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“Flower delivery for Miss Kincaid.”

Damon made a quick entry on his computer, then looked up. “Hi. I’ll take that.” He wheeled his chair around and cleared a space on his desk. “Do you need a signature?”

“Yeah, right here.” The young delivery man tried unsuccessfully not to look at Damon’s legs. “Do you want me to take it in to her?”

“Thanks for the offer but I can manage.” Lauren Kincaid was a great boss and treated him well. Damon protected her fiercely, but even he was reluctant to interrupt her when she was writing her column. She often left it to the last minute, claiming that it gave her writing an edge and today was one of those days. He gave the driver a five dollar tip and admired the arrangement. Someone had spent big bucks. He suspected they might be from Lauren’s current squeeze, but the man had never sent flowers before. Interesting...

Turning his attention back to the computer, he assessed the change he’d made to the company logo. He and Lauren had discussed making subtle alterations to the masthead of #Trending, the lifestyles tabloid that had become a runaway success in Chicago.

At a time when newspapers were folding quicker than a losing hand of poker, both the physical newspaper and the corresponding website had found an enthusiastic readership among Chicago’s young professionals, much to the delight of Lauren’s father. Vincent Kincaid, a former hockey player turned entrepreneur/playboy, made no secret of the fact that he never wanted to grow old, and Lauren suspected that buying the failing publication was one more way of proving himself. Whatever his reason, the gamble had paid off due to a staff of bright young professionals who weren’t afraid to innovate and take chances. Although her father often mentioned #Trending in public, he rarely poked his head inside the building, which suited everyone just fine.

#Trending had never defined itself, which turned out to be a fortuitous – if unintentional – strategy. As a result, one of its strengths was the ability to react quickly to each new ‘gotta-have-it’ fad. In that respect, the name #Trending had been a lucky break.

Staffed with a mixture of journalists and IT professionals, the publication was considered one of the best media employers in the area. Damon Williams was one of several #Trending employees who were graduates of the Medill School of Journalism. Caught on the wrong street during a gang turf war when he was sixteen, a bullet to his lower spine left him dependent on his wheelchair. His plight had come to the attention of a businessman who’d grown up in West Chicago and the man had offered to finance any education the young man wished to pursue. After a short time feeling sorry for himself, Damon got on with his life, graduating from high school before enrolling at Medill.

While studying at Medill, he became friends with Lauren, who ignoring his wheelchair, relentlessly challenged him to be more innovative... more creative... to think outside the box. When Lauren’s father took over the ailing startup, she brought Damon with her and he’d quickly become #Trending’s most valuable tech guru. His first observations were the lack of an on-line presence plus the fact that the publication needed to broaden its reach and scope.

Lauren set up Damon in an office next to hers as her unofficial assistant and continued to challenge him. “Show me your stuff, Yoda,” she said.

“Make you lots of money I will,” he replied and went to work.

Within a year of #Trending’s online launch, they had well over one million followers on Instagram, which in turn fed into their website. As ad revenue increased, Damon’s salary rose accordingly.

Damon glanced into Lauren’s office, but wasn’t surprised to see her still focused on her column. Alexis Whitby, the publication’s editor, had final say on content but Lauren’s instincts were rarely wrong, and she was allowed wide latitude. Lauren’s father might own the publication but as editor, Alexis had to sign off on each article. Damon didn’t even want to think about what would happen if the two women were unable to solve their disagreements. Against all odds, they’d become casual friends and in Damon’s two and a half years of employment, they’d settled their differences of opinion by doing what was best for #Trending. Of course if the day ever arrived when they couldn’t agree, he’d be Team Lauren all the way, but fortunately that didn’t seem likely.

Satisfied with the alterations to the masthead he turned his attention to the Dining section. It needed expanding in the worst – or perhaps he should say the best – way. Requests for ad space increased with every issue, but more content was needed to balance out the ads. He wondered about contacting some freelance writers to provide restaurant coverage and made a note to bring it up at the staff meeting tomorrow.

“When did those flowers arrive?”

She’d startled him but he replied without missing a beat. “About half an hour ago.”

“Thanks for not interrupting me.” She plucked the card from the arrangement. “I’ve sent you the column. Would you mind looking it over before I forward it to Alexis? See if I’m still on track?”

“Will do.” But he was talking to an empty space; she’d already gone back into her office.

He called up the file and was soon lost in her prose. Among other topics, Lauren was writing a series of articles on the singles scene in Chicago, trending toward venues where women could meet available men. He was reminded of a scene in one of his favorite movies where the male love interest says that to attract a man, all a woman had to do was show up. He chuckled every time he watched that scene – partly because of the way the line was delivered and partly because it was true.

* * *
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Lauren studied the writing on the card. She wasn’t sure whether or not she would recognize Julian’s handwriting, but something told her he hadn’t personally written the note. Not that it mattered of course, but it would be nice to think he’d gone to the florist himself to place the order.

Don’t be silly, she muttered to herself and tore open the envelope.

“Thanks for last night.” the note said. There was no signature.

She frowned and turned it over. Nothing.

“What the –?” She studied the four words. Was this some sort of code? If so, she didn’t have a clue how to crack it. Not one to waste time, she picked up the phone and called his private number.

“Lauren,” he said, his tone crisp and impersonal.

Alarm bells went off in the back of her mind. She should hang up, but she was her father’s daughter and didn’t back down from anyone.

“I got the flowers,” she said, matching his tone, “but what’s up with the note?”

He sighed. It was one of his affectations that really pissed her off. Maybe it managed to make some people feel small, but it wouldn’t work with her. “You were fantastic last night, Babe. I thought you knew.”

Okay... it was working. She was starting to feel outmaneuvered. “My name is Lauren, and what do you mean ‘you thought I knew’?”

“Listen, Babe. We had a good time, but it’s over.”

“It’s over?” The moment the words were out she wished she could snatch them out of the air and shove them back down her throat.

He was silent for a moment and she wondered if she’d misunderstood. Or maybe this was him playing a game. If so, she wasn’t enjoying it. “Like I said, it’s over. I don’t do repeats. I thought you of all people would understand that.”

She drew on every ounce of control she possessed. “‘Me of all people?’ What does that mean?”

“Come on... you write that column. You’re out and about. You know how many gals are out there every night looking to hook up. I like to spread it around and I don’t do repeats.”

She wanted to tell him to do unspeakable, anatomically impossible things to himself. But she’d already debased herself and wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction. Without another word she disconnected.

Rising from her chair she walked to the window on legs that barely supported her. The building her father had purchased here in Old Town was one of the classics; it wasn’t tall enough to offer even a glimpse of the lake, but in many ways her view looking down on the busy street was better. People going about their business, singly and together... some on their cell phones, some talking with their companions. The world hadn’t stopped which was odd, considering that she was feeling the same way she’d felt as a child when she’d been watching her father’s team practice and been hit by a hockey puck. But back then her father and all the team members had gathered around, fussing over her and apologizing. Now she was standing here alone, wondering why she hadn’t seen the puck coming.

