the car.” He jumped into his pickup and slammed the door. “Okay, I’m on the way. Stay with your mom. Keep the doors locked.”

      While he searched for the gas station in question, he asked himself yet again why he was getting involved. Jenna DiFranco was a virtual stranger. In all his thirty-eight years, he’d never encountered such a demanding woman until she became their client. Tough negotiator. Micro-manager. Nitpicker. When she showed up in person yesterday to claim her runaway daughter, she turned out to be quite a looker, too, with that long blonde hair and creamy complexion. But his libido took a nosedive when she questioned their work on her motor coach. He preferred his ladies agreeable, acquiescent and unencumbered with kids. Especially teenage kids. Why hadn’t Mitch stuck around?

      Within twenty minutes, Gray spotted the gas station in question and what he surmised was Jenna’s rental car at one of the pumps. He parked the pickup off to the side and rushed to the other vehicle.

      The girl, pale, eyes wide, opened the passenger door immediately. “She still hasn’t spoken, although she seems to be breathing better.”

      “You did good, kid, calling for help. I’ll take it from here.” He rounded the car to the driver’s door. “Ms. DiFranco? Jenna? What’s going on?”

      The woman remained perfectly still. Catatonic, though that probably wasn’t the technical term for her condition. God, he’d never seen anyone act like this. “Jenna? Can you hear me? Are you paralyzed? Blink once, if you are.”

      Jenna didn’t respond. He reached for her wrist. Her pulse rate was remarkably slow, but her skin felt clammy. He turned to the kid, who’d followed him. “Did the car hit anything, go over any bumps too fast?”

      She shook her head. “Mom was in a hurry. But she drove carefully.”

      “Did she eat or drink anything before you left or on the way?”

      “Diet soda.”

      “I meant, uh, medication of some sort.” Drugs. During her brief stay to pick up the kid, she’d been so hyper, she might have popped a tranquilizer or two. Or more.

      “Nuh-uh.”

      As unobtrusively as he could, he examined Jenna’s arms. An unexpected wave of relief flooded him. No visible marks. She hadn’t shot up with anything.

      He didn’t want to alarm the kid further, but he had no idea what was wrong with her mother. Time to turn to the experts. “She needs medical help. I’ll drive us back to town.” He reached across Jenna’s chest to turn on the ignition, so he could check the gas gauge, ignoring the unexpected wave of heat that shot through his arm as it came in contact with her. As he suspected, she hadn’t refilled the tank.

      Though the woman’s body readily folded into his arms when he lifted her out of the driver’s seat, she remained otherwise inert. For such a tall woman, she was remarkably light. Smelled nice, too, even though her knit top was warm with perspiration. Stop it! She’s in no shape to be ogled. Even if alert and functioning, this one is off limits. He maneuvered her into the backseat with little trouble other than having to tuck her long legs into the car without bumping them in the process.

      The kid rode in the back, holding her mom’s hand. “Don’t worry, Mom. You’re gonna be okay,” she said every so often.

      “Call your aunt. Tell her what’s happened and ask her to meet us at the hospital.”

      “I’m not sure I’ll get her. I tried before and she didn’t pick up.”

      Probably off with Mitch doing … Never mind, better not to speculate. The lovebirds had just reunited following a misunderstanding about Mitch wanting to leave their family business and practice law. They were off somewhere making up properly. “Any luck?” he called over his shoulder.

      “No. Maybe she forgot her phone.”

      Or conveniently turned it off. He handed her his cell. “Mitch is on speed dial. Try him.”

      “He’s not answering either,” she said a few seconds later.

      He considered calling his other brother, Geoff, because he didn’t like leaving his pickup behind. Needed someone to return it to town. But Geoff didn’t do much driving these days with his MS, especially not outside town. The truck would have to remain where it was temporarily.

      “Where are we? What happened?” a sensuous woman’s voice asked from the backseat as they were pulling into the hospital emergency entrance.

      “Mom, oh Mom, you’re back!” Paige cried, her voice a squeal.
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      “Back? Where have I been?”

      “You had me so scared. You just sat there, not saying a word. Like you were in a trance.” What was Paige talking about? Her eyelids kept closing. Had to focus.

      Heavy breathing thrummed her ears. Her breathing.

      Jenna surveyed her surroundings. “This is our rental, right? Why are we in the backseat?”

      “I put you there.” From the front, a somewhat recognizable face twisted her way. The same attractive face that had frowned at her when she arrived to claim Paige and grimaced every time she demonstrated the least bit of concern about the level of care they’d shown her daughter. One implied accusation about her parenting skills after another emerged from those firm lips.

