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      In Memory

      My husband, my best friend, my soulmate,

      DON PHILLIPS

      June 18, 1951 – December 24, 2016

       

      Thank you for being my biggest fan and always believing in me.

       

      I wish I would’ve finished this novel while you were still

      with me so we could celebrate with a glass of champagne.

       

      Thank you for asking Mindy to urge me

      to get this book out there in the world.

       

      Thank you for 42 great years together.

       

      Thank you for showing me you are still watching over me.

       

      I will always miss you.

       

      I will always love you.
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      Pictures of new mothers holding their tiny babies covered half the wall of the examination room. Ten years ago, Megan Fisher had watched her photo go up on the bulletin board and had told Dr. Ames that she planned to add several more to his collection.

      “At least eight kids,” she had said.

      “On a policeman’s salary?” her doctor had asked. “Or is your husband still holding on to the hope of being the next Michael Connelly?”

      “Writing is Stewart’s dream. Mine is babies. Lots of them.” She recalled the conversation while staring at the array of adorable babies. At least one of us got our wish. A twinge of sadness swept past her before her thoughts were interrupted by a deep, soft-spoken voice at the foot of the table.

      “You probably only suffer from stress-related amenorrhea.” Dr. Ames sat on the stool as he pulled on a pair of white latex gloves. His medical assistant silently stood by, waiting for him to begin his exam. “Not surprised either. It’s probably hard enough being married to a detective, never mind a big-name author. I suppose he’s either tracking down bad guys or writing about them.”

      “Or flying around the country to promote his latest novel.” Her voice sounded a little too lighthearted, too cheery. “I don’t mind. I’ve got a classroom of sixth graders to keep my mind from worrying about Stewart. But Jason misses the days when his dad was more available.”

      “Hard to believe I delivered your boy ten years ago.”

      Faintly aware of the doctor’s movements, she let her eyes remain on the photos. The metallic click of instruments unnerved her. She tried to take a calming breath without being obvious. It was only an exam, for heaven’s sake. Dr. Ames gave her no cause for this skittishness. Still, she hated this feeling of being so vulnerable.

      “Despite your symptoms, there is no sign of pregnancy.”

      “But I’m over a month late. I’ve heard of IUDs failing at the end of their use.”

      “Yes, but stress is probably the reason for your missed periods. There are other choices for birth control.” He paused, looking up. “Unless you’re ready to have that little girl you’ve always wanted.”

      Megan forced a weak smile. “Stewart thinks we’re too old to start over again.”

      “At thirty-three? Hardly. But if that’s how he feels, he should make it permanent.” Getting up from the stool, he peeled off the gloves and threw them away. “You can sit up now.”

      Clutching the paper gown, she made an awkward attempt until he took one elbow and steadied her, then stepped back and leaned against the counter, folding his arms across his chest. Dr. Ames was in his late thirties, with a California tan and a gentle manner that made most of his patients fall a little bit in love with him, including the white-haired ladies. Even Megan had entertained a small crush on him during her frequent office visits while expecting Jason.

      “As soon as your body is back on track, the tenderness in your breasts and the edema will take care of themselves. Give it another month.” He gave her a smile of encouragement that she tried to return. “Meanwhile, enjoy this heat wave we’re having and take the rest of the day off. If I didn’t have a full schedule, I’d be hitting the beach myself. Go home and relax—doctor’s orders.”
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      Several minutes later, Megan left the medical building near Memorial Hospital and drove her Lexus down the streets of Long Beach toward the ocean, turning from Second Street onto the narrow streets of her Naples Isle neighborhood. Her three-story house looked more like an Italian villa, towering over the sidewalks surrounding their pie-shaped corner lot one block from the circular canal.

      Five years earlier on Christmas Eve, Stewart had given her a velvet jeweler’s box. She had expected a ring. An emerald, hopefully. Her birthstone. Instead, she had found a house key tucked inside.

      “To our new home,” Stewart had said with the enthusiasm of a little kid, never realizing that she might have wanted to share in the enormous decision to buy a multimillion-dollar house.

      But Stewart wasn’t that way. He made decisions for himself, not her. Sometimes Megan wondered why she hadn’t once questioned this behavior when they were dating. Back then, he joked about being her knight in shining armor, someone who wanted nothing more than to take care of her, slay her dragons, treat her like a princess. Never once had she considered that he was incapable of thinking of anyone else but himself.

      Megan pulled into the garage, cut the engine, and punched the remote button, shutting out the afternoon sun. Tossing her keys into her purse, she tried to shake off the feeling of unease that had plagued her since this morning.

      Her sixth-grade students had picked up on it, acting out more than usual before she had left for her appointment.

      She dropped her head back against the headrest and closed her eyes, half wishing for a physical reason behind her symptoms. Something simple. Something treatable. Not cancer, God forbid. And definitely not a pregnancy.

      Opening her eyes, Megan took a slow, deep breath and exhaled, wondering how Dr. Ames would have reacted if he’d known that her charming and handsome husband hardly noticed her in recent months, making love to her as if it was an appointment penciled into his busy schedule somewhere between calls from his personal publicist and emails from his editor.

      Despite his notoriously sexy crime novels, Stewart left passion to the pages of his books. Not that her husband wasn’t good in bed. On the contrary, he knew exactly how to satisfy her. His technique was flawless.

      But completely devoid of emotion.

      The words seemed to have a voice of their own, taunting her with the pathetic truth behind their perfect marriage. She’d loved Stewart almost from the first moment they had met in college. Even though he said he loved her, he was not the type to show it. Orphaned at fifteen, he’d shut down his emotions, which served him just fine in the police force, he’d once told her, firmly closing the door on the subject.

      Get over it, Megan.

      Mentally pushing aside the quiet loneliness, she went through the door leading into the kitchen. As she entered the house, she left her purse and school papers on the counter adjacent to the back stairwell, then paused at the first step to slip the high heels off her swollen feet. With shoes dangling from one hand, she slowly climbed the two flights to the third floor where the melody from a jazz saxophone drifted to her ears.

      A renewed feeling of dread swept over her.

      She slowed, listening.

      Initially, she thought the music was coming from somewhere beyond the open windows at the end of the hall. But as she approached her bedroom, she heard a weather report, then another song being introduced.