She shoved the card in her purse, picked up the arrangement and walked out to Damon’s area. He was on the phone and glanced up at her, his brows drawing together.

“Let me call you back,” he said to whoever he’d been talking to.

“Would you please get rid of this?” She was surprised that her voice didn’t waver. “I don’t want them.”

To his credit, he didn’t blink. “Will do.”

She walked toward the exit.

“Boss... about the column.” He only called her Boss when he needed to capture her attention. It wasn’t working.

Lauren couldn’t bring herself to look at him; she was too close to losing it and he knew her too well. She shook her head, gave him a vague wave and stepped onto the elevator.

Damon sat immobile, staring at the closed elevator doors. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen Lauren upset, so he had little basis for comparison, but he sensed that she was hurting... big time. The clincher was that she always submitted her column on time... always.

* * *
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The late afternoon sun had turned the street into something resembling a movie set. Long shadows contrasted sharply with golden light streaming between the buildings. There was something about the weathered brick of Old Town buildings that spoke of times long past... times when Chicago was new, vibrant and alive... finding its way. Today’s massive chrome and steel structures paled by comparison... at least in Lauren’s eyes.

Stepping onto the sidewalk, she took a deep breath. She’d known where she was headed the moment she disconnected the call. There was one place where she felt secure... safe... in spite of what her friends might think, and she was headed there now.

In its former life, Sneaky Pete’s had been a night club. Its popularity had peaked somewhere around 2010, and its decline had been precipitous. Not surprising... established night spots were hard pressed to keep up with every trend that came along.  Sneak’s, as it was known by the regulars, ceased welcoming customers in 2012 and remained closed until 2015, when the property was purchased in a surprisingly quiet transaction. The new owner, in his wisdom, sought out Sean Walker, the formidable bartender of the former club. They met in the dark, dusty interior over coffee and freshly baked iced cinnamon buns. The new owner had done his homework and had learned about Sean’s sweet tooth.

“What, in your opinion, made this a successful club?”

Sean bit into the cinnamon bun, a look of rapture on his face. “Good,” he said, reaching for the coffee.

The new owner waited patiently.

Sean reached for the linen napkin, dabbed at his mouth and lifted his coffee cup. “Most successful clubs have a core group of people.” He took a sip of coffee. “If I knew the formula to success, I’d sell it, but behind all the hype, all the fakery, there’s one constant.” He drained the coffee. “They want somewhere to go where they feel comfortable, where the other customers are like themselves.”

“You sound like a commercial for Cheers.”

“You asked for my opinion.” The former bartender licked his fingers, then wiped them carefully on the napkin... incongruous behavior for a giant of a man with tattooed arms, but he managed to pull it off. “There was never any outright hostility between the regulars and the transient night club crowd, but the regulars slowly drifted away and when the others moved on to the latest thing, the bottom fell out.”

“What would it take to get them back? The regulars I mean.”

Sean looked around, visualizing the possibilities. “How much money do you have?”

The new owner shrugged. “Enough.”

Sean nodded. “This is a fairly affluent neighborhood, plus there are some high powered businesses operating quietly out of the old buildings.” He shot a quick look at the other man. “But I guess you already know that.”

“Go on.”

“Okay. Here’s what I’d do. I’d hire the best chef you can get your hands on and feature him as one of the attractions. Offer really great bar food plus only a few entrees. Steak of course, ribs, pasta, something for the vegetarians and maybe one seafood dish. Crab casserole or something like that. None of that nouvelle cuisine type nonsense. And I’d change the atmosphere.” He glanced toward the far wall. “Booths along that wall with partitions between them high enough that customers can have a private conversation. And whatever you do, don’t discourage people in the booths from ordering only drinks; they’ll eat eventually. Some tables here in the center... not too crowded... and a killer bar with comfortable stools stocked with all the premium brands.” He grinned. “And of course, me behind the bar. Create the atmosphere of a gentleman’s club.”

“What about attracting women?”

Sean chuckled softly. “You haven’t dated recently, have you?”

The new owner lifted his shoulders.

“Trust me, women will appear like magic if the men are here. “You’ll be making your monthly nut in six months.”

Sean was wrong. Within six weeks Sneak’s became an area favorite. Of course it didn’t hurt that the new owner was a friend of Vincent Kincaid, the owner of #Trending. Sean and Lauren hit it off when she wrote two columns featuring the place – one just before they opened and another a couple of weeks later.

* * *
[image: ]


Lauren paused for a moment outside Sneak’s; she’d never brought Julian here. Maybe that was why she felt right coming here to lick her wounds; there were no memories of him within its walls. She took a deep breath and stepped inside.

In the few moments it took for her eyes to adjust she saw that there were about half a dozen other customers; two couples in booths and two singles at the bar. Sean’s eyebrows rose marginally when he saw her, but he nodded and continued polishing glasses.

She walked to the far end of the bar, climbed onto a stool and checked out the two men at the bar, relieved when they paid her no attention. 

Sean placed a coaster in front of her, his eyes probing hers. Was her upset that obvious? “I need something different today, Sean. How about some of that Chambord you let me taste last week. A double, on the rocks.”

A flicker of a smile touched his lips. “Bien sûr, mademoiselle.”

He placed the drink in front of her, accompanied by a bowl of peanuts and then walked away.

Lauren stirred the drink with the short straw, licked the straw and then placed it carefully on the napkin, aligning it precisely with the edge. Aware that she’d been holding herself too tightly, she took a sip of the rich liqueur and let it trickle down her throat. She told herself that she could taste the Loire Valley in the sweetness of the raspberries that were used to create the drink. That wasn’t true of course... she was simply avoiding thinking about the dismissive tone in Julian’s voice, avoiding the fact that to him she’d been nothing more than another conquest. Tapping her fingernails against the side of the glass she stared into the dark liquid and vowed it would be a long time before she’d trust another man.

* * *
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“Where is she, Damon?” Alexis Whitby waved her cell phone at Lauren’s assistant. “I’ve been trying to contact her, but she has her cell phone turned off.”

“Is it something I can help you with?”

Alexis pulled up the sleeve of her silk blouse and checked her watch. “Only if you can produce her column in the next five minutes.”

“Then I’m your man.” He motioned to his computer screen. “She sent it to me to look over. If you’d like to go into her office I’ll send it back to you.”

“Thank you.” She strode past him and stopped abruptly. “She didn’t shut down her computer. What’s up? That’s not like Lauren at all.”

Damon raised his hands in the classic ‘dunno’ gesture.