      “Graham McKenna? Why are you here? And why are you driving my car?” Her brain was doing a slow thaw. Where was Aubrey? Or Mitch?

      “Call him Gray, Mom, like his brothers do. He came to help when I couldn’t get hold of Mitch.”

      Jenna eased back into the seat and massaged her forehead. Why did it ache so? And why was she so warm? Had they been in an accident? No, Paige seemed fine, thank God, and neither of them was bleeding. Maybe she’d hit her head.

      Graham got out, opened her door, and stuck his head in. “Your daughter called the garage, trying to find Mitch or Aubrey. They weren’t around, so I came. Found you behind the wheel, not saying or doing anything. What happened? Do you know?”

      She attempted to fill in the blanks. “I remember pulling up to the pump, frustrated because I forgot to fill the tank. I was afraid we’d miss our flight if we didn’t hurry. But after that? Nothing.” She checked her watch. Twelve thirty. Nearly an hour had passed. “Oh, my God! We’re really late now. We’ve got to get moving.”

      Gray placed a restraining hand on hers. “Not so fast. You’ve just experienced some kind of major episode. You need to find out why.” He leaned in closer, apparently so Paige couldn’t hear. A whiff of musk met her nostrils. “I know how anxious you’ve been about the kid’s running away. Did you, uh, take something?”

      Take something? Was he suggesting she’d been doing drugs? The nerve! The flash of heat generated by his touch disappeared. “I don’t do drugs, if that’s what you mean.”

      “Well, something sure got into you. You scared your kid sh—silly. Enough to ask me for help when she couldn’t get your sister. You know how she feels about me.”

      She turned to Paige, the same child who’d scared her silly a few days back by traveling on her own to Iowa from California, ostensibly to help her Aunt Aubrey finish the interior of the motor coach the brothers had customized for Jenna’s upcoming concert tour. “I’m sorry if I scared you, hon. But I’m fine now.” She slid toward the door, but Graham refused to move. “I can’t let you leave.”

      “What? Why? Who are you to stop me?” Her first impression of the guy still held. Despite the inexplicable physical vibes he set off, he was a sanctimonious, tight ass. Add bully to the list now. One who had no right to hold her here. She and Paige had to get on the road.

      “Good Samaritan rights. I came to your rescue, and now I can’t let you out of my sight until I know everything is okay.”

      Good Samaritan rights?”

      “Before I let you back on the road, you’re getting examined. Shut up and wait for the kid to get a wheelchair.”

      Though she opened her mouth to protest, she closed it again. She didn’t appear to have much choice.

      After her so-called Good Samaritan clued in the hospital staff about her supposed “episode,” Jenna was forced to dress in one of those dreadful hospital gowns that looked like a dust rag. Everything from a tongue depressor to an EKG machine was called into play to check out her physical condition.

      “Since you’re from out of town, Ms. DiFranco, I need to establish a history,” the young female doctor said. “You’re a mother, right? That’s your daughter out there who came in with you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Only child?”

      “Yes.”

      “Age?”

      “Mine or hers?”

      “You first. Then her.”

      “Thirty-five. Paige is fourteen.”

      “You were in town visiting?”

      “Not exactly.” She briefly explained how Paige had taken off.

      “Married?”

      “Divorced.”

      The doctor took a few seconds to input something on her tablet. “Where’s the father?”

      Jenna had no idea where that lowlife was at the moment, but he was probably somewhere expensive in the company of his new girlfriend. “Is that necessary?”

      The young woman glanced up from her notes, lowered her eyeglasses slightly along the bridge of her nose and gazed back at her. “In case you experience any further problems, we might need to notify him to come take care of your daughter.”

      “No! Don’t do that.” Her hair-trigger response surprised her as well as the doctor, who jerked in her seat, pushed her glasses up her nose. Further problems? She gripped her thighs to keep them from shaking. Took a calming breath. “My sister is here. If something is that wrong with me, I’ll assign her temporary guardianship.”

      “O-kay, then. I’ll need your sister’s contact information.”

      Jenna gave her Aubrey’s cell number.

      “You say your daughter came here without your permission? That must have given you quite a scare.”

      “Yes, it did.”

      “Did you argue?”

      “She’s a young girl, doctor. Barely into her teens. Extremely bright. Every other sentence she utters is argumentative. But no, she came here because she was worried about her aunt.”