      It’s only the clock radio, she realized with relief. She must have forgotten to shut it off in her morning rush.

      Unbuttoning her silk blouse, she decided Dr. Ames was probably right about her stress level. If something as trivial as a radio could shoot her heart rate sky-high, she needed to learn how to relax. She would start with a nice long soak in the Jacuzzi tub, then curl up with a good book until Jason came home from school.

      Struggling with the one-handed approach, she looked down at the stubborn button as she walked through the doorway.

      Stewart’s chuckle brought her head up. Across the room, the floral bedspread rippled and shifted with movement.

      “Stewart?” His name rushed past her lips so softly Megan wasn’t even sure she had spoken until she heard a muffled curse coming from the bed.

      She watched him scrambling beneath the covers, tangling himself in the sheets. Panic etched his face as he glanced down at his partner, then back at her. Her gaze fell to his companion.

      Recognition rocked her back on her heels. A cherished member of their extended family for longer than she could remember. Someone she trusted. Her trembling hand cupped her mouth as she stared at the one person she never dreamed would betray her in this way.

      “Maxwell?
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      Stewart scrambled to sit up, throwing his legs over the edge of the bed, purposely blocking the view between his wife and his lover. “I know you’re upset, Meggie, but—”

      She held up her hand, momentarily halting his words. Her mouth moved, yet she didn’t speak. Her eyes blinked back glistening tears.

      “I’m sorry, Megan…” Ignoring his own nakedness, he went to her, but she backed away as if repulsed by the sight of his body. “Let me explain.”

      She shook her head, then turned and ran from the room.

      Dashing to the other side of the bed for his pants, Stewart couldn’t bring himself to look at Maxwell.

      “What on earth are you going to say to her, Stew?”

      “I don’t know.” He was having a hell of a time getting his foot through the pant leg. “I can’t lose her though. Not now.”

      “It’s too late, I’m afraid. For once in your life, you can’t smooth talk your way around Megan. She’ll leave you, you know.”

      “No, she won’t.” He finally got into his pants, zipped them, and grabbed a T-shirt from the floor. “I won’t let her,” he said, pulling the shirt over his head. “There’s too much at stake. You know that as much as I do.”

      “You haven’t much choice now.”

      “I will not walk out on my family like her father did. She never got over that. I’ll talk to her. I’ll explain.”

      “For God’s sake, this is not as if she caught you with another woman. She can’t very well forgive you just to avoid losing a father for Jason.”

      Stewart finally brought himself to glance at the man he had loved long before Megan had entered the picture. Maxwell had become a highly respected professor at the state university in town. Even though it didn’t matter if anyone knew his sexual orientation, Maxwell kept his private life private. The last thing either of them wanted was a public scandal over their longtime relationship.

      “Wait for me,” he said, pausing at the threshold to make sure he was heard.

      Bare-chested, the sheet draped discreetly at his waist, Maxwell shook his head solemnly. At thirty-nine, he had become only more distinguished with his salt-and-pepper hair and fine lines at the corners of his gray eyes. There was a gentleness in him unlike any man Stewart had ever known.

      “I don’t want to lose you,” Stewart admitted.

      Maxwell gave him a smile that might have been meant to be encouraging, but seemed more sad than anything else. In one instant their private paradise had been shattered. Nothing would be the same again.

      “I’ll find my way out without Meggie seeing me,” Maxwell said.

      Stewart nodded with resignation, then turned and raced toward the back stairs.

      [image: ]

      Megan had started to leave but made it only as far as the kitchen. Keys and purse in hand, she stared at the door to the garage, suddenly realizing she had nowhere to go. She couldn’t fly to Florida and show up on her mother’s doorstep. Not without Jason, anyway. And not without her son knowing something was desperately wrong. Besides, this wasn’t something she could tell her mother, a crusty old woman embittered by her own ancient loss. She had refused to accept that Megan had found a man who wouldn’t abandon her. Instead, her mother stayed away, even from her own grandchild.

      Megan didn’t have any close friends to take her in, except other teachers at school. Considering Stewart’s notoriety as a famous author, the last thing Megan wanted to do was air their dirty laundry to someone outside the family. She couldn’t risk it. One leak to the wrong person…

      It wasn’t Stewart she wanted to protect. Or herself. Jason was the one she needed to shelter from this ugly truth.

      Images of her husband with Maxwell flooded her mind. Numb from the shock, she sat down hard on the last step.

      Her own husband had been having sex with another man. The big-shot detective, the macho crime novelist, the man who declined marriage proposals from female fans on a weekly basis was living a lie. And she was caught in the middle of it.

      How could she not have known? Especially about Maxwell?

      “Megan?”

      The sound of her husband’s voice came from behind her. He was standing on the landing above, though she didn’t turn to look at him. Instead, she clutched her purse to her chest and rose to her feet.

      Stewart came down the stairs. “Where are you going?”

      “Back to work,” she said. Even if it was the truth, which it wasn’t, she still wouldn’t have been able to meet his gaze without seeing him and Maxwell together in bed. She reached for the doorknob.

      “We need to talk.”

      “Jason will be expecting me.”

      “Not for two more hours.” He reached for her arm. She pulled away. He reached again, slowly this time, taking the purse and placing it on the nearby counter. “Give me a chance to explain—”

      His cool handling of her was too much for her to bear. She wasn’t a murder suspect who needed to be worked by some compassionate detective. “How could you?” she demanded, her voice escalating. “Here! In our house? In our bed?”

      “It’s not like you to get hysterical, Meggie. Calm down.”

      “Don’t tell me to calm down when I have every right to act any way I please. And for once in my life I’m not going to pretend to be your mild-mannered Megan. Damn it, Stewart, answer my question. How long? How many others besides Maxwell?”

      “No one else. I swear that’s the truth. As for Maxwell, it’s just something that happened out of the blue. You and I both knew about his…background, so to speak. This afternoon he and I got to talking about it and, well, one thing led to another in our conversation and—”

      “And I don’t believe for one second that this…this thing with Maxwell just accidentally happened this afternoon.” She was shouting now. It was the only way she could keep from dissolving into a mess of tears. “God damn you, Stewart. You owe me the truth.”