Alexis sat down and started reading, issuing a couple of small grunts of approval as she reviewed the column. “Okay, can I leave it to you to upload it?”

“Will do.”

“But first, are you going to tell me what’s going on?”

“I’m not really sure I know.”

She seemed to be making up her mind about something. “All right. I appreciate your loyalty, but this feels different somehow. Can you at least tell me where she went?”

Damon agreed. This did feel different, and maybe another woman was what Lauren needed right now. “She didn’t tell me, but if I had to guess, I’d say she went to Sneak’s.”

The editor’s eyes widened marginally, then she nodded. “Thank you Damon.”

* * *
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Sean felt a surge of relief when Alexis stepped through the door of the bar. Silhouetted against the remaining daylight, she was tall, blonde and classically elegant. The two men at the bar spotted her and sat up a little straighter. Probably sucked in their guts, too. Sean hid a smile. The bartender was glad she was here; Lauren had finished her first drink far too quickly and was starting on her second. He tilted his head toward the end of the bar. Alexis caught the movement and nodded her thanks.

Alexis climbed onto the stool next to Lauren and braced her elbows on the bar. “What’s good here?”

“Everything.” Lauren rolled the two straws back and forth on the napkin. Her hand was a bit shaky as she raised her glass to her lips, but she managed to take a drink.

“He dumped me, Lexi. The no-good hedgie dumped me.”

Sean held up a bottle of white wine and Alexis nodded. Lauren had rejected the term ‘hedgie’ when Alexis first coined it but things had evidently changed. She’d never liked the hedge fund manager but thought she’d managed to hide the fact from Lauren.

“Thanks,” she said as Sean placed a glass of wine in front of her. She took a sip and waited a few beats, while Lauren stirred the ice in her drink with her finger.

“I’m not usually that wrong about people,” she said, turning slightly toward the other woman. “You know?”

Alexis gave her a smile of encouragement.

“We’d been taking things slowly, getting to know each other. At least I thought that’s what we were doing.” She took a deep breath. “Last night we went out for dinner and I invited him back to my place for drinks. Things progressed, and well...”

“You slept with him.”

“It’s been six weeks.”

“I wasn’t criticizing. So what happened?”

Lauren closed her eyes for a moment. “I feel like I’m on the outside looking in. It doesn’t even feel real.” Opening her eyes she reached for her glass but didn’t drink. “Now that I look back, he left fairly quickly. Had some sort of excuse about a meeting before the markets open.”

“Was the sex any good?”

“That’s all you want to know?”

“Well, was it?”

“Not really.”

“No loss, then.”

“You’re right, but that’s not the bad part.” This time she did take a drink. “The a-hole actually sent flowers to the office today. The card was cryptic, so I called him. Know what he said?”

Alexis’ cool blue eyes said she could probably guess.

“He said he didn’t do repeats. At first I didn’t understand what he was saying... or maybe I didn’t want to understand. He said because I write that column I should understand, because there are lots of women out there looking to hook up.” She gave a strangled laugh. “And then he said he likes to ‘spread it around’. Those were his exact words, ‘I like to spread it around and I don’t do repeats.’” She shoved her glass away with the backs of her fingers. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

Alexis reached out and rubbed her between the shoulder blades. “No, you’re not. Take some deep breaths.”

Lauren looked around the bar, focusing on familiar items. “Sorry I ran out. I take it Damon gave you the column.”

“Yes. It’s a good one.”

“Maybe I should stop writing about the singles scene. I mean look at me. I’m twenty six years old, never married, and the only men in my life are my father, who has every rich widow in town on speed dial, a tech whiz who’s stuck in a wheelchair and a bartender.”

Alexis stared into her wine. “What does that make me, then?” She blinked back rare tears. “Married to a man who was supporting a younger woman and her child while he was married to me.”

“Sorry, Lexi. I –”

Alexis held up a hand. “I didn’t mean to make it about me.” She took a sip of wine. “But sometimes I wonder if we’d have better luck if we wrote what we want on a piece of paper, stuck it in a bottle and threw it in the river.”

This elicited a chuckle from Lauren. “Maybe you’re right. We can’t do much worse.”

They sat in silence for several minutes, lost in thought. Finally Lauren spoke. “Do you mind if I leave? I think I’ll go back to the office for a minute and then go home. I’ll settle up with Sean on the way out.”

Alexis waved a hand. “See you tomorrow.”

* * *
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The office was quiet when Lauren let herself inside. Not sure why she’d come back, she slouched in her office chair and stared at the screen saver on her computer. Today marked a turning point in her life, but she had no idea what was around the corner.

“I don’t have to decide,” she muttered out loud, reaching for the mouse and activating the screen.

“Talking to yourself?”

She turned to see Damon in the doorway to her office.

“Hope I didn’t startle you.”

“Not really.”

“Alexis found you?”

“Yeah, thanks for sending her my way.”

“Do you want some coffee?”

“I think I just want to get out of here.”

“I meant upstairs, at my place.”

She gave him an odd look. “You’ve never invited me up to your place before.” When Lauren explained to her father how valuable Damon was to the business, he converted half of the top floor into a suite for him. 

“Is that a yes or a no?”

She put her computer to sleep and stood up. “I could use some coffee right about now.” They headed for the elevator. “You know, in movies it always looks so cool when people drown their sorrows at the bar, but it doesn’t solve anything.”

Damon offered a wry smile. “Some people never learn that.” He rolled off the elevator and pressed a button beside the door. “Welcome to my home.”

Lauren stopped several feet inside the door. “Wow,” she said. “This is beautiful.”

“I like it. Check out the kitchen. Your father had all of the cabinets custom made so I could work at them from my chair. The dude is seriously cool.”

“I love all the plants and the comfortable furniture. And the space, but of course you’d need that to get around.”

“If you like plants, go out on the balcony. I practically live out there when I’m not working on the computer.”

Lauren pressed another button and the sliding doors opened silently. “This must be the most beautiful outdoor space I’ve ever seen. Do you ever use that barbecue?”

“Not often, but don’t tell your father; it was his idea. Would you like to have your coffee out here?”

“Are you kidding? Yes!!” Lauren settled back on a lounge and looked up at the tall buildings a couple of blocks away on North Lake Shore. She could see the back of her building, but somehow this felt much better.

Damon went inside and was back a few minutes later with a tray.

Lauren jumped up and placed the tray on a side table. “Coffee and biscotti. You think of everything.”

Damon smiled. “Gina makes sure we always have plenty. Something about a family tradition.” He reached for a biscuit and dunked it in his coffee. “Now I’m hooked.”

“Not a bad thing to be hooked on.”

Damon raised an eyebrow. “Biscotti or Gina?”

“Both, I guess.” She bit into her biscotti. “You sound happy.”

“I am. Doesn’t seem possible but we’ve been together for about two years now.”