      The doctor blinked but didn’t pursue the statement.

      Jenna felt fine. Now. Except for her head. It still hurt. And her hands continued to tremble against her legs, despite her efforts to steady them. “Will this take much longer? I have to get back home to rehearse.”

      “Rehearse?”

      “I’m a concert pianist preparing for an upcoming tour, and every minute away from rehearsals could hurt my performance.”

      The doctor eyed Jenna’s quivering hands but didn’t comment on the incongruity. “Divorce. Runaway daughter. Concert tour. You’ve got quite a bit on your plate.”

      Jenna started to disagree, and then the tears she’d been holding back since the night she found another woman’s panties under her bed pushed their way out of her eyes and down her cheeks. The waterworks overcame her defenses and fell relentlessly, no matter how many tissues the doc handed her.

      “This isn’t like me. I never cry. Not like this, anyhow.”

      “Maybe that’s part of your problem.”

      “Huh?” Not the kind of response she’d been expecting.

      “Recent events in your life—and I suspect there’s more you haven’t told me—may have become too much for your mind to handle.”

      “I have some kind of mental illness?” No way. She was totally in control. Well, mostly, when she wasn’t … never mind that now. She couldn’t afford to freak. Not when she had to get her life and Paige’s back on course.

      “More like a stress-related condition.”

      “Okay, yes, I’m under stress. Who wouldn’t be? I just have to tough my way through. I have no explanation for today. If my daughter and the man who brought me here hadn’t confirmed it, I wouldn’t have believed it even happened. But I’m fine now.”

      “There’s no guarantee this won’t happen again, if you don’t take it more seriously and start doing something about it. Or the next time it occurs, you could be in the middle of traffic instead of stopped to get gas.”

      “Are you suggesting I call off my tour?”

      “Is that a possibility?”

      “No.”

      “What about delaying it?”

      Jenna considered the question. She was the one who’d set the start date, because at the time she planned to take Paige along with her until school started, when Paige would stay with her grandmother. But the time period, late summer, was proving difficult to book. Events like concerts seemed to shut down until fall. She hadn’t signed any contracts yet. Plus, as the enormity of all she’d bitten off hit, she’d backed away from the idea of bringing Paige on the road—yet another cause of the friction between them these days.

      “You’re considering. Good. Because I’m prescribing at least two days’ total bed rest. I’m not recommending hospitalization, as long as you’ve got someone who’ll be there to care for you round the clock. Doesn’t have to be a trained health care provider, just someone who’ll make your meals, watch over your daughter and act as a buffer between you and any external influences vying for your attention.”

      “Two days? I’m already behind schedule.”

      “Two days is a lot shorter than a month-long stay in a rehab facility.”

      True. She could probably afford two days, although with each passing day, more of the small nest egg she still clung to slipped away. This sudden trip to Iowa was draining money she could ill afford to lose. “Is that it?”

      “No. The following week, I want you to relax. Really relax. Read. Watch television. Take short walks. Go out with friends. Exercise. Gradually reinstate yourself into real life.”

      The doctor’s recommendation sounded more like a vacation than a treatment plan. A vacation would be heaven, but not when she had so many responsibilities facing her.

      “I want to see you in my office in three weeks,” the other woman said, as if sensing her thoughts. We’ll evaluate your readiness to go back to the grind then.”

      “Back here? Return to Iowa? If I have to take time off, I want to do it in L.A.”

      “I recommend you stay here.”

      “Here? Oh, no, we couldn’t. We hardly know anyone here.”

      “What about the man who brought you to the hospital?”

      “Graham? No. He was the only one available when my daughter called for help. We’re not … he’s not … I just met him yesterday.” Yes, he’d made quite an impression. No, she hadn’t missed his jaw-dropping good looks, even compared to his almost as handsome brothers. But men were off her radar for now and maybe forever.

      “With your permission, I’d like to talk to him and your daughter about your case.”

      “I told you, I barely know the man.” And didn’t plan to become better acquainted, given his judgmental attitude.

      “Patients who experience episodes like the one you underwent today sometimes can’t take in everything they hear from medical personnel. You could use extra sets of ears.”

      “I heard what you said, doctor.”

      “Humor me.” The woman would be a tough opponent in a stare down, but that didn’t mean Jenna would cave.

      “Excuse me. They said I could let you know I’m here.” Aubrey, stood at the open door. “I’m sorry Paige couldn’t reach me. Mitch and I—”

      “You don’t have to explain. You’re here now.”

      “You’re … ” the doctor asked.