      “The truth is that I love you, Megan. I didn’t do this to hurt you. I was curious. You know how I am. I’m a writer at heart. Always open to new experiences to enhance the writing.”

      “Bullshit.”

      His eyes registered shock. She never used such language. Ever.

      “This isn’t like going to a sushi bar for research, Stewart. Or scuba diving with sharks. Don’t insult my intelligence.”

      His shoulders slumped. A minute ticked by as he stared forlornly at his feet.

      “How long has this been going on?”

      His head jerked up. His mouth opened and closed.

      “How long?” she repeated.

      He closed his eyes, unable to meet her angry gaze. “Fifteen…years.” Her sharp intake of breath drew his eyes up in panic. “I made a mistake, Meggie. But I don’t want to make the same mistake your father made. I don’t want to disappear without a trace. I don’t want to abandon you or Jason. Please forgive me.”
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      Several mornings later, Megan reluctantly opened her eyes and glanced at the digital clock on the bedside table. She’d managed to finally fall asleep around sunrise, and now it was almost noon. Dragging herself out of the bed in the guest room on the second floor, she went into the adjoining bathroom.

      Avoiding her desolate reflection in the mirror was impossible as she methodically washed the sleep from her face. Her eyes were more red than brown, with dark circles beneath them. Her long brown hair was dull and tangled. She looked as bad as she felt.

      The past few days were a blur, a self-induced fog of functioning on a normal level as a mother and a teacher, pretending nothing was wrong, while shutting out the sickening reality of the nosedive into hell that her life had taken.

      As far as their son knew, his parents were sleeping on separate floors because of an unresolved argument, nothing more.

      If only that was all this was about.

      There was no argument to resolve. After Megan had discovered Stewart with Maxwell that afternoon, she’d barely heard him begging for her forgiveness. But nothing in the world could make her forgive. Or forget.

      I wish I could forget.

      But all she could do now was to pretend her perfect world was not shattered. She had to do it. For Jason’s sake.

      “Mom? Are you up yet? It’s Sunday. Did you forget where we’re going?” The soft voice of her ten-year-old came through the closed door of the bedroom. “We gotta be at the camp by two- thirty.”

      “I know, honey.” She slipped into her pink cotton robe and cinched the sash at her waist, then picked up her hairbrush as she walked toward the door. “I’m running a little slow lately.”

      Brushing through her hair, wincing at the tangles, she opened the door to find him holding her coffee mug.

      “Bless you, sweet child.”

      Her corny endearment widened his lopsided grin. Dressed in shorts and a T-shirt, he was starting to develop a deeper tan from the early summer sun.

      As they walked over to the bed together, she sipped the coffee and sighed contentedly. “You remembered the cinnamon.”

      “Dad did it.”

      Her step faltered, and she nearly spilled the coffee. Stewart was supposed to be at a book festival in Denver the entire weekend.

      “Your father’s home already?”

      Jason nodded. “He came back early ‘cause of you. But he’s sure you’ll be feeling like your old self real soon.”

      “He said that, did he?”

      Megan wondered how her husband could possibly believe that she could go back to being her “old self.” Her old life was over. Their life as a family was over. But Stewart didn’t see it that way at all, especially after she’d agreed to hold off telling their son of the inevitable divorce. Only temporarily though. Just for a few weeks. Just until school was finished for the year. Then she would tell him.

      “Dad says until you’re better I’m supposed to be extra good to you.”

      With the mug in one hand, she dropped the brush on the bed and reached out to him. “Jason, you are always extra nice to me. I couldn’t ask for a better son. Please, honey, don’t think that any of this is your fault. Your dad and I have some differences right now.”

      “Is that why you want to send me away for the summer?”

      Her heart ached. “We’re not sending you away. We’re giving you a chance to have some fun rather than hanging out with boring grownups during your vacation. The Flying K Camp is supposed to be a terrific place, Jason. And the two of us will have a great time visiting it today. You’ll see.”

      “Make that the three of us,” added her husband, standing in the open doorway of the guest room.

      “Stewart.” Megan jumped up, sloshing the coffee over the rim of the cup and onto her robe. “What do you mean three?”

      He slouched against the door jamb with his hands in his front pockets of his jeans. In his black blazer and white sports shirt, he could have been posing for his publicity photo on the back of his crime novels. Just as dark and moody too.

      “I caught an early flight so I could tag along with you.” He gave her the slight smile that his female fans found so sexy. So had she. Now it reminded her of how easily she had been fooled by him for so long.

      “Cool, Dad!”

      Megan turned to their son. “Jason, take my cup to the kitchen, please. Your father and I need to talk.”

      After a minor protest from his son, Stewart stepped forward. “Do what your mother asked, Jase.”

      “Yes, sir.” Scuffing his bare feet on the white carpet as a final show of disgruntlement, he left the room.

      When he disappeared from view, Megan closed the door and turned to her husband. “You’re not going with us, Stewart.”

      “Let’s not fight, Meggie.” Despite his placating tone, an undercurrent of warning emanated from him.

      “Don’t do this.” Closing her eyes and covering her ears, she wished she could make him disappear. Better yet, make their entire life together disappear. Except for Jason.

      “I’m still his father,” he said softly as if talking to a child. He lightly grasped her arms, but she shook him off, unable to bear his touch. “I don’t intend to be shut out of his life. We can work this out if only you would—”

      “Stop it, Stewart.” She retreated to the far side of the room before turning to look at him again. She fought to control the quiver in her voice but failed. “How can you possibly expect me to put aside my feelings, my hurt, my anger at you? I can’t possibly act as if nothing has happened.”

      “But you can’t walk out on me. Not now. What about all we worked for?”

      She had always known he was the center of his own universe. But blaming her for the damage he’d done to their marriage was more than she could take.

      “Leave. Now.”

      He didn’t move. Instead, he watched her in silence.

      “If you don’t go downstairs and tell Jason that you have a sudden emergency and have to leave, I’ll tell him about Maxwell.”

      “You’d never do that.”

      She was bluffing and she knew he knew it. There was no way she would ever reveal the truth to Jason. Not the whole story, anyway. Not about finding his father in bed with his beloved Uncle Maxwell. But she had no other cards to play. With any luck, Stewart would back down. She counted on it.