“At least one of us is happy.”

Damon watched her carefully... silently.

“What hurts is that I misjudged him so completely,” she said. “Last night was the first time we... you know... had sex.” She rolled her eyes. “I can’t believe I’m boring you with this.”

“And the flowers were a kiss-off? That’s raw. At least my Mom likes them.”

“You sent them to your Mom? That’s great.”

“She thought so. But back to this guy. He doesn’t deserve you Lauren. I know this is easier said than done, but forget you ever knew him. When you least expect it, someone will come along and sweep you off your feet.”

“Is that what happened with you and Gina?”

“Yeah.” He motioned to his legs. “Except for the sweeping part. Our friends say that watching us was like watching a romantic movie.”

“Stop it, you’re going to make me cry.” But Lauren was smiling. “Know what Alexis said this afternoon? She said we’d have better luck if we wrote a note, shoved it in a bottle and threw it in the river.” She gave him a sideways glance. “What do you think?”

He had that strange distant look on his face – the one he got when he was puzzling something out.

“What?”

“She just might have something there.”

“Come on, she was just kidding.”

“I get that, but I was thinking about the website and how many people read it. What if you did a piece suggesting that very thing? We could ask for feedback... or not, that would depend on you and Alexis. What’s the old expression... ‘everything old is new again’? But my Spidey senses tell me it’s such a crazy idea that people will be sharing it all over the place. After all, this business is about more page views.”

His enthusiasm was contagious. “Damon Williams, I think you’ve got something there.” She sipped her coffee. “What would we call it?”

He laughed. “That part’s easy. You call it LOVE IN A BOTTLE. I’ll even come up with a graphic for you.”

She grabbed another biscotti and nibbled it thoughtfully. “I’ll do it!” She jumped up.

“Where are you going?”

“Downstairs to my office while the idea is fresh in my head.” She took a few steps and then turned back. “Thanks for the coffee... and the idea. I’ll see you in the morning.” She made it as far as the door before turning back again. “I hope we’re paying you enough.”

He shook his head. “I’m well paid, but thanks for asking.”

She spun around. “Okay then. Tomorrow.”

* * *
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Lauren was already in her office when Damon rolled in the next morning.

“Did you go home?” he teased. She was clearly wearing different clothes.

“Of course, and I slept very well, thank you very much. By the way, thanks for the graphic. I’ve put it together and sent it to you. Let me know what you think.”

Damon hadn’t seen her so enthused about a project for a long time. He turned on his computer and started to read.

What to do when

Mr. Right

Becomes

Mr. Wrong.

As I move through the singles scene here in Chicago, I’m constantly meeting women who tell me they’re beginning to think they’ll never find the right man. It’s the same all over the country, so I’m told.

A friend of mine recently had a suggestion that, at first blush, seems off the wall. But the more I think about it, the more it makes sense. What is it?

LOVE IN A BOTTLE

[image: image]

I can hear you now. “She’s crazy,” you’re saying. “They do that in movies and even then it usually doesn’t work out.”

True... but what if it did? What if you were brave enough to be brutally honest about what you expect from a partner... Keep in mind that this can work for both men and women. Forget about the picture that shows the way you looked ten years ago... twenty pounds lighter and skin as smooth as a baby’s bottom. Forget about pretending you’d like to hike the West Coast Trail when a quiet walk through your local park is more your style. Forget about pretending you’re a gourmet cook when you have the world’s largest collection of take-out menus.

Got kids? Be proud of them. He (or she) is going to find out eventually.

I guess what I’m saying is be honest about who you are and what you want. Write it down, put it in a waterproof bottle, set it free and then forget about it. Even if your missive is never found, you’ll know yourself a little better. And who knows, you just might find the love of your life.

If you do, be sure to let us know.

* * *
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Damon read it twice, aware that Lauren was watching him eagerly. 

“Dang, girl. This is good. It’s a perfect blend of “I dare you” and “I’m not really serious.”

Lauren grinned. “That’s exactly what I was aiming for.”

“There is one problem though.” He managed to keep a straight face. “Are you ready?”

“No, but you’re going to tell me anyway, so go ahead.”

“I think this is going to catch on like wildfire. We’re going to be swamped with their stories. Not right away, but when they start to come in, they’ll be mega popular.”

“You think so?”

“I do.” He thought for a moment. “We’ll need to consult with Chase and ask him for a disclaimer to put on the site about comments being public. He’ll know how to handle that aspect.”

“Do you want to take care of that?”

“Sure.” In an average month Damon spoke with the lawyer several times. “I assume you’re going to reconfirm with Alexis but in the meantime I’ll go ahead and build a special area for it.” He paused. “I love the idea of readers sharing their ideas. It’s not even live yet and I’m already anxious to read the first one.”
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​​​​CHASING RAINBOWS
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CHAPTER ONE
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“Daddy, you have to see this.”

“Not now, Sweetie.”

“But Daddy, this is perfect for you.”

“Francie, what did I tell you?”

“I know. You told me you have to spend two hours on your pro... what’s that other word?”

“Pro bono.”

“That free stuff.”

Quinn Roberts looked up to see his daughter staring morosely at the screen of her iPad. “I promise I’ll look at it when I’m finished.”

“Okay.” 

She was getting good at this. If he wasn’t careful, in another couple of years she’d be running his life completely... even more than she did now, that is. He lowered his head so she wouldn’t see his smile. He’d rather have a daughter who knew how to be forceful once in a while... knew how to stand up for herself... than some of the brow-beaten women he came across in his practice.

In addition to his law practice at Roberts, Stewart & Pratt, Quinn Roberts devoted a portion of his time each month to pro bono work. Many of the cases came to him naturally, offshoots from his specialty of Family Law. People got themselves into such scrapes. Sometimes he wanted to grab them by the shoulders, shake them a bit and ask them what they were thinking.

Better not to go there now. If he concentrated, he could probably finish in forty-five minutes and see what new miracle Francie had discovered on the Internet.

* * *
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“Okay, young lady.” He sat down beside her and gave her a quick hug. “What have you found that’s so important?”

She turned to him with what he recognized as her ‘serious’ expression. He’d better listen carefully or she’d have him agreeing to something he’d regret later.

“Before I show you this, we have to talk.”

Quinn bit back a groan, but managed to sit quietly.

“I know how much you still miss Mom,” she began. “But it’s been four years now and it’s time you let yourself love someone again.” She fingered the locket at her throat, the one containing her mother’s picture.

Quinn’s heart constricted at her words, but knew it was important to let her talk.

“I worry about you sometimes, Dad.” Her serious brown eyes resembled Emily so much he couldn’t have spoken if he tried.

“The thing is...” Her gaze skittered away from his. “The thing is, I worry that you’re not dating seriously because of me. Okay, so you went out a couple of times, but those were set-ups. It’s time you chose someone on your own.