      “Aubrey Carpenter, Ms. DiFranco’s sister.”

      The doctor gave them what appeared to be a relieved smile. “You got here just in time. Your sister and I appear to see her treatment plan differently. You can break the tie.”
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      Ninety minutes later, Jenna had moved from the frying pan to the fire. “Two days’ bed rest in a trailer? I know I own it and it’s been customized according to my specifications, but I’m not ready for it yet. I should be on my way back to California to make up the time I’m missing from rehearsals. “

      “First off, it’s a motor coach,” Aubrey corrected as she tucked her into the coach’s king-sized bed. “It’s your best option, Jenna, unless you want to spend money you don’t have on a hotel room and a nurse. One of us will be available at all hours to check on you.”

      “Just what I need, a pack of babysitters in a firehouse turned garage.”

      “Better you than me.” Paige set a bottle of water next to the bed. “See how you like it.”

      A reply wasn’t worth the effort. She’d save her energy for the real war games with her daughter.

      Aubrey read from the instructions provided by the emergency room doctor. “Okay, you’ve taken the meds the doc prescribed. Check. You’re in bed in your comfy jammies under a warm cotton blanket. Check. Room temp’s at seventy-one degrees. Check. Aromatic room spray. Check. You’re all set, so we’ll leave you to your dreams.”

      Paige, who of late rarely demonstrated any signs of mother-daughter kinship, leaned over to drop a soft peck on Jenna’s cheek. “Sleep tight, Mom.” She must have really been frightened by the trip to the hospital.

      “Now that we’ve taken care of Mom, what’re we gonna do the rest of the day?” Jenna heard Paige ask Aubrey on their way out. Okay, not that frightened.

      Great. No longer afraid she was in danger of losing a parent, the child was ready to celebrate her supposed newfound independence. Couldn’t worry about that now. Couldn’t worry about anything at the moment, as waves of drowsiness swept over her.

      Jenna was just about to drift off when she sensed a new presence in the room. Breathed in the tantalizing aroma of musk. That same scent had greeted her when she came to in the back seat of her rental. It was the kind of scent that could overpower a woman’s senses and make her do things she knew she shouldn’t.

      With great effort, she opened one eye a tad. Her gaze rested on a pair of men’s khakis, package level. She didn’t have the energy, or inclination, to either shut off the view or change her focus. She could have sworn she detected the slightest movement beneath the fabric. No, of course not. Probably the drugs affecting her vision.

      “Jenna? You awake?” The question was the barest whisper.

      “No.”

      “It’s Graham. I have first watch. Didn’t want to scare you if you woke up later and found me here.”

      “Thanks,” she replied, eyes at half-mast.

      “Just call if you need me.”

      “‘Kay.” Like she would ever need him. Although, she had earlier in the day, hadn’t she? And he’d been there for her. Yet, thanks to him, she was ensconced in this bed, behind in rehearsals and helpless to prevent her daughter from doing exactly what she’d set off to do when she’d run away from home, spend time with her aunt.

      Not much she could do about any of that now. Not even continue to react to the nearby Graham McKenna.

      Jenna’s eyes closed and her brain shut down.
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      Two days later, Jenna declared rest time over. Had to admit, she felt worlds better letting everything go to give her body time to recharge. Of course, she’d never admit as much to Aubrey. Who was this person she called her little sister? Had falling in love given her the confidence she always seemed just shy of obtaining in the past? Not only had Aubrey done a terrific job finishing the motor coach, her sibling had become her caretaker.

      Aubrey meant well. She had no idea how bad things had gotten the last several months. How far outside the lines her Big Sister had wandered, trying to find herself while she put her life back together. Aubrey, the family rebel and serial dater, would be shocked to learn about her antics of late. Antics that cost her desperately needed rehearsal time, which she now had to make up, as soon as she could get Paige and herself out of this town and back to their normal life, if anything was normal these days.

      Leaving so soon wouldn’t sit well with Aubrey, and for that, Jenna was sorry. Even though she was the one who’d given Aubrey the chance to escape her problems in California, she’d been a real pain to her younger sister ever since Aubrey started work on the motor coach, checking up on her almost every day by phone and questioning her design decisions. Jenna realized she was micromanaging, being a real bitch. But she couldn’t help herself. She’d been one huge ball of nerves, nerves that she’d now successfully put to rest.