      “I never said ‘never,’ only later. But I won’t tolerate your Happy Threesome charade. It’s only going to make it that much harder on Jason when he finally learns the truth.”

      His eyes narrowed. “This isn’t over, Megan.”

      No, of course not. It would never be over. But at least she’d won this particular standoff.

      As he closed the door behind him, she leaned back against the wall to steady herself. She could feel the drop of adrenaline like the sudden free fall of an elevator. Her knees weakened and buckled. Slowly she slid down the wall until she sat on the floor.

      And the tears came again.
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      Two hours later, driving north along the congested Pacific Coast Highway through Malibu, Megan regarded her son’s silence with an edge of concern. She attempted to carry on a conversation with Jason, but it was mainly one-sided.

      She knew he was disappointed that his father hadn’t come along with them. Stewart had waited until the last minute before backing out, claiming he’d forgotten about some important business he needed to tend to. At least he hadn’t blamed her for his change in plans. But then, she also saw how easily he’d fabricated the lie. He sounded so believable, so honest. How many times had she looked into those brown eyes and been more than willing to accept his excuses for working late, for not coming home to her?

      She glanced at Jason.

      He had changed in the last several months, withdrawing into sullen silences. Could he have already found out about his father’s relationship with Uncle Maxwell, the man he’d known his entire life as if he was the patriarch of their little family?

      She thought about the previous weeks, trying to remember if ever there had been a time when Jason might have come home unexpectedly from a friend’s house and stumbled across a similar scene with his father as Megan had done.

      She hoped not.

      Her eyes focused on the northbound traffic on the highway. Certainly she would have sensed his anguish over something as huge as this. She didn’t want to believe she could have missed the signs of such a traumatic experience.

      She didn’t believe his recent mood swings were severe enough to cause alarm, but then what did she know? She hadn’t known about Stewart.

      No, that was a bolt out of the blue. Or was it?

      God, she was so confused. And hurt. Her whole world was shattered, and yet she’d forced herself to act as if nothing was wrong. For Jason’s sake. Maybe even for her own.

      She’d returned to her sixth-grade classroom to wrap up the final weeks before the end of school. But it’d been so hard to focus on anything. Nearly impossible.

      Her son’s silence this past week mirrored the tension at home with Stewart, not to mention her own anxiety over the tests she’d taken on Friday to find out if she’d contracted any diseases from her husband.

      Her gut clenched as she thought about the possibility of an STD. Yet if she spent too much time dwelling on it, she would crack. And she had to be strong for her son.

      Despite Stewart’s reassurance that he had been careful, she would be holding her breath until she heard from Dr. Ames. Her fingers immediately tightened on the steering wheel as she fought back the shocking image of her husband in their bed.

      “Slow down, Mom! You’re going to miss the turnoff.”

      Jason pointed out the pitted metal sign for Yerba Buena Road. A mile beyond the Los Angeles county line, the narrow two-lane road looked like all the others that branched off the coast highway into the Santa Monica Mountains.

      “Thanks, honey.” She reached over and lightly patted his shoulder. His head snapped around. His body tensed. But as quickly as he’d reacted, he relaxed.

      Megan frowned. What was that all about?

      Jason gave her a grin that was halfway between forced and genuine, as if to say, I’m okay. Let’s forget about it. Please?

      Megan hoped her own reassuring smile was more convincing.
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      Sam Kempton stepped out of the shower and toweled off with a vigorous rub. He picked up his watch, checked the time, then buckled the leather band across his wrist. Twenty minutes to shave and dress before his meeting with Megan Fisher down at the camp’s office at the bottom of the hill.

      When the woman had called earlier in the week about registering her son for the entire summer at the Flying K, Sam had invited her to tour the facilities after his weekenders left on Sunday afternoon.

      Although the last car had pulled out over an hour ago, he’d lost track of time while handing out payroll checks to his staff before they’d headed home.

      Now he had to hustle as he lathered the heavy stubble on his face. He stood naked in the breeze coming through the open window. Privacy was one of the advantages of living most of the year alone on a hilltop in the Santa Monica Mountains.

      After the shave, he grabbed clean underwear from a pile of laundry spilling from a basket on the floor. With a snap of the waistband against his flat stomach, he felt damn proud of getting back into good shape. Five hundred sit-ups. Every morning. So what if he was addicted to them like some people were addicted to coffee? Or booze?

      Better than being dead-ass drunk.

      It had been eight years since his last drink. Eight years, two months, three weeks. He could count off the minutes if he didn’t have to get his butt in gear.

      He pulled on his jeans and slipped a white polo shirt over his head. The cotton fabric fit snug, stretching the winged-K logo above the left pocket. He’d shrunk more damn clothes in the dryer. Jesus, it was hard not having a woman around the house anymore. It’d been five years since he and Maryann had split, four since their divorce. Not nearly that long since they’d last slept together though. Still, he would never get used to living alone.

      Several minutes later, Sam parked his old stake-bed pickup by the office and got out, whistling for his oversized mutt to do the same. “End of the ride, Riley.”

      The shaggy-haired cross between a Saint Bernard and Golden Retriever refused to budge, his black muzzle hanging open in a ridiculous canine smile. Sam was about to issue a stern order just as the sound of a car drew his attention to the entrance gate. A pearl-white Lexus passed under the Flying K sign posted on a high wooden cross-beam, then slowly maneuvered around a pothole in the asphalt.

      Leaving the dog in the open truck, Sam walked a few yards and stopped to wait for the visitors. Feeling a canine nose poking his palm, he grinned and stroked Riley’s enormous head.

      While the car parked beneath a eucalyptus tree, Sam glanced down and chuckled at the dopey-eyed bliss on Riley’s face. Looking up, he watched the dark-haired woman slide out of the driver’s seat. From her amused expression, he wondered for an instant if he looked as dopey-eyed as Riley.

      “Welcome to the Flying K Ranch,” he said with his usual casual exuberance, closing the distance between them while her young boy came around to stand by her. Despite the dark European elegance of her olive skin and sable-brown eyes, this woman didn’t seem to fit the mold of a pampered socialite who could afford to send her kid to camp for the entire summer.