“Gee, Francie. Why don’t you tell me what you really think?”

She brushed aside his comment. “Don’t get me wrong, I love you for giving me so much of your time, but you deserve to do something for yourself for a change.”

“I don’t know what to say.” It was true; for the first time in years, he was at a loss for words. Bracing his elbows on his knees he clasped his hands and looked down at them as if they held the answer. “I’m not unhappy,” he said after a while. “It’s just...” he took in a shuddering breath. “I think I’m afraid to try again, if you really want to know. “He exhaled slowly. “Have you been worrying about this for a while?”

“Not worrying so much... well, maybe a bit. I mean who’s going to take care of you when I get married and leave home?”

He pretended shock. “You’re getting married?”

She giggled. “No, you big goof.” She reached out to take his hand. “But you know what I mean, don’t you?”

He shook his head. “Never in my wildest dreams did I think I’d be getting a lecture from my eleven year old daughter about my social life – or lack thereof.”

“You know what they say, Dad. Eleven is the new thirty.”

“So it would appear,” he muttered.

“Will you at least think about it?”

“Yes. I’ll think about it.”

“Good, because I’ve come across a wonderful idea on this website I follow.”

“Come on Francie. You know those websites are just trying to suck you in so you’ll buy something.”

“True,” she said, not missing a beat. “All websites have to display ads, or they don’t survive.  This one is no different, but they cover a whole range of subjects. I think the word is eclectic. They’re out of Chicago, and they also have a weekly newspaper.” She frowned. “At least I think it’s weekly. They update the website all the time.”

“That’s all very interesting, but in case you’ve forgotten, we live in Bozeman. That’s three states away. Four if you count Wisconsin.”

Francie rolled her eyes. “I know where it is, Dad. This isn’t about geography, it’s about healing the heart.”

“Okay, now you’re scaring me.”

She touched her locket again. “This isn’t going the way I thought.”

“I’m sorry Sweetie, but I just don’t see the connection between Bozeman and Chicago.”

She held up a hand and then turned the computer to face him. “Just read this. Okay?”

“Okay.” He settled down to read, aware that she was watching him intently.

* * *
[image: ]


Once finished, he sat staring at the screen. A short piece, it was obviously written from the heart. He couldn’t help but wonder what had happened in the author’s life to shake her faith in the opposite sex – to make her come up with such an outrageous notion. The author could be a man of course, but woman or man, one thing in the piece was correct... the idea was crazy.

Reaching out to the computer, he pulled it slightly closer. Ridiculous as the piece was, one thing had hit home... the part about being brutally honest. He read it again, and felt the corner of his mouth hitch up in a smile. He liked the reference to the take-out menus. One of the dates Francie referred to had invited him for dinner. When he’d wandered into the kitchen she’d been frantically trying to hide the take-out containers.

Francie couldn’t stay silent any longer. “You’re smiling! You liked it.”

“I liked the part about the take-out menus... it’s so true.”

“Come on Dad. What do you think? Really?”

“Really?” He turned the screen back to his daughter. “I think that whoever wrote that has a broken heart. I feel sorry for them, but not enough to do the thing with the bottle.”

“But what if the love of your life is waiting out there somewhere?”

He looked out the window and over the treetops in the park across the street. “Your mother was the love of my life,” he said softly. “And now you’ve taken her place.”

“Dad.” The ache in her voice drew his attention back to her. “Your love doesn’t need to be limited to what you give me.” She closed the screen, picked up the iPad and stood up. “I hope you’ll think about it. I’ll be in my room.”

She walked down the hall, head held high. What had he done to deserve this amazing child? Loyal, stubborn, intelligent... and fierce, all rolled into one dynamic little package.

He wandered over to the sliding glass windows and gazed out, hands in his pockets. Was he ready to let a woman into his life again? He wished he hadn’t read that ridiculous piece, because it contained one irrefutable truth. After writing such a letter, you couldn’t help but know yourself better. Is that what he wanted? At this moment, he didn’t know.

​​CHAPTER TWO
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Bart Lockwood followed the aroma of coffee into the kitchen. Taylor must have been up early as usual. He filled his favorite mug and stepped out onto the back deck. Early mornings were his favorite time of day, when the sun had just crested the hills and filtered through the maple trees that surrounded the house, throwing spangles of light across the weathered wood of the deck. It was almost as large as the footprint of the house. He’d argued against building such a large deck but Caroline had insisted and he had to admit now that she’d been right.  She’d also been right about building around the old maple tree which sat in the south west corner of the deck, offering shade during the hot summer months. His ex-wife had been right about a lot of things. Looking back, he wondered if that’s why they’d split up... his inability to admit that she might be right.

They’d met in Boise when he was working as a journalist for the local newspaper. Caroline had been working as a successful graphic artist for several years at that point. They’d been happy the first few years, especially after Taylor came along. But their lives changed when Bart, at Caroline’s insistence, submitted the manuscript of a novel he’d been working on to a New York publisher. At that time he knew very little about publishers but learned later that they had responded with lightning speed, offering him a high six-figure advance, and an option on his next two books.

Settling into his favorite Adirondack chair he placed his mug on the arm and let his mind take him back to those heady days. With the publication of his first book he’d become instantly famous under his pen name of Adam Ward. His publisher had come up with the name, suggesting tactfully that Bart Lockwood didn’t quite cut it. Besides, with two short names, book cover design would be easier. He’d agreed readily and he and Caroline purchased this small two hundred acre property. Bart had urged Caroline to give up her job, his logic being that she would have lots to do remodeling the house and taking care of Taylor.

In the meantime, he threw all of his energies into writing the second book in the series, then the third, and his career path was set. His first three books made the New York Times best-seller list but he didn’t stop there. Bart worked hard to improve his craft and it showed in the quality of his books. What wasn’t obvious – at least to his readers – was that he was taking on the characteristics of his main protagonist, a wisecracking private investigator with an abrasive personality. Toward the end of every book the PI did something to redeem himself in the eyes of the other characters as well as the readers, and was forgiven. But at home Bart was becoming impossible to live with. Caroline accused him of picking fights with her just for sport. She’d probably been right about that too, although he denied it at the time. “If you don’t like it, then leave!” he’d shouted after one prolonged argument. Try as he might, he couldn’t even remember what the disagreement was about, but she’d walked out and never looked back, taking Taylor with her. Divorce documents had arrived a few months later and he’d stared at them for the longest time, his emotions swinging between anger and regret. 

He’d continued to see Taylor as much as his schedule – and hers – would allow. Much like her mother, she’d turned into a beautiful woman and he was proud of her success.

And then a few months ago, just as the last snow of the winter was melting, she’d arrived on his doorstep with two suitcases. Her timing had been perfect as he’d just finished a grueling re-write of the last half of his latest book.

