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Prologue

––––––––

"Mayday, Mayday, Mayday . . . this is helo November 23 . . . engine problems . . . going down . . . Mayday . . . May ..."

The two Coast Guard officers who were monitoring the international distress frequency on their station's radio exchanged concerned glances.

"This is Station Freeport. Helo, please repeat your registration number and your coordinates," one of the officers instructed the unknown pilot.

The only answer was the roar and crackle of static.

"Helo, do you read me? We need your coordinates and registration number," the officer repeated.

There was no further response from the helicopter's pilot.

"I didn't catch but the first three digits of his helo numbers. How about you?" the officer questioned his partner.

"No. There was too much noise on the channel"

Both men knew what a monumental task it would be to find a downed helicopter in the vastness of the Gulf of Mexico without either coordinates or a complete registration number.

"From the strength of the frequency, he couldn't be too far away. Call for an air search."

The first officer sighed as he turned back to his console. "While you contact Corpus Christi to send the Falcons, I'll start calling the airports and transport services to see if they have a helo out whose numbers begin with N23."

"It'll take at least an hour for the Falcons to get here. Maybe by then our helo will have located the wreckage."

For the next four hours the two officers monitored the radios, listening as two of the Coast Guard's Falcon jets and one of their helicopters flew search patterns back and forth across the vast area that followed the Texas coastline. When a scattering of debris was discovered floating on the surface about twenty miles offshore from Freeport, the officers didn't know whether to cheer or despair.

"We're on scene in position twenty-eight degrees, forty minutes north and zero nine-five degrees, ten minutes west. We've come across debris of what appears to be a helo."

"Is there any sign of life? A raft? Anything?" one of the men asked the Falcon pilot who had sighted the signs of the crash.

"No, only a few pieces of the aircraft and what appears to be a seat cushion," the pilot answered. "That helo must have sunk like a rock."

"We'll determine the drift and send the cutter Point Monroe to check it out. Let me verify those coordinates." He repeated the pilot's position.

"Roger. We're heading home now."

The Coast Guard helicopter hovered overhead while the cutter moved in slow, ever widening circles around the drifting debris until the darkness of night overtook them, stealing away most of their visibility. When, at last, the chopper headed back toward port, they called in their final report of the day.

"There's no sign anyone survived. Do you have any idea how many passengers were on board?"

The bone-weary officers who had not left their posts since the first distress call came in, answered in the negative.

"We didn't have time to get any information about the craft or its occupants. We were finally able to track down the registration to C-Breeze, a transport company based in Freeport, but there's been no answer at their office. Ever hear of them?"

"Sure. It's a small company, only two helos on their pad," the captain answered. "It's a family operation with just one pilot . . . the husband, I think."

"Do you think there is any chance he made it...?" The second officer's voice trailed off at the implication.

"Not unless he's a phenomenal swimmer. But even if he was Michael Phelps, the sharks would get him if he didn't have some sort of survival gear. From what we've found . . . or haven't found . . . I'd say the guy is a goner. There are pieces of rotor and fuselage everywhere. If the pilot survived, he'd be hanging on to something. The cutter will continue the search through the night, and we'll be back out there as soon as the sun rises."

The first officer took off his headphones and let his head fall back to relieve the tension in his neck muscles. "Twenty miles out . . . hell, he won't even wash up on shore. If they didn't find him today, he'll be fish food tonight."

The second officer grimaced. He had only been with the Coast Guard for a few months, and this was the first death he had had to deal with. "I'm just glad I'm not the one who has to notify his family."
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"Why don't you stay here until the baby is born? You know your dad and I love having you around again. We have no plans for your old room, and we could turn the study into an nursery. Or we could convert the attic over the garage into an apartment. Your father has been talking about doing that for years anyway, so it wouldn't be any trouble." As she spoke, the woman's hands continued to knead a soft lump of dough although her gaze never left the face of her daughter.