      She took in her surroundings one last time until she went on tour. Aubrey had done a great job of creating a home away from home for her while she’d be on the road. Photos of Paige and herself and the two of them with Aubrey in front of the Getty Museum held place of honor in the niches on the facing wall. Paige had balked at the idea of soaking up so much “culture” that day until they’d agreed to have dinner at the beach afterwards.

      There was even a shot of their mother and stepfather, Buddy Appleby, on the set of one of the TV shows on which Buddy guest-starred. Probably necessary to include the pair. The two of them did complete their little family circle, even though at times their mother could be a bit overpowering. Nonetheless, she’d been the one to steer Jenna toward a career on the concert circuit.

      Now, though, relaxation time was over. Time to get back to real life.

      She’d just finished dressing when Aubrey burst into the bedroom. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      Jenna glanced up from her carry-on bag, pulled the zipper. “Pretty obvious, I’d say.”

      “You’re not supposed to return to L.A. for three weeks.”

      “Changed my mind.”

      Aubrey grabbed the bag, unzipped it and removed the contents. “Not your decision to make. We settled this before you left the emergency room the other day.”

      “You wouldn’t let me leave until I agreed.”

      “You’re going back on your word.”

      “I have to rehearse.”

      “Not for at least three weeks. We pushed the start of your tour back that much.”

      Jenna dropped the pair of slacks she’d just removed from the closet where Aubrey had taken them. “You what?”

      “I called your promoter and explained the situation. He’d been having second thoughts about starting in August and lining up enough venues for you by then and was more than happy to defer your start date.”

      Jenna balled her fists. “You think you’re helping, that you’re doing this for my own good, but you really shouldn’t have called him.”

      “Probably not, but it worked.”

      Aubrey rarely tangled with her older sister. But this time she’d assumed control. “We’ll just see about that.”

      Jenna searched the room for her phone and purse. Unable to locate them, she rummaged through the closet, and when that netted nothing, she flung open drawers. “Where are the rest of my things?”

      “I took your phone, purse and car keys. We returned the rental car yesterday.”

      Jenna’s anger welled inside her stomach as a knotty ball and made her shake uncontrollably.

      Aubrey reached inside the pocket of her slacks and brought out a small vial. She withdrew a tablet and poured a glass of water from the bottle on the bedside table. “Here. Take this. It will help calm you.”

      Jenna puffed out her chest, then expelled an irate breath. “I don’t want to calm down. You’ve taken over my life. You just can’t do that.”

      Aubrey shrugged. “On the contrary, sis, I can and I am.” She unclenched Jenna’s hand enough to jam the pill inside. “I don’t like corralling you like this. But we were pretty sure you wouldn’t follow the doctor’s orders.”

      Jenna struggled to keep up with her sister’s statement. She repeated the one word that registered. “We?”

      “Paige and I at first. At the hospital, we convinced Graham to go along with us. Since then, Mitch and Geoff have joined in, as well as Mom’s cousin, Peggy Summers, and her daughter, Eileen, Geoff’s new girlfriend.”

      “All of you? It’s a conspiracy.”

      “Were you aware of your daughter’s reaction at the hospital? She was pale as a ghost. That’s cliché, but it’s the best description I’ve got. She’s scared for you, Jenna. You may think she’s still a little girl, but she’s old enough to have noticed a major change in your behavior since Jerry left—more than just nerves about your tour. You’ve been drinking more, although attempting to hide it from her. You leave her alone for hours at a time, and you’re not always at rehearsals … because she checked.”

      Her little girl noticed such things? Jenna slid back against the bed, plopped down. Had she really become the woman her sister described? The last several months had been hell. But that was no reason for this group, most of whom were relative strangers, to intervene in her life. She could take care of herself and Paige.

      She made a concerted effort to control her voice. “Whose behavior wouldn’t change after they discovered their spouse had been unfaithful? Then cleaned out their bank account?”

      Aubrey’s expression softened. “No one blames you, Jenna. We’re just concerned the pressures you’ve been under these last months have taken their toll.”

      “Appreciated but unwarranted. I’m strong. Paige’s taking off by herself to come visit you without my knowledge threw me off, that’s all. I’ve now slept round-the-clock for two days. I’m fine.” She held out her hand. “Give me back my things.”

      “She can’t do that, Mom,” Paige said from the doorway. “Different people each took one and hid it and didn’t tell the others where.”

      “Th-that’s ridiculous! I’m fine.”

      “Paige knows what we did, but she didn’t participate.”

      She’d been had, and she didn’t like it one bit. Nor did she plan to go along with them a minute longer than necessary. But since obstinacy wasn’t getting her anywhere, she needed to step back and consider the options, figure a way out of this. She slumped on the bed, swiped her hands across her face.