“May I stay with you for a while?” she asked. He couldn’t see her eyes behind her designer sunglasses, but her voice trembled. He’d opened the door wide and welcomed her into what had once been her home. She’d been with him ever since, a quiet companion who didn’t say much. While he was writing she spent her days riding in the surrounding hills and fly fishing in the river that wound through their property. He never spoke of what an idiot he’d been when married to her mother and she didn’t talk about why she was hiding here, on a small Montana ranch. Of course it wasn’t technically a ranch... he didn’t run any cattle or other animals, just a few horses. A week after she arrived, Taylor arranged for her horse to be delivered and Jasmine joined his two horses in the stables. Around the same time, she went into town and came home with a rescue dog, a five-year-old Golden Lab that had lost an eye due to owner neglect. She named him Sammy, after Sammy Davis Jr.

“Can you believe it?” she said, displaying some of her former fire. “Now that he’s not pretty they didn’t want him anymore.” Bending over, she scratched his ears. “Being pretty is overrated. Trust me, I know.”

Bart raised his eyebrows at this remark, wondering if she was about to tell him what had brought her here, but she withdrew into herself. In the years since she and her mother had left he’d changed; he was a patient man now and was willing to wait until she was ready to talk.

“Morning Dad.”

He looked up, startled. Lost in thought, he hadn’t noticed her walking across the yard. Sammy ran up onto the deck and rested his chin on the arm of the chair, confident that Bart would scratch his ears.

He raised his cup in a casual salute. “Thanks for the coffee. Why does yours always taste better than mine?”

“I don’t know... because somebody else made it, I suppose.” She grinned to soften the remark.

“You might be right.” He continued to scratch the dog’s ears and Sammy smiled blissfully. “How’s your mother?”

Taylor looked at him, her brows drawn together.

“If you don’t want to say anything, I understand.”

“That’s okay. It’s just that... never mind.” She hitched herself up and sat on the porch railing. Her legs were almost long enough to touch the ground, but not quite. “She’s doing fine. A friend of hers who owns a gallery saw her abstract drawings and convinced her to put them up for sale. She’s doing rather well.”

“Really?”

She glared at him.

“That didn’t come out right. I know she has talent, but I hadn’t heard she was selling her work... that’s all. Where are they being shown? At that place owned by the Italian?”

“Yes, Massimo. I’ve been telling her for a couple of years that she has talent and to show them, but who listens to family?”

“A lot of people, actually. It’s hard on young writers who ask their family to read their book. Of course the family assures them it’s the next big thing...”

“...but it isn’t.” she finished. “I can see how that could easily happen. But in Mom’s case, Massimo had to convince her. Anyway, it worked out; I’m glad she agreed.”

“Did she ever get married? I heard she was with someone and that a wedding was imminent.”

“Imminent.” One corner of her mouth lifted in a lop-sided smile. “You talk like a writer.”

“Sorry. Occupational hazard.”

She gave him a sharp look, slightly taken aback by the apology. “You could ask her yourself, you know. I don’t feel comfortable talking about her personal life.” 

Taylor had no intention of getting caught in the middle. The truth was, her mother had called off the wedding with only a few weeks to spare, and the last time they spoke, she’d asked about her father. And now here he was, asking about her mom as though he cared.

“I understand. Forget I asked.”

“Don’t go getting all pissy on me, Dad. You know where she lives.”

“That’s true,” he said thoughtfully. “I do.”

“All right then.”

Sammy lifted his head, unaccustomed to the sharp tone of her words.

“I think I’ll go for a ride this morning. I spotted a grouse nest in the neighbor’s field and I’ve made a marker so he doesn’t disturb it by mistake.”

“Gerry?”

“Yeah. I saw him last week and mentioned it, so he’ll know what the red flag means when he sees it. Do you mind keeping Sammy with you today? I’m worried that if he spots the grouse he might chase it. I’ve been training him, but he’s not quite obedient enough yet.”

“Be glad to. I’m working on the outline for my next book so he can keep me company.”

“Thanks.”

“Are you going to take your fly rod?”

“Not today. See you later.”

Bart watched her walk across the yard. In her skinny jeans and cowboy boots her gait was bold and yet sensuous. He had no idea how she did it. He wondered when she’d settle down and get married but didn’t dare ask her. She’d been a teenager when Caroline took her away and now she was a fully grown woman. They were both still finding their way in this new relationship and he was damned if he was going to do anything to endanger it. He drained the coffee in his cup, went into the kitchen for another and settled at his computer.

* * *
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Taylor spoke to Jasmine as she saddled her. “What was that all about?”

The horse nickered softly.

“That’s what I thought,” she said. “That was more than just a casual inquiry.”

Jasmine flicked her ears.

“Exactly.” Taylor stroked Jasmine’s neck. “We’ll let them work it out. In the meantime, let’s enjoy this beautiful day. I heard a Meadowlark the last time we were out. That’s always a sign that summer’s here.”

They took their time, skirting the edge of Bart’s gently sloping property. In the northeast corner, the land leveled onto a plateau of sorts. The soil up here wasn’t particularly rich, but their neighbor’s crop of alfalfa appeared to be thriving. Good news, as her dad always bought some for the winter.

Taylor had built a small cairn of rocks on their side of the property as a marker for the grouse nest. The bird was well camouflaged on its nest and she had to search for a moment but finally spotted it and shoved the marker into the soil on the property line, several yards from the nest.

“That’s our good deed for today,” she said, re-mounting. “Now let’s go check out the creek.” She shaded her eyes. “I can see it from here.”

Now that the spring run-off had abated, the creek had settled into its route for this year. As far as she could tell there were no major changes. It wasn’t unusual for local creeks and rivers to change course after winters when the snow pack had been heavy, but this past winter had produced an average amount of snow. This section of the creek wound lazily through the valley bottom, widening in some areas before turning back on itself, creating dark pools of water beneath overhanging trees. There was something about this area that made her feel peaceful. She dismounted, leaving Jasmine to graze while she headed for one of her favorite spots on a bleached log.

The sand was brilliantly white here and for a moment she thought what caught her eye was glare from the sand, but then she looked again and her temper flared. Someone had tossed a bottle into the creek and it had come to rest beside a tuft of grass on one of the sand bars. Biting back her anger she strode through the shallow water, across the sand bar and picked up the offending bottle. It was made of high quality plastic which was better than glass that might break, but it was still litter. She’d have to take it home to dispose of it. Shoving it into her saddlebag, she noticed something inside.

“What the...” She held it up. Inside the bottle was a rolled-up piece of paper with a string tied around it. On closer observation, the string came out through the top, which was sealed with wax.