It was a tempting offer. Wrapped in the warm, safe cocoon of her childhood home, surrounded by the love and concern of her parents, Abby Cramer could put off facing the future. Sleeping in her old room, waking up each morning to the familiar smells and sounds of her mother preparing breakfast, and spending her afternoons and evenings helping out at the restaurant took her back to a happier, more carefree time. When she was a teenager she had her whole life before her. She had yet to meet the man she would fall in love with and marry, and the thought of becoming a mother was still a distant dream.

Abby looked down at the chunks of apple she had been cutting into small pieces for turnovers. The sun sparkling through the kitchen window reflected off the solitaire diamond that was centered in her wedding set. At that same moment, the baby rolled inside her, adding his reminder to how much things had changed since she had last lived with her parents. Not only had she met, fallen in love with, and married a wonderful man and was now eagerly awaiting the birth of her first baby, but she had become a widow.

Doug was dead. When the sheriff's department had notified her, she hoped there was some sort of mistake. For weeks she delayed the memorial service as she prayed for a miracle. As long as there was a possibility that her husband had somehow managed to swim to safety or to have been rescued by a passing fisherman, she refused to believe he was dead. But as all the small islands and deserted oil platforms were searched with no evidence that Doug had made it to them, Abby's optimism began to waver. With every day that passed without good news, another piece of her confidence drifted away until, at last, she was forced to face the probability that Doug would not be coming home . . . ever.

The memorial service had done nothing to relieve her grief or help her accept Doug's absence from her life. But it had been necessary to have some sort of ritual that would help her and his parents attempt to lay his memory to rest. It didn't have the finality of a funeral, but considering the circumstances, the words of farewell and the flowers tossed onto the waves were all they could do.

Her parents had insisted that she go home with them. And Abby no longer had the strength to object. For almost two months she'd done little more than sleep and help with the daily operations of running the barbecue restaurant her parents had owned and operated since before she was born. She'd tried to fill her waking hours so she wouldn't have to think, because she knew she was incapable of making a decision . . . any decision, no matter how small. She needed the comfort of a parental cushion protecting her from reality. And she needed time.

But for the past few days, thoughts—logical, nagging thoughts—had begun pushing into her mind. Abby's wound was still fresh and painful. The healing process would take longer than a few months. But the temporary sanctuary of her childhood home had helped her gather her strength so she could carry on.

And carry on she must. She had more than just herself to consider. Her baby—Doug's baby—deserved the best start she could give it. Abby realized that the longer she stayed in Austin, the longer she would be putting off the inevitable. She was thirty-five years old, too old to hide behind her mother's apron strings and pretend she was still a child. Especially not when she was about to become a mother herself.

Abby wiped her hands on a dish towel and tried to soften her words with a smile. "Thanks, Mom. I've really appreciated staying here with you and Dad, for the last two months, but I've got to go home."

"But, this is your home."

"No, not anymore." She stood up and stretched the aching muscles of her back. "I've got to go back to Lake Jackson and make some major decisions. There's my house to consider, and the business. I'm not sure if I can manage it, or even if it's worth it, but Doug worked so hard to make our company a success that I feel I owe it to him to at least make the attempt. And if that fails, then I'm going to have to find a way to support myself and my baby."

"Abby, dear, you don't have to worry about money. Surely Doug's insurance—"

"I can't count on that," Abby interrupted. "Unless the local authorities decide to officially declare Doug dead, I'll have to wait for seven years before the insurance policy will be paid. Which means, I'd better have a source of income."

She lifted trembling fingers to press against her temples. There were so many things to arrange in the six weeks left before her child was born. For the past thirteen years she had depended on Doug to make all the major decisions, and before that, her parents had influenced her choice of everything from clothing to college courses. Now, for the first time, Abby would have to be the one to take the responsibility for her own future . . . and her baby's.

Instinctively, her arms crossed over her bulging midriff, cradling the unborn infant. Although she was tempted to curl up and cry for the rest of her life, Abby knew she had to be strong for her baby. All her plans, all her dreams had been changed in the split second that her husband's helicopter had crashed into the Gulf of Mexico off the coast of Texas. Doug would never see his child, never hold the baby in his arms or hear its laughter. Now she would have to raise their child alone. But she would make sure their son or daughter knew Doug through her own memories. She believed Doug was looking down on her, sending his love and telling her to get on with her life. He wouldn't be around to help her, but she would make him proud.