      “Okay, now that we’ve established you’re not leaving town for a bit,” Aubrey said apparently sensing her retreat, “let’s talk about getting away from the firehouse for a few hours. I’m glad you’re dressed, because we’re expected at the Summers’ for a late morning meal.”

      “What? You’ll actually let me out of this dungeon?”

      Aubrey didn’t debate her. “Peggy’s big on entertaining. Especially relatives. And she’s a great cook,” she replied.

      Jenna rose, sighed. “I don’t need entertaining right now or a good meal, but I’ll go, since it means I won’t be cooped up here all day.”

      Brunch at Peggy Summers’ turned out to be a girls-only affair—Peggy, her daughter Eileen, Aubrey, Paige and Jenna.

      Peggy laid out an egg and sausage frittata, fruit compote and homemade cinnamon rolls then bustled around offering coffee, tea and juice. Jenna accepted the plate of goodies her hostess placed before her but merely picked at her food.

      “I’m so pleased to see you in person again, Jenna, after all these years,” Peggy told her.

      “I was five when my mother divorced my father and took me to California. I never expected I’d be back.” Jenna attempted to keep her tone friendly and control her temper. Their cousin meant well. They all meant well. But they’d overstepped their bounds. She’d tolerate their overkill a few more hours while she played the role of a completely sane, normal person. But if they didn’t relax their guard—abandon it actually— she wasn’t putting up with it.

      “Anyway, now that you’re here, do you and Paige plan to stay in your motor coach? I wish I could offer my spare room, but it’s about to be repainted and renovated.”

      Peggy’s house was nice enough, and Peggy seemed a decent person, but Jenna didn’t need any more people watching over her. Aubrey and Paige were more than enough. “Not to worry. Might as well test out my new home on the road before it actually hits the asphalt.” Sounded plausible, not that she actually intended to go through with it.

      “Really, Mom?” Paige asked. “It’ll be fun. Like a sleepover for three weeks.”

      There was that. When she was her daughter’s age, her mother had actually made a list of the girls from the richest families at her school and set out to woo their mothers so they’d include Jenna in their circle. The harder her mother tried, the more Jenna was left out. As a result, she’d retreated into more progressively introverted activities, like the piano. Making friends hadn’t come easily. So there’d been few sleepovers in her teenage years. “Uh, I guess.” She stared intentionally at her sister. “Unless your aunt has a more secure confinement in mind?”

      “Actually, I do. We’re moving to the McKenna place. Geoff’s been living there, but he relocated to the fire station garage before you arrived. The guys are still debating whether to put the old family homestead on the market, so they’ve offered it to us in the meantime.”

      “We can’t—” Hold the phone. They were talking about a house. A house that could be blocks, if not miles, from McKenna Custom Coaches. A house that must boast at least two exterior doors, so her guards couldn’t watch her every minute.

      “We can’t what, Jenna?” Aubrey asked.

      “We can’t possibly repay them enough for their hospitality.” Good save.

      The surprises didn’t end there. Peggy brought out a box and lifted the stack of paper and photos about an inch to retrieve an old photo. “I showed Aubrey some of these items when she visited a few weeks ago, but we missed this one.” She handed the picture to Jenna. “This is you, your mom and your dad in happier days. You must’ve been around three or four. Quite the young lady, as you can see, from your little hat and tiny white gloves.”

      Jenna accepted the photo. “This is me? I’ve never seen this shot. In fact, I don’t know if I’ve ever seen all three of us together. Mother always told me she hadn’t kept anything.”

      Peggy gave a sympathetic smile. “Your mother was eager to, uh, put that part of her life behind her when she left town. But I believed there might come a day like this when her little girl would be interested.”

      Jenna tried to speak, but her throat refused. Her early years were a huge black hole. She didn’t remember much from the time she, her mother and father—now deceased—lived in this town. She’d been robbed of those memories, thanks to her mother’s reluctance to share anything. Only recently had she begun to understand her mother’s motivations once she’d found herself so protective of anything Paige learned about her own father’s exploits. Not that Stanley DiFranco had been anything like Jerry Waller.

      Aubrey put an arm around Jenna’s shoulder. “I always thought you resembled Mom more than I, but seeing this photo, you’ve also got a lot of DiFranco in you.”

      “I do, don’t I?” She turned to Peggy. “Mom didn’t permit me to see my dad until I was in my teens. I was a little shy around him at first, but once we got past that awkward stage, it was … wonderful. I felt … whole … for the first time in my life.”