She showed the bottle to Jasmine, who looked at it unblinkingly. “What do you think? Looks like someone went to a fair amount of bother to put something inside. Shall we open it?”

The horse made a snuffling sound and Taylor took that as a yes. “Okay then. Good thing I brought my Swiss army knife.”

Holding the string between her fingers, she carefully cut away the wax from the top of the bottle. Whoever had put this together had done a decent job she thought, prying the cork from the bottle top.

She pulled it out and studied the roll of paper for a moment, wondering why butterflies had taken up residence in her tummy. She supposed she could take it home, re-seal the bottle and send it on its way again, but that notion didn’t last long. The truth was, this was the most intriguing thing that had happened to her since coming here, and if she didn’t open the message, she’d always wonder...


“I can’t believe I’m actually writing this. My name is Quinn and I’m father to a determined eleven year old daughter who discovered a website where a columnist encourages people to jot down their hopes and dreams, shove them in a bottle and set them free... their words, not mine. If you think I’m being coerced by my own child you’re right, and if you know any eleven year olds, you’ll also know that sometimes it’s better to simply give in.

The truth is, the more I read the short piece in #Trending – that’s the website – the more I’m beginning to think that their premise is right – it’s time I was honest about what I want. In my line of work I meet too many people who are afraid to speak up for what they want and they go through life feeling as though they’ve missed out on the important stuff.

My wife died four years ago. Her death from cancer was painful and sudden; there wasn’t much chance to say goodbye. I’ll always love Emily, but thanks to my daughter I see that I’m not living... not really.

What do I want? First and foremost, to take care of Francie. She’s remarkably intuitive for someone her age. She’s also defiant and loyal, and I’d give my life for her. Do I want to find someone – to quote the article – ‘the love of my life’? The simple answer is I don’t know. How’s that for a definitive statement?

What I do know is that I’d like to recapture the joy I used to feel on a sunny summer morning, waking up to sunlight streaming through the trees in the back yard. A simple wish perhaps, but there’s something about the peace that comes in the early morning, knowing that the day will get better. Knowing that I’m alive, and that the future is in my hands.”



He was good... really good. Wondering what other fantasies he’d come up with, Taylor turned the paper over but the other side was blank.

“No fair,” she muttered aloud, and then read the message again.

“Come on, give me a break,” she said aloud after the third reading. “This sounds like something from a Hallmark movie. Grieving man, spunky daughter. I’m surprised he doesn’t talk about their rescue dog.”

And yet... why was she so quick to dismiss what he wrote? A man she trusted had betrayed her, but did that mean every man was deceitful? She walked slowly to the bleached log and sat down. There was something about Quinn’s words that rang true. How many men would admit to being manipulated by their child? None that she knew. “Francie,” she said, liking the sound of the name on her tongue. “You sound like an interesting kid.” She read the missive once more and then tucked it, along with the bottle, into her pommel saddlebag and headed home.

Sammy came running out of the house as she walked across the yard. “Hello boy,” she said affectionately. “Did you miss me?” She put fresh water in his dish, grabbed a bottle for herself, plus her iPad, and sat down in the Adirondack chair that she’d placed at right angles to her father’s.

“Let’s see,” she murmured to herself, checking the message from the bottle. “Oh yes, here it is... #Trending.”

It didn’t take long to find the website. With over a million likes she was surprised that she hadn’t heard of it, but she’d never been fond of surfing the internet – especially in the past few months.

She cracked the water bottle and drank half of it while reading the post. Her first thought was that whoever penned the piece was probably talking about themselves, whether they acknowledged that fact or not. The language was raw, honest, and it brought tears to her eyes as memories flooded in...

CHAPTER THREE
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“But Mommy, won’t Daddy miss us?” Twelve year old Taylor knew of parents getting divorced, but that was other people – not her. Her mother had stopped, taken a deep breath and fell to her knees in front of the tearful child. “Taylor, your Daddy loves you and he’ll miss you every day but we simply can’t live here any longer. I won’t have you growing up in a home with parents who are constantly arguing. It’s not healthy.”

She had to admit that the arguments were becoming more frequent... and louder. Twice last week, she’d fallen asleep with her pillow pulled over her head.

“Will I be able to visit him?”

Caroline hesitated for a fraction of a second but it was enough to send a chill through Taylor. “Yes, you can visit, but you know how your father is when he’s writing.”

That much was true. Sometimes it seemed as though he disappeared for days at a time, and he didn’t like to be interrupted. Taylor silently accepted that her life was about to change.

* * *
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Life in Boise wasn’t so bad after all. Attending a bigger school meant that she had more friends. She’d always been tall; her father affectionately referred to her as ‘coltish’, but it was her growth spurt during her thirteenth and fourteenth years that defined her future. By the time she was sixteen she was over six feet.

To Caroline, it seemed as though her daughter turned into a beautiful young woman overnight. Taylor walked with a fluid grace that turned heads on men of all ages. By some standards she might be considered thin, but Caroline’s doctor assured her that the young woman was perfectly healthy. As the last of Taylor’s youthful fat melted away, her spectacular bone structure was revealed, one that ached to be photographed. It didn’t take long for an enterprising agent to spot her in the mall and ask her if she had representation.

“You’d have to talk to my mother,” she said, sizing him up. “What did you have in mind?”

The man looked startled. “Fashion modeling, of course. You mean you haven’t done any yet? The way you move, you look like a pro.”

She’d heard about men approaching girls her age. She was skeptical, but his words lit a fire in her and she hoped he’d turn out to be legit. A successful career as a model would allow her to become her own person instead of being torn between her father and her mother.

Her mother insisted on a short-term contract to start with and before signing, Taylor visited her father at Spring Creek to ask his opinion.

“I’ve always thought you were attractive enough to be a model,” he said, scanning the contract and handing it back. His eyes narrowed. “But are you sure this is what you want? I did some research on modeling for one of my books and it’s a tough game.”

“I know,” she said. “And I’ll be careful.”

“I know you will Pumpkin. Or should I call you ‘Valentina’?” I see you’re going to use that as your professional name.”

“I thought it sounded a bit more feminine than Taylor. Besides, you write under another name. I’m just continuing the family tradition.”

He smiled but didn’t comment. “Just remember to manage your own money, and if you start raking in the big bucks, call me and I’ll refer you to my manager.”

“Mom said the same thing.”

“Your mother is a wise woman. Listen to her.”

“I do, Dad.” She perched on the arm of his chair and kissed him on the top of his head. “Are you okay out here by yourself? At least I assume you’re by yourself.”

He chuckled. “I go out on dates from time to time, but there’s nobody serious in my life, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“You know me too well. Are you happy though?”

He forced a smile. “Happy enough. What about you?”

“I’m trying not to be overly confident about this new career, but I think I’ll be good at it.” She walked to the door. “I’ll keep you informed.”