"You shouldn't be making any major decisions right now," her mother informed her, echoing the same caution a dozen other well-meaning relatives and friends had issued in the past few weeks. "You should take it easy until the baby is born. Your hormones are going to be all messed up anyway, so you shouldn't trust your judgment until things get back to normal."

But Abby couldn't believe that things would ever be back to normal.
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Everything looked normal. A few days later as she drove down the tree-lined road leading into her neighborhood, everyone was going on with their lives as if nothing unusual had happened. Didn't they know that life would never be the same? Weren't they aware that all the happiness had gone out of the world the day Doug died?

But no, it didn't seem to matter to anyone but Abby. Children were playing in the front yards, men were washing their cars in the driveways, and women were on their knees pulling weeds from the flower beds. Everything looked so normal.

Even her own house betrayed her in its casual acceptance of the loss of its owner. The grass had been freshly mowed, and it was apparent from the brightness of the blooms in her flower beds that her yard had been well taken care of by the boy next door.

Abby pushed the button on the garage door opener and waited as the heavy door lifted. There, parked in the shadowy interior as if Doug were home, waiting for her, was the almost new, sparkling white Mercedes that had been Doug's pride and joy. For a long moment, she sat in the driveway, the engine of her ancient economy car idling roughly before she pushed the button a second time and let the door slide closed. Even though there was plenty of space next to his car for hers, she decided she would leave her car in the driveway. Seeing Doug's beloved Mercedes every day was a pain she could avoid, at least temporarily. Right now she had to take things one at a time.

Leaving her suitcases in the car until later, she walked along the brick pathway to the front door. Large, red-veined caladium leaves lined the sidewalk, and the heavy fragrance of the tiny white blossoms on the waxed-leaf ligustrum hedge hung in the air. A fat gray squirrel scampered down the rough bark of an ancient live oak tree that spread shade over most of the lawn. Abby's sharpened senses noted it all, but instead of appreciating the beauty of nature, she resented it. Everything should look as gloomy and depressed as she was feeling. It was as if nothing had changed.

Abby drew in a ragged breath and struggled to insert the key into the lock. She knew the house would offer her little peace as each knickknack and every piece of furniture would remind her of Doug. But there was a certain degree of comfort, along with the pain, in the memories they evoked. She didn't brother turning on the lights. Inside the sprawling brick home, it was cool and refreshingly dim after the brightness of the sun outdoors.

Slumping onto the couch, she leaned back, letting the cushions support the weight of her throbbing head. She wished she could fall back on the Scarlett O'Hara logic and not think about things until tomorrow. But she knew she had put off facing the facts for too long. There were several items that needed her immediate attention, particularly the household bills and the accounts payable and receivable from the company. Hopefully, there would be outstanding income that would help her make ends meet for the next couple of months. The only payments she had kept up on while she was away had been the mortgage and the utilities. Even the Mercedes's notes were three months late. But for the moment she didn't see any hope in catching up on them. They were too high and money was too scarce.

"Why, Doug?" she cried. "Why did it have to happen to you? To us? We had everything going for us. The business was picking up. We had a baby on the way. How am I going to be able to manage alone?" Tears that hadn't been far from the surface for the past three months filled her eyes and trickled down the sides of her face. There was so much to do, and her energy was at an all-time low. The accident combined with her pregnancy made her moods unusually extreme and kept her from clearly sorting through her problems. One thought ran into another until it all seemed hopelessly tangled.

She realized the sun had set, and the darkness of nightfall was beginning to envelope the room. Soon it would be time for bed, and still she had resolved nothing. Although she wouldn't have minded not moving from the couch for the rest of the evening, Abby forced her reluctant body to stand up and move to the kitchen table. Along the way, she flicked on enough lights to chase away some of the shadows that persisted in haunting her and picked up a notepad and a pen.