      She wore little, if any, makeup. Her hair, the same color as those eyes, was loosely drawn back in a braid. Other than the white leather running shoes, her clothes were suitable for the dusty rural ranch. Her slightly faded jeans looked loose enough to be comfortable, but tight enough to be appealing. Same with the tank-top beneath her open shirt. At the moment, he couldn’t imagine anything sexier than the faint outline of lace just below her neckline.

      “I’m Sam Kempton.”

      She grasped his outstretched hand. “Megan Fisher,” she said, then withdrew her hand and placed it on her boy’s shoulder. “And this is my son, Jason Fisher.”

      “Nice to meet you, Jason.” Sam was impressed with the young man’s firm grip and polite response. When Riley demanded his own introduction, Sam obliged. “You might say this here is my son. Riley, shake hands with Jason.”

      “Hi, Riley.” Small for a ten-year-old, Jason knelt down and found himself in direct line with a sloppy lick of the dog’s tongue. The more he laughed, the more Riley licked.

      Watching her son with the dog, his mother seemed to relax a notch. “He’s in seventh heaven already.”

      So am I, thought Sam. She had a voice that was just the slightest bit low and husky in a way that made a man think of hot, sultry summer nights.

      “Was the Sunday afternoon traffic bad?” he asked, making polite conversation when he realized the silence between them had grown a little too long.

      “Unbelievable.” She rolled those eyes and his insides rolled right along with them. “Warm weekends have a way of turning the coast highway into one long parking lot.”

      He glanced at his watch. “When we finish this tour in about an hour, you’ll be headed south right in the middle of the beachgoers headed home. You might consider stopping for dinner to give that traffic a chance to thin out.”

      For a brief moment he thought of offering to join her and Jason. But despite the innocence of the three of them sharing a meal together, his conscience intervened before he made the grave error of overstepping his bounds.

      “Thanks for the suggestion. Now if we can just pull Jason away from your dog long enough for that tour.” She gestured at her son with her left hand.

      Then he saw it. The wedding ring. Strangely simple, the thin, unadorned gold band seemed out of place on a lady who drove a luxury car and intended to send her kid to camp for the entire summer. With mild disappointment, Sam realized he had jumped to the wrong conclusion about her. She wasn’t a single mother, even if he had hoped that was the case.

      “Let’s start at the small animal compound.” After a nod toward the enclosure adjacent to his office, he looked back at her for approval.

      Damn, those eyes could drown a man.
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      “Lead the way.” In a voice that sounded too chipper, Megan tried too hard to mask her sudden and inexplicable shyness.

      Jason obviously noticed it too, flashing her a quizzical look before he marched ahead with Riley in tow.

      Following close behind, she stared at the wide space between Sam Kempton’s shoulder blades, wondering what it was about him that made her feel ill at ease. It wasn’t necessarily a bad feeling, as if there was something wrong. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it. Was it because he reminded her of Stewart? Admittedly, they were both built like athletes with much the same “Good-old-boy” mannerisms.

      A real man’s man. The thought surfaced in her mind before the irony truly registered.

      Her stomach lurched. The phrase conjured up questions about Sam Kempton she had no business wondering. She stole glances at Sam as he pointed out the goats and sheep. He certainly possessed all the features to qualify as attractive, even for the vanity coast of dark-tanned surfers and aspiring actors. His hair was dusty blond and in need of a trim. His eyes were a deep shade of blue.

      But was he the kind of man who could betray a woman as Stewart had done? She’d been duped for twelve years by her own husband, how could she know about a complete stranger? Was he the type to lie? Was he only pretending to be warm and friendly in order to sign up another kid for summer camp?

      Watching him talking with Jason, she mentally shook off the doubts. Observing the camaraderie between the two of them, she chastised herself for questioning his sincerity. All because she’d started comparing him to Stewart. Would it always be like this? Questioning her own instincts? Never able to trust her gut?

      She finally conceded that her mind had been dulled by the exhausting two-hour drive to the ranch. Following the worst week of her life. It was probably safe to say that she could chalk up her unfair judgment to “just plain stress,” as Dr. Ames would say.

      After seeing the usual array of barnyard animals plus an orphaned mule deer and two llamas, Megan and Jason climbed into Sam’s truck for an inspection of the rest of the ranch. As he’d promised, it didn’t take long to check out the horse corrals and the odd assortment of bunkhouses. Although the camp itself, including a recreation hall, a pool, and other activity centers, was spread out over a large area of mountainous terrain, it was only a small portion of the entire Flying K Ranch.

      Thirty minutes later, Sam led them back to the office in the small adobe, one of the original buildings on the property. He swung open the screen door, then unlocked the office door and pushed it open. Inviting them to sit down while he grabbed some sodas for them, he disappeared through the other doorway while Megan called out, asking if it would be too much trouble for a glass of water instead.

      “Not at all,” he responded from the other room. “I keep bottled in here too.”

      As she entered the pleasant coolness of the dim room, Riley nearly knocked her into the desk when he pushed past and parked his carcass on the sunken cushions of a worn-out love seat.

      Following suit, Jason squeezed into the narrow space between the dog and the frayed arm of the couch, grinning from ear to ear as the dog flopped his head into the boy’s lap with a grunt.

      “Isn’t he great, Mom?”

      Watching her son wrap his arms around the massive neck in a bear hug, she smiled weakly. “Just be careful around him.”

      Almost as if reading her mind, Riley turned those limpid eyes on her without lifting his head. He had more character in that reassuring look than most people she knew.

      Refusing to believe she was under close scrutiny by some kind of psychic mutt, she glanced around the room. Books and small cardboard boxes were stacked in no particular order on top of metal file cabinets and shelves. Papers cluttered the desk. Obviously, Sam Kempton had a filing system that was uniquely his own. But she couldn’t discredit the man for it. He came highly recommended for his expertise with children, not his efficiency with book work. As evidence of this, she spotted a framed diploma among the arrangements of photographs on the wall above the love seat.

      Leaning closer for a better look, she read the certificate—a PhD from UCLA. In child psychology? Somewhat surprised, she never would have guessed from his laid-back attitude that he had the tenacity to earn a degree in child psychology. Although he seemed content roaming this ranch, she wondered why someone with his background didn’t have a lucrative private practice. From the ease in which he drew Jason out of his shell, he would have been in great demand, especially with the escalating number of messed-up kids out there.