“You do that.” Bart Lockwood watched his daughter fold her long legs into her sports car and drive off. With the top down and her long hair streaming out behind, she looked like she’d already made it.

* * *
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‘Valentina’ exploded onto the modeling scene like a shooting star. Her agent, a quiet grandfatherly man, knew the business inside and out and directed her career like a maestro.  Within a couple of years she was earning top dollar and traveling all over the world. Sensing a demand for models with her body type, her agent had positioned her to be a lingerie model and by the age of twenty-two she was ranked among the top three lingerie models in the world.

She met Rowdy on the Gold Coast of Australia where she’d gone to do a shoot for the world’s premier lingerie brand. A friend of the photographer, he was one of the extras on the shoot. His laid-back attitude appealed to Taylor and before long they were seriously dating. When she went back to New York he went with her. They both worked steadily and they lived together happily for a little over a year.

When Rowdy’s ‘type’ went out of fashion he became restive, complaining that she didn’t have time for him. Shortly after that, he turned critical and she suggested that perhaps he should go back to California, where he’d feel more comfortable. She would join him as soon as possible.

Her agent, a keen observer of human nature, suggested that Rowdy might not be as loyal as she deserved. Taylor dismissed his concerns and asked him to schedule a break for her as soon as possible. She planned to surprise Rowdy with a leisurely holiday on the Gold Coast of Australia. She’d purchased a small home there when she worked on the shoot where they met and hadn’t used it nearly enough.

It had taken a fair amount of effort to re-schedule her commitments, but when her departure date was finally set she realized that she’d been working almost non-stop for close to six years, and that she needed a break in the worst way.

A few days before her departure, she received a panicked phone call from her agent.

“Taylor,” he said breathlessly. “I’m so sorry.”

Her first thought was that something had happened to one of her parents.

“What is it,” she asked. “Has something happened to one of my parents?”

There was a moment’s silence on the line. “You don’t know,” he said.

“Know what? Is it something about Rowdy? Has he been injured?”

“Yes, it’s about Rowdy and no, he hasn’t been injured.”

“Patrick Townsend, you’re frightening me.”

“Taylor, I don’t know how to tell you this but Rowdy has some nude pictures of you and he sold them to one of those trashy online sites. They’re all over the internet.”

She’d been packing her suitcase and sat down on the edge of her bed. “What are you talking about?”

Her memories of that conversation and the few days that followed were blurry in her memory. How could Rowdy have done this to her? She’d never willingly posed for nude photographs, but he was never without his phone and when her head stopped spinning she realized that he could very easily have taken photos of her. When she finally got the nerve to look at them online, she recognized the hotel they’d stayed at in St. Bart’s. They’d celebrated with a bottle of champagne when the shoot was over and apparently he’d taken a series of pictures of her undressing, a trail of clothes on the floor as she made her way to the bathroom. Struggling not to be sick she forced herself to look at them; he’d managed to take shots that looked posed.

She visited a lawyer who informed her that yes, she could sue, but that it would probably come down to a he-said she-said scenario. “Besides,” he said, “if we litigate, it will bring more attention to the situation. I sent a takedown notice immediately and they’re gone now, but the damage is done. They’re out there now.”

“Thank you,” she said, surprised that her voice was so steady. “Please send your bill to my manager.”

She’d been short listed to star in a made-for-television movie, but her agent informed her that the offer had been withdrawn. “I don’t care,” she said, and at that point she really didn’t. “Can you please cancel my bookings for the next three or four months? I’ll be in touch.”

Her agent cleared his throat. “I know this sounds indelicate, but the truth is, you’ll be even more in demand.”

She gave a bitter laugh. “That’s sick. I’ll call you soon.”

She’d arrived at her father’s place the next day. Wrapped up in the re-write of his current book, he evidently hadn’t seen anything on the internet and she’d been too upset to bring it up. Maybe it was time to tell him now.

* * *
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“You look far away.”

Lost in her memories, Taylor hadn’t noticed that her father had joined her outside.

“I was,” she said, shaking her head to clear the unpleasant thoughts. “I hope I didn’t disturb you.”

“Naw... this is one of those days when nothing is working. How was your ride?”

“Well...” She reached down to the floor and picked up the bottle. “I found this in the creek. Well, not in the creek, up on a sand bar.” She handed it to him.

He looked at it cautiously. “Is this what I think it is?”

She grinned. “That depends. What do you think it is?”

“A love letter?”

She considered his response for a moment. “Sort of. You’d have to read it to see why I’m being vague.”

He held it up to the light. “I’m not sure if I want to. I mean, you found it, so technically it’s your love letter.” But he couldn’t take his eyes from the rolled-up piece of paper.

“Go on, you know you want to. The storyteller in you can’t wait to see what it says.”

He grinned. “Busted.” He removed the paper carefully, put on his glasses and read.

He sat quietly for several long moments, and then raised his eyes. “What was your first reaction?”

“My first reaction? That’s an odd question.”

He tapped the rolled-up paper against the arm of his chair, but said nothing.

“Okay. I thought it was corny. Tacky, even.” She threw up her hands. “Even Jasmine agreed with me.”

“I didn’t know she could read.”

“You know what I mean.” Taylor took a deep breath. “I have to admit the guy sounds sincere but what do I know? My record with men is less than stellar.”

He raised an eyebrow. “I liked the part about the kid. What’s her name again?”

“Francie.”

“Yeah, Francie. She sounds like a pistol.”

“Now you’re talking like one of the characters in your book. Speaking of which, what would a character in your book do at this point?”

Bart shook his head. “Wouldn’t happen in one of my books. Wrong genre.”

“You’re just saying that. You could put it in if you wanted.”

“Okay. Challenge accepted. My guy’s a PI, so he’d probably answer as someone else.”

“Not fair.”

“Perhaps not but that’s what he’d do.”

“Men!” She spat out the word, then looked up quickly. “I didn’t mean you, Dad.”

He studied her through eyes that had seen a lot. “You don’t trust men very much, do you?”

“As long as they keep their distance, they’re fine. But you won’t see me getting involved with one in the near future.”

Her father regarded her steadily. “You know Taylor, not all men are like Rowdy.”

She froze, then turned slowly. “You know.”

“Yes.”

She dropped her head. “How long have you known?”

“I knew a couple of days after it happened.”

She clutched her stomach and rocked back and forth. “How did you find out?”

“We share the same business manager, remember? It’s a good thing that young man was on the other side of the world or I’d be in jail now for assault.”

Taylor smiled at him through teary eyes. “Thank you for saying that, Dad.”

“It’s true.”

She stopped rocking and fell back in the chair, her eyes closed. “I didn’t know it was possible to feel so... I can’t even think of the right word... so used, so manipulated.”

“I can’t begin to imagine what you went through but I do understand why you’ll
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