She wished she had the luxury of an extended grieving period. But the cold, hard truth of the matter was that she would have to pull herself together and try to get on with her life. The baby was due in the middle of June, and it was already the first week in May. That meant she had only a few weeks to get the business back in operation or it would lose whatever contracts that might be pending. She had turned all of the current projects over to a friendly competitor, but she knew she was running a risk of not being able to woo those contracts back once she got the business restarted.

The oil business was particularly fickle, and the large corporations' loyalties would lie with whoever could get the job done as quickly as possible. Time was money for them, and for her. Every day the C-Breeze helicopter sat on its pad could be costing her thousands of dollars down the road.

She and Doug had worked hard to start their own helicopter transport business ten years ago. Texas had been floating on a wave of black gold at the time, and any oil-related occupation was guaranteed to prosper. It hadn't taken them long to pay off the loan on their first helicopter, but just as they expanded their fleet to add a larger, newer chopper, the bottom dropped out of the market and dozens of low-producing rigs were capped off, reducing the activity in the entire Gulf but particularly off the Texas coast. Not as busy as before the fall, C-Breeze had still managed to make a few runs every week and continue to show a healthy profit.

As soon as the business began to provide a steady, comfortable income, Abby had, at her husband's insistence, left the management of C-Breeze to him. She hadn't minded handling the bookkeeping and even enjoyed keeping in touch with their clients. But Doug had been so proud that his wife didn't have to work. Because of the unstable economy, most of their friends and relatives were forced to rely on two incomes to keep up their standard of living, and it became a matter of principle that Doug could provide for his family.

He had told her it would be good for business if they were to mingle with the country club set. So Abby had learned how to play bridge and scheduled regular tennis games with the wives of oil company executives. She had expected to hate it, but she had enjoyed the exercise and the companionship. But to keep from feeling she was totally wasting her time, she became involved in several charities, especially those involving children or the elderly.

Her days had been full and satisfying, particularly because she felt she was contributing to the community and, at the same time, the welfare of C-Breeze. Abby accepted that perhaps she could be more valuable to the company out of the office than by spending eight hours a day at a desk.

So, it had been years since Abby had taken part in the day-to-day operations of C-Breeze. Suddenly, it was all on her shoulders. There was not even a secretary to rely on to carry part of the load. The young woman who had been handling the light office work had quit several months before Doug's death, and he had been relying on temporary help.

Which meant that not only would Abby have to manage the company, but she would have to handle the office work until a replacement could be found. In fact, the only thing she wouldn't be doing was flying the helicopter.

Of course, now the company would have to rely on its old helicopter since the new one had sunk to the bottom of the Gulf at a spot where the water was too deep and the cost too prohibitive to seriously consider trying to salvage the craft.

The business's insurance company had immediately paid off, but the amount had barely covered the balance of the loan on the expensive Bell 206 helicopter. However, knowing she wouldn't have to worry about those payments had taken quite a load off her mind. The old helicopter would probably require a little work to get it back into shape, but at least it was free and clear.

Abby took a break from her list-making to heat some soup for a late dinner. Even with her mother's melt-in-your-mouth desserts and her father's savory meals, eating had been more of an obligation than a pleasure. Since the accident, Abby's appetite had disappeared completely. But she was forcing herself to follow a balanced diet for the baby's sake, even though it sometimes was almost impossible to swallow past the lump that seemed to be permanently lodged in her throat.

A tiny twitch vibrated through her, followed a few seconds later by another, then another.

"Okay, okay. I'm eating," she spoke aloud, an infrequent smile softening the worry lines that had become etched in her forehead. She spooned the soup into her mouth until the bowl was empty and the baby's hiccups had stopped. Resting her hand on the rounded bulge she assumed was either the baby's head or its rear end, Abby sighed. "I wish you were already here, so I could hold you and talk to you. In fact, it would be awfully convenient if you could inherit your father's skill at flying that helicopter. I sure could use a good pilot, and I don't think there's an overabundance of them around here."

Actually, Abby admitted, there were probably quite a few unemployed helicopter pilots in the area. Even though Lake Jackson was a relatively small town with a population of less than twenty thousand, there were enough heavily populated cities nearby, including Houston and Galveston, to provide several qualified applicants. The problem would be finding someone who was trustworthy enough for her to be able to turn the company over to his management during her recovery. It would have to be a person who understood the urgency of her situation. And he would have to be as determined to make C-Breeze successful as she was. It was important that whoever she hired not only be able to fly the helicopter but be able to generate new business.