      Her gaze wandered to a wedding picture of a younger Sam Kempton. A mocking inner voice challenged her assumption that he was happily married, reminding her of her own marriage. The photograph of marital bliss on the wall was merely an image. It wasn’t flesh-and-blood reality. She didn’t know the real Sam Kempton any more than he knew her.

      But she wanted to learn more about him. After all, she was placing her son in his care for the entire summer, she told herself, trying unsuccessfully to drown out deeper, more complicated reasons.

      She didn’t like this new side of her—skittish and shy in the presence of a man. She hadn’t always been this way. She used to be strong and independent. Then Stewart came along and she gradually and willingly gave away her autonomy, only to be left with this constant questioning of herself and others. She hated this self-doubt that haunted her, surrounding her like a black veil.

      “How do you like my pride and joy?”

      She swiveled her head around to see Sam step behind the desk, a plastic liter bottle of water in one hand and two unopened cans of soft drinks in the other. It was nice to hear a man speak so fondly of his wife.

      “She’s really beautiful.” Megan accepted the water and passed the cola to Jason. When she turned back to Sam, she watched him down several gulps from his can before he lowered it and stared thoughtfully at the pictures.

      “Yeah, she was in bad shape when I first found her. But then, so was I.”

      Megan didn’t quite know what to say so she made a sound that she hoped sounded sympathetic and let it go at that.

      “I tell you, every spare minute, and every dime, I spent on her.” He was beaming with pride, yet almost wistful. “I really don’t get to take her out like I used to. But when I do, you should see the guys drool.”

      By now Megan had an odd feeling about the direction this conversation had taken. With a second look at the cluster of photos, she noticed a classic red Thunderbird which appeared to be in mint condition.

      A car. He’s talking about a stupid car!

      She felt a little foolish for misinterpreting his passion. Choosing to drop the subject altogether, she looked down at her son. “Jason, why don’t you take Riley outside while Mr. Kempton and I talk over boring registration stuff?”

      “You mean it, Mom? I really get to stay here the whole summer?” To her optimistic nod, he added, “Awesome. Come on, Riley.”

      Despite the boy’s best efforts, the lethargic dog refused to budge. Even when his master issued a warning, Riley pushed his limits, engaging in a stare-down to the rhythmic thump-thump of his shaggy tail.

      “Outside.” Sam motioned with a jerk of his head. Riley gave a sad-eyed look of defeat, then dragged himself off the couch.

      Megan watched in mild amazement as the dog butted his head against the screen door with enough force for it to open, then trotted off with Jason close behind. She allowed herself a moment to enjoy this rare glimpse of the carefree boy her son used to be. If this was the result of a brief visit, she could easily imagine the benefit of several weeks here in the mountains.

      In a way, she envied him. She would give anything to be able to be a kid again, to have the opportunity to ride horses in the fresh air and wildflowers, and leave behind that house, that bedroom.

      And those nightmares.

      “I’d like to come up here for the summer myself,” she said without a moment’s hesitation.
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      Sam choked on his soda and sputtered. Swiping at his mouth, he chuckled nervously then paused, realizing she was dead serious. “If you’re worried about Jason being away from home for the first time, I assure you this will be a very positive experience for him. You’ll be surprised how well he’ll do without his parents.”

      “I’m sure Jason will do fine without me.” She stared at the half-empty water bottle in her hands, then she looked up at him. “But this isn’t about my son. It’s about me. I need a summer job.”

      “Would you care to run that by me again?” Sam set his soda can on the desk and leaned forward.

      “I need a short-term job, preferably one that would take me out of town for a while. I teach sixth grade at Saint Mary’s Catholic School in Long Beach. You said during our tour that your camp counselors are often teachers on their summer breaks. I’d like to apply for one of those positions here at the Flying K. As far as Jason is concerned, I can see by the way he’s behaved here today he’d do fine without me. Better than fine, actually. You seem to have quite an effect on him.”

      For some reason, her praise meant a great deal more to Sam than he wanted to admit.

      “If anyone has won over your son, Riley should be the one who deserves the credit,” he said.

      A single, soft noise indicated her amusement as she glanced toward the door, then back at him. “You may have a point there. But my point is that Jason won’t interfere with my job. In fact, it’d be best if he was assigned to a bunkhouse under another counselor’s authority. If you’d give me a chance, I know it can work.”

      “Oh, it can work. Some of my staff often bring their own kids up here.” Sam reached for a pencil and tapped it lightly on top of a stack of camp applications. “But I also know how rough it is on a marriage to be up here six to seven days a week for the entire summer.”

      “I appreciate your concern, but…I, um… That is, Jason’s father and I are separating. The reason we’re sending Jason here for the summer is to give us time to figure things out before we tell him.”

      “Are you sure he doesn’t already suspect?” Sam was accustomed to perceptive children who knew more about what was going on at home than their parents gave them credit for.

      “He’s been moody lately, but I think it’s just a reaction to tension between his father and me. That’s all. Really.”

      He saw the way her hands twisted, the way her gaze skittered away. She was trying hard to convince him. Probably harder to convince herself.

      “As a teacher yourself, you must understand that I need to be prepared to deal with problems that may come up while your son is in my care. If you say that’s all there is to this, fine. But if there’s anything going on at home that would disturb Jason, such as drug abuse or physical abuse—”

      “No!” She blanched. “I mean…that is, his father wouldn’t do anything like that. And as for me, I may joke about getting my Irish up, but I’d never lay a hand on Jason, or do drugs, for that matter.”

      It was Sam’s turn to let out a long breath of air. His impulse was to gently turn her down, especially after he’d learned about her impending divorce. Plain and simple, he wanted to date her, not hire her. And in his book, he couldn’t do both.

      His business sense warred with his personal feelings. There was something about her that was nurturing. Maybe it was those eyes. Maybe it was the way she looked at her son. Whatever it was, he had to admit she seemed to convey a special maternal appeal that would be good for his youngest camp kids.

      And yet he wanted to keep his options open for that lobster dinner he’d considered on her arrival. Given a few weeks to settle her divorce, she might accept his invitation. Then again, she might not. Where would that leave him? He’d be lucky to catch a glimpse of her once every two weeks when she came to visit Jason.