      “Your mom believed she was doing the right thing by taking you both off to a better life,” Peggy said.

      “I probably never would have stepped foot on a concert stage had we stayed here. It was Aubrey’s dad, my stepfather, who detected my musical talent.”

      “Poor Dad. I couldn’t carry a tune or count time.” Aubrey added. “You got his attention where music was concerned.”

      “Your lives have been … interesting … to say the least,” Peggy said.

      “That’s one way of putting it,” Aubrey replied. “Exactly why I’m happy to settle here for the time being.”

      “I hope you also enjoy your stay, Jenna,” Peggy said.

      Jenna squeezed out a smile. “As nice as my hometown appears to be from what little I’ve seen of it, I’ve got a tour to start. I have to get back.”

      Peggy took Jenna’s comment as a sign to put the photo box away, their family reunion at an end.

      That afternoon, they moved into the McKenna house. Not much to “move,” only Jenna’s carry-on, Paige’s backpack and a few things for Aubrey. “We should have stopped for groceries,” Jenna said as they entered the kitchen. Surely there’d be an available pay phone near a grocery store. All she had to do was give Aubrey and Paige the slip, and she could get her promoter on the line in a…. No. No money. Couldn’t do that. Yet.

      “Already took care of food.” Graham emerged from what looked like a closet next to the kitchen. “Dry stuff’s back there in the pantry, and the fridge is already filled.”

      Aubrey tapped his shoulder. “Thanks, Graham.”

      “Yes, uh, thanks,” Jenna murmured. For someone who seemed to have taken an immediate dislike to her, he’d sure been helpful the last few days. And around a lot. Memories of the last time she’d seen him, well, one part of him, came flooding back. She shifted her attention to the kitchen island so neither Aubrey nor Graham would see the pinkish color she was sure had shot up her neck.

      “Mitch got tied up on some errand at the law office, so I got elected for grocery duty. Wasn’t sure what you like to eat, so I just got healthy stuff.”

      “I took the liberty of augmenting your wardrobe with more slacks, shorts and tops,” Aubrey added. “Also sleepwear and undies. Mitch brought them over earlier.”

      Jenna fixed a smile across her face and turned to face them again. “Sounds like you thought of everything.”

      Everyone had been so helpful. She should be grateful for their support. They meant well, but why couldn’t they just leave her be so she could get her and Paige’s lives back on track?
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        * * *

      

      Gray watched Jenna struggle to contain her frustration. Tiny sparks flickered in her eyes and she kept flexing her fingers. Some part of him was sorry for her, for having this elaborate scheme to keep her in town sprung on her. But the other part of him was glad they’d anticipated her readiness to renege on her agreement with the doctor and head west.

      Only he and the kid were aware how bad it had been back there in the car. He’d never witnessed anyone so motionless and out of it while still conscious. Scared the hell out of him. Which was the only reason he’d gone along with Aubrey and the kid’s plan. Right? Sure wasn’t some ridiculous need to keep her around.

      This forced relaxation was best for Jenna, since she didn’t appear to be following her doctor’s orders on her own. Still, he empathized with her dislike of being held here against her will. He certainly wouldn’t like it, if their positions were reversed, though there were times of late he felt his own kind of captivity. Not all prisons were physical structures. “There’s something in the living room we’d like you to see. Paige told me you used to paint before this concert tour business arose.”

      “Some. Mainly dabbled.”

      He led her through the dining room and then into their man cave in the front of the house equipped with an enormous entertainment center, flat screen and dark brown leather sectional. In the middle of the room, appearing quite out of its element, stood an easel and wooden case. “They’re mine, although I haven’t done anything with them for some time. Thought you might like to use them while you’re here.” He waited, unsure how she’d react. Just so she didn’t throw either object across the room. Maybe someday he’d want to use them again himself.

      Jenna examined the easel. “Nice. What’s in there?” She pointed to the box.

      “Paintbrushes. There’s acrylic paint in there too. May not be much good anymore, but that can be replaced as soon as we know what you want.”

      She didn’t speak for a few beats. “That was … very thoughtful of you.”

      “Could only find one clean canvas. But like the paint, just let us know what you need.”

      Finally, she turned her gaze on him, her gray eyes just a tad wider. Eyes that could penetrate a guy’s defenses, if he let them. “Don’t suppose you also play the piano?”