Abby knew that C-Breeze's future relied entirely on the person she hired. All the bookkeeping skills and telephone techniques would be useless if she didn't find a pilot who would inspire confidence and loyalty. The oil companies probably would hesitate to give their business to a transport company that had just been involved in a major crash. And it wouldn't help that C-Breeze had been inactive for the past three months.

First she composed an ad. After several attempts, she was finally pleased with the wording, making sure she didn't promise too much or sound quite as desperate as she was feeling. Then she reached for her laptop and began searching for places where she could place employment advertisements.

If this didn't attract the right person—quickly—she had no idea what she would do. Her own skills and work experience wouldn't qualify her for a job that would adequately support herself and an infant. She had been working on a degree in elementary education and had been only a few credits short when she dropped out of college to marry Doug. However, she was well aware that without the full degree, the credits she had earned wouldn't help her find a good position.

Even if she could locate a good job, day care for a newborn would be difficult to find and extremely expensive. And Abby was devastated at the thought that she would be separated from her child so soon.

Lowering her face onto her open palms, she massaged her tired eyes. How quickly and irrevocably her life had changed. One minute she had been the pampered wife of a successful businessman, busy with her charities and the activities at the country club and happily anticipating the birth of her child. Then suddenly, the rug had been pulled out from under her, leaving her flat and trying to pull herself back up. If only she could wake up and discover that it had all been an awful nightmare. She could snuggle next to Doug in their cozy bed, and he would hold her close and tell her not to worry because he was there to take care of her and the baby.

But as Abby struggled to carry in her suitcases, then took a long, hot shower, she knew the nightmare was real. She would be alone in that bed tonight and every night. Doug was gone forever.
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Abby sat in the padded chair and studied the open ledger in front of her. As she waited for applicants to begin contacting her, she went into the office where she went through the bills, reorganized the files and looked over the books. It was a very sobering experience.

The figures weren't good. In fact, they were awful. Expenses were so much higher than they had been when she'd been handling the books. The profit had been cut to a dangerously low level. If something wasn't done quickly, there would no assets to protect.

It was evident that Doug had been doing his own bookkeeping. And it was equally evident that he was much better at the controls of a helicopter than at record keeping. She hadn't had time to go through all the canceled checks and there was a pile of receipts she would have to try to match to the expenditures. But the bottom line on the bank statement was enough to send chills down her spine.

Doug hadn't been absolutely honest with her. He hadn't told her how little money they had in the bank or how few long-term contracts there were. With the gigantic payments on the new helicopter combined with the salaries of the secretary and the temporaries and the cost of living increases, they had barely been making ends meet. Abby had had no idea how close they were to bankruptcy. Dear, sweet Doug had been protecting her, knowing the truth would cause her to worry. He hadn't wanted anything to disturb her happiness as she made plans for the baby.

She knew he had been making a lot more business trips in the past two years, many of which had required him to travel as far as Louisiana and Mexico. He blamed it on the oil slump, which meant he had to make contacts with out-of-town companies to drum up new accounts, but now she realized he had been acting out of desperation, struggling to keep C-Breeze afloat. And he had kept it all to himself.

A firm knock on the office door reverberated through the small room. Abby closed the cover of the ledger and shook back the thick honey-blond hair that had dipped across her face as she leaned over the books.

"Come in," she called, hoping whoever was outside could hear her over the noise of the air conditioner. It was becoming increasingly difficult for her to get up and down.

The door opened and a tall, broad-shouldered form was silhouetted against the warm May sunshine that streamed inside.

"I heard you need a pilot," the man spoke, a deep southern accent clinging to his words, making them sound slow and lazy.

"Uh . . . yes, I do," Abby answered, a little bewildered at this unexpected applicant. She hadn't mentioned the name of the company or its address in the ads, and she hadn't received any calls yet, so she wasn't quite sure where this man had come from. Since this was no time to look a gift horse in the mouth, she smiled and gestured toward a chair across the desk from her. "Please sit down."