      In silence, he reached into the bottom drawer of the old mahogany desk and withdrew a blank application. She seemed hesitant to take it, as if she was having second thoughts about her decision.

      Take it, he silently prodded. Take it before I change my mind.

      Almost as if she read his thoughts, she lifted her gaze from the paper to him and reached across the desktop, the corners of her mouth curving slowly into a victorious smile.

      Even though his insides twisted so tight he had to stifle a groan, Sam figured he’d do just about anything to get her to smile like that for him again.

      Good or bad, the decision had been made. Good or bad, this was going to be one hell of a summer.
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      Two weeks after handing Megan Fisher the job application, Sam still wondered if he’d done the right thing.

      As it had turned out, the routine background check revealed her excellent teaching record. But that hadn’t surprised him. His gut instinct rarely steered him wrong, especially when it came to his counselors, all of whom would soon be arriving for the first summer session.

      The desk chair’s steel spring squeaked as he lowered himself into the upholstered seat that molded to his butt. Leaning back, he hooked his heels over the edge of his cluttered desk and rested his head against the cool adobe wall behind him.

      Reflecting on his impromptu interview with Megan, he’d discovered that the husband she was about to divorce was the well-known crime novelist Stewart Fisher. That interesting bit of information had surprised him, albeit mildly. Even though he’d read a few of the “Collin Quinn” books, he hadn’t made any connection to the Fisher name.

      Sam couldn’t help but wonder what caused the breakup of her marriage. Maybe fame and fortune had claimed another victim. Change could do that to a couple.

      He looked across the room at his wedding photo. He and Maryann had shared the dream of a perfect marriage while she built her own production company and Sam built his practice as a therapist. But when the ranch was left to him after his parents’ deaths, he had become as obsessed with the camp as his mom and dad had been, destroying his marriage in the process. Thankfully, he and Maryann were still friends, and sometimes lovers, which was why he’d never gotten around to taking down their wedding picture.

      Was the split between the Fishers also amicable? After questioning her about drugs, there was no reason to suspect a problem in that area. Nevertheless, he was curious why any man would let a woman like Megan get away. Then again, his own friends said the same thing to him about Maryann.

      The low rumble of a bad muffler announced the arrival of one poorly maintained Toyota coming down the entrance road. It was as familiar to Sam as the bleating sheep and grunting pigs in the small animal compound. He didn’t need to stick his head out the screen door to know that four of his staff had just arrived.

      Karen and Mario were both single and in their mid-to-late-twenties. Teenagers Taylor and Griffin were counselor’s assistants, or CAs. All from the South Bay area, they drove up together every weekend.

      As Taylor sauntered into his office, Sam turned his attention toward the door. “Hi, kid.”

      “Hi!” She dropped her army surplus bag by the door and perched herself on the corner of the desk, whistling Riley over to her. Her blonde hair was spiked into a style that made Sam think of some kind of windblown explosion.

      “Love the look, Taylor,” he said, halfway between amusement and warning at her all-black outfit of a biker’s jacket, jeans and boots.

      Despite her hardened appearance, she knew not to cross Sam on any of the rules, including the dress code of a white staff shirt and plain blue jeans.

      She cracked her gum and rolled her eyes. Beneath the layer of black eyeliner and thick mascara, there was still a twinkle of childhood playfulness in those blue eyes.

      The sixteen-year-old had been a spoiled, tough-talking summer resident at his camp until three years ago when she found her niche with the littlest kids, filling a gap left by her parents’ divorce. Both of them were too busy for Taylor—her mother as a designer, her father as a television writer.

      “I’ve got, like, a total change of clothes right here, okay?” She hiked a thumb toward her bag.

      With his own background as a counselor at a continuation school for teenagers, Sam had the edge over Taylor. She wasn’t the first to challenge him and she probably wouldn’t be the last.

      He nodded toward the door that led to the only bunkhouse attached to the office. “Better get a move on before the kids show up. I don’t want their parents to think we’ve got hardened criminals teaching their children how to stab each other in the fencing class.”

      When Taylor stood, Riley returned to his comfortable cushions.

      Even as she left the room, Sam knew she would conveniently forget about changing out of her silver-tipped cowboy boots.

      He shook his head, smiling to himself. One of these days she was going to get all that rebellion out of her system, and she’d do fine. He only hoped he could help her find her way to that promising future.

      He called out, “Lose the black eyeliner while you’re in there.”

      “Yeah right,” she groused. “One clean-cut California surfer girl coming up.”

      Karen, Mario and Griffin entered laughing and joking around. Riley eyed the threesome with his head still resting on his paws, obviously deciding that possession of the couch was tantamount to a fleeting scratch behind the ear.

      “Here, Griff.” Karen handed her sports bag to the fifteen-year-old. “Toss this on my bed for me, please.”

      Sam thrust his arm out in time to block the doorway. “Hold up a minute there.”

      Griffin pulled up short. “What’s the matter?”

      “Taylor is changing clothes.”

      A momentary grin lit up the young man’s reddened face before he sheepishly nodded, said “Oh,” and took a step backward.

      Mario teased, “Aw, come on, Sam. What’s the harm in a little nudity among family? You’re getting to be a prude in your old age.”

      Mario had been a CA at the K during Sam’s wilder days before inheriting the ranch. At twenty-nine, six years younger than Sam, he was more like a kid brother, often reminding Sam of his own older brother. Like Bill, Mario could tease and joke at Sam’s expense. No offense taken. So he got away with needling his boss about one of the serious subjects of rules and regulations: no swearing, no smoking, and no sexual misconduct.

      Sam said with a warning smile, “Careful there, Mario. Griffin here knows you’re joking, but Taylor might call your bluff and come out naked just to shock you.”

      “She’d do it too,” added Karen, using a jerky treat to coax Riley out the door so she could claim the couch.

      Griffin joined her while Mario took the corner of the desk. “Did you read the LA Times this morning?”

      He didn’t need to elaborate for Sam to know that he was talking about the teacher accused of child molestation. “The whole thing is so fu—” Sam caught his slip. “Fouled up. Who are you supposed to believe? Even if those kids are telling the truth, the lawyers are going to get that teacher off on a technicality.”