      Aubrey had warned him Jenna might attempt to sneak under the radar to get herself back to what she considered “normal.” Here it was. He hesitated just long enough to make sure his mouth remembered to smile. “No. Geoff’s the musical McKenna, but even he doesn’t play the piano.”

      A veil descended over her eyes, now absent whatever tiny bit of light he’d seen there just moments before. She swallowed. “Perhaps you could find one for me?”

      “Sorry, sis, that’s one thing we can’t bring you,” Aubrey said, coming to his rescue. “A piano equates with rehearsing, which is a no-no right now.”

      Jenna’s lips tightened while her breathing increased. “You are so wrong. I relax when I play.” She clenched her hands, which now quivered.

      “I’m sorry, Jenna. For now, no piano. But we’ll try to get you whatever else you need. As long as you don’t overdo,” Aubrey answered.

      The color seemed to drain from Jenna’s face. She pivoted from them and stalked to the front door, reached for the handle. “This is locked, right? Same as the back door.”

      “Please, Jenna—” Aubrey said.

      “I don’t believe this. If I were terribly ill or otherwise incapacitated, I could understand why you might try to take over my life. But I’m neither. I’m able-bodied and fully functioning, including my mind. You’ve gone too far to keep me a prisoner.” Her voice wavered on the last part.

      No one spoke while Jenna, white-faced, stood there, daring them to deny her accusation.

      Gray looked to Aubrey for his cue, but he got nothing, because she was studying her hands.

      “You’re breaking the law, Aubrey!” Jenna’s voice rose. “I have rights. You can’t do this to me.” The last came out as a wail. Her knees buckled and she collapsed into Gray’s arms.

      He lifted her and carried her into the bedroom that was to be hers. This was getting to be a habit, not entirely an unpleasant one. “Shhh. Just relax,” he said as he smoothed away the hair that had fallen over her eyes. Despite his hesitancy to like her, she was a beautiful woman, even in this weakened state.

      Aubrey and Paige followed. Paige removed the duvet and pulled down the blankets. Aubrey produced a capsule and water.

      To his relief, Jenna took the pill and allowed him to lay her on the bed. “I’ll stay with her until she’s completely out,” Aubrey whispered.

      “I’m taking off, then.” Suddenly, the house he’d grown up in became too confining. Gray’s breathing had become almost as labored as Jenna’s before she passed out.
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        * * *

      

      Gray studied the specs for Jenna’s coach. Now that he’d volunteered to assume the mechanic duties once Mitch joined Orville Drummond’s law firm, it was time to figure out what that commitment meant.

      Three days ago, his life had been more or less on track, though by no means perfect. He had a comfy home here in the refurbished firehouse he and the guys bought when they restructured their dad’s failing RV business into its current identity. His brothers were close by for company, entertainment, and advice, when, on occasion, he allowed them into his private thoughts.

      Not much going on in his social life other than the parade of ladies he graced with his presence at dinner, concerts and his bed. He liked it that way. No messy involvements, no complications. Been there, done that, and the results had been too painful to consider retracing that path again.

      “How’d it go?” Mitch asked. The youngest of the McKenna brothers lounged in the doorway of Gray’s office, as if debating whether it was safe to approach, since he himself had passed on being at the house when Jenna and company arrived.

      Gray held out his arms for inspection. “No scrapes or scratches. Yet. Though when she discovered all the doors were locked, I did have to catch her before she hit the ground.”

      “Fainted?”

      “Apparently the full realization finally registered. She started to shake, grew pale about the same time her frustration morphed into anger.”

      Mitch shook his head. “Poor Aubrey, suddenly finding herself caretaker for her sister and niece.”

      “How do you think Jenna feels? Husband cleans out her bank account, kid runs away, and now when she feels she has to do the same, she’s prevented from doing so by a group of well-meaning family and friends. And chumps like me.”

      “Chump?”

      “I don’t even like the woman. Or her kid. Yet there I was, buying groceries for her and now coming to her defense.”

      Mitch studied his brother’s expression as if trying to find some hidden meaning in his words. “Yeah. Imagine. Wonder why.”

      Gray started to answer then stopped. He had no idea what had prompted this do-gooder thing. “You and Aubrey and the others can take over for a while.”

      Mitch screwed up his face. “Uh, not so fast. Aubrey has invited us all to dinner tonight. You, me, Geoff and Eileen. Misery loves company, I guess.”

      He’d had his fill of the woman. Needed a break. “No. I’ve completed my mission.” He held up the specs for the coach. “Besides, if I take over your duties, I’d better start boning up on coach
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