      He shook his head, aware of media hysteria and his own vulnerability to such an accusation. He’d warned his staff repeatedly that one wrong move—however unintentional—could close the Flying K. In everyone’s best interests, they had to refrain from hugging or touching the children in any way that could be misconstrued as malicious intent. Although they still managed to nurture the children in a positive manner, it was frustrating to deny them a simple, non-threatening touch of reassurance.

      “A-hem.” Taylor stood in the doorway, hands on hips, waiting to pass inspection. True to her word, she looked fresh-faced and wholesome. Sam grinned, then lifted one eyebrow disapprovingly at the sight of her tight black jeans.
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      Stewart stared at the blinking cursor on the computer screen for over twenty minutes while he listened to Megan moving around in the guest room next to his writing study.

      She hadn’t set foot in the master bedroom in nearly three weeks, except to remove her clothes and personal things. But never while he was home.

      Propping his elbows in front of the keyboard, he rested his chin on his folded hands. It was no use trying to breathe life into his fictional detective, Collin Quinn, when his own life was falling apart all around him.

      And he had no one to blame but himself. With his rising popularity as a novelist, he couldn’t risk being seen too often in public with Maxwell, never mind slipping off together to a remote motel in another town. Yet the neighbors knew Maxwell as a family friend. No one would suspect anything unusual about the occasional afternoon visit. If ever the subject came up, Stewart would say Maxwell loved to talk about writing and discuss new plots for the Collin Quinn novels.

      Lately, though, the visits had become more frequent than once a month. Stewart had been careful to monitor Megan’s schedule, but had somehow missed the date of her doctor’s appointment.

      “Subconsciously, you wanted Megan to find out,” Maxwell had pointed out the following day in a superior and testy tone.

      Bullshit, Stewart thought to himself. He had worked too long and too hard to have a family and a career only to blow his future with this one mistake. He had a professional image to maintain as a damn good police detective and as a best-selling author. He loved his son and needed a family. Why in hell would he screw that up?

      The question sparked another surge of self-condemning anger. He pushed himself to his feet and paced the same worn strip of carpet between the balcony and a bookcase.

      At the sound of Megan moving around the house, he glanced in irritation toward the open door. He knew she was packing her suitcases. And he knew she’d be leaving for camp with Jason in another hour.

      What he didn’t know was how in the hell to stop her. He stepped out onto the balcony and braced his palms on the low stucco wall. They had come so far from that filthy studio apartment over a garage on the west side. Only one burner worked on the two-burner range, but Megan never complained. She only wanted to be with him, and nothing else mattered.

      Consumed by guilt, he had worked to give her everything she could ever need. First, a place of their own in a safe neighborhood. Then, the baby she’d wanted so badly. Finally, this million-dollar mansion.

      He couldn’t imagine not having Megan around anymore. Maybe he was just scared of change. Maybe he was afraid of losing Jason’s love. He just didn’t want either of them to leave him.

      Not now.

      Not ever.

      He walked back into his study and took a poetry book from the shelf. She had been reading from a copy of this same book, he thought, remembering the day he had first approached Megan in the college library. He had impressed her by reciting the Eugene Field poem from memory. That was twelve years ago, yet he still knew the verses by heart.

      But it hadn’t been the first time he had noticed her. A few weeks earlier, Maxwell had pointed her out at a local coffeehouse known for its soft jazz.

      “There’s a pretty one for you,” he had said with a subtle nod toward the bookish student in line for a cappuccino.

      “Quit picking out potential wives for me,” groused Stewart.

      “Now really, Stew. You must reconsider my suggestion. As much as it simply kills me to admit, it would be best for both of us if you kept up your straight image.”

      Maxwell had brought up a concern too important to ignore.

      After moving to California to live with his aunt during high school, Stewart had focused on sports, becoming a hometown hero. In his junior year, there was a substantial betting pool among the cheerleaders to be his first sexual conquest. His teammates pressured him to do something to kill the growing rumors about being gay.

      During a drunken homecoming victory party, Stewart reluctantly allowed himself to be locked in a room with five of the cheerleaders. From that infamous night, he was treated like a goddamn hero by the guys. The girls were worse, blatantly propositioning him in the halls. He had created a no-win situation. Every Saturday night from then on, he got drunk enough to give another girl a notch in her bedpost. As for Stewart, he wasn’t keeping score. Christ, he couldn’t remember half their faces or names. He just used them to keep anyone from knowing his real secret. Nobody knew how much he hated himself for what he was doing.

      Nobody, that is, until Mr. Maxwell Hamer was his summer school Civics teacher at Poly High. After graduation, Stewart abruptly cut himself off from his classmates, entered college on a scholarship with the help of Maxwell, and shortly afterward, they began their private relationship.

      Two years later, Maxwell had finished his degree to teach at the same university where, from all outward appearances, the two men were a professor and student having coffee after class when they spotted Megan. It had taken several more weeks before Stewart had finally decided to act on Maxwell’s advice and ask her out on a date.

      When he began to recite the poem about a childhood cut short, she’d turned her head and looked up at him, clearly annoyed at first, then confused, and finally flushed pink with embarrassment as she glanced around to see if anyone else was watching the two of them.

      The instant she looked up at him with those deep, brown eyes, he had thought he’d found the one woman who might change him. If leading a normal life had been his dream, then Megan had been his dream come true—until the day he woke up to the reality that he couldn’t be happy without Maxwell in his life as well.

      He had kept the truth hidden from her because he didn’t want to hurt her. Whether she believed him or not, he really did love her. Just not the way a husband loves a wife. She deserved that much, he knew. But knowing it didn’t change his fear of losing his family.

      The book of poetry that had brought them together might do the trick again. He jotted a few words on a sticky note, pressed it onto the printed poem, and closed the book.

      As he entered the guest room, Megan paused only a moment over her open suitcase on the bed, then stuffed a pair of socks in the corner.

      “Please don’t start in with me again,” she warned, taking a smaller makeup bag into the adjacent bathroom.

      “I won’t.” With her back to him, he tucked the book into her suitcase, then walked up behind her and looked at her reflection in the mirror. The pain he saw in her eyes tore at his insides, and he hated himself even more for being the one who put it there. “I didn’t mean for you to
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