His long, easy strides carried him across the room, but he didn't sit down. Instead, his gaze surveyed the framed photographs of helicopters, rigs, ships and other memorabilia that were displayed on the wall next to the desk. Now that the closed door had shut out the sunlight, Abby was able to see the details of his features.

Long, muscular legs were encased in tight jeans that had been faded either by style or many washings to a soft, pale blue. A lightweight knit shirt stretched across a well-formed back, and tanned arms were bent at his sides as he stood, his thumbs hooked in the belt loops of his jeans. Even without knowing anything about him, she could have guessed he was a pilot just by the loose, self-confident way he moved.

"Is this your Bell 206 LongRanger II?" he asked, nodding toward one of the pictures. "It's an excellent piece of machinery."

"It was. But it went down in the crash that killed my husband."

"I heard about your husband. I'm sorry."

She accepted his condolences with a practiced nod.

"What was the problem?"

"My husband mentioned trouble with the engine when he called in his Mayday. But we'll never know for sure. We weren't able to recover the aircraft."

"Hmm. Too bad."

"Mr. uh...?"

"Russell. James Russell," he obligingly filled in the blank.

"Just out of curiosity, Mr. Russell, how did you hear that C-Breeze had a job opening? I just placed the ads yesterday."

He turned and directed the full power of his electric blue eyes on Abby. "We have a mutual friend, Harry Jensen, who knew I was looking for a change and knew you were looking for a pilot," he explained. A smile as slow and genial as his voice stretched across his mouth, and he settled onto the chair she had indicated. "I suppose he thought we could help each other out."

Abby was beginning to believe her prayers must have been heard . . . and, hopefully, answered. But still she was a little suspicious at the coincidental timing. "Harry hasn't mentioned you."

He nodded toward the telephone. "Call him. He'll vouch for my work record, but you probably shouldn't listen to anything he might say about our college days." A twinkle brightened his sky-blue eyes. "Boys will be boys," he added with no hint of apology for whatever might have occurred. "Harry and I met at the University of Alabama. When we graduated, I got a job in Lake Charles and Harry moved back here. But we've kept in touch."

Abby pulled a form out of the desk's bottom drawer and handed it to him. "Would you please fill out this application? If you brought a résumé, I'd like to look at that, too."

For several minutes the only sounds in the room were the hum of the window air conditioner and the scratch of a pen across the paper as James Russell filled out the form. Abby read through the two-page résumé he had given her, noting the man's rather impressive qualifications. However, instead of becoming excited about them, Abby began to feel depressed. Why would a man with his experience take a job with C-Breeze? Her small company could never offer the benefits or the salary he had been earning from his last employer.

If even half the information he had detailed on his résumé was accurate, he would easily be able to handle what would be required of him at C-Breeze. He had flight time in dozens of different types of helicopters and had worked for several transport services and even directly for some oil companies, as well as other related businesses. His only flaw seemed to be his inability or unwillingness to stay with one company for any length of time.

Lifting her gaze to his, she saw he had completed his form and was watching her. "Pretty impressive references," she commented. "But you don't seem to stay in one place very long."

"I enjoy traveling, waking to a different sunrise each morning and seeing a different sunset each night." he explained. "My parents grew up next door to each other and went steady from the time they were old enough to walk. They married right out of high school and have lived in the same house for the past thirty years. It works for them, but I want to move around a little, experience life in every state before I decide where to settle."

"How long do you plan on staying in this area?"

"I don't know. It depends on what kind of job I get. I've been spending a lot of time in Louisiana, Alabama and Florida. I thought I'd see if Texas was as great a place as Harry is always telling me."

Abby glanced over his application. "No wife, no kids, no ties?"

"None to speak of."

In a sleepy little town like Lake Jackson, a young bachelor would be bored to death. She tapped her pencil against the desk as she asked, "If I were to hire you, what sort of guarantee would I have that you'd show up for work regularly?"

His face sobered and he straightened in the chair. "I've never missed a day of work in my life. You can check with any company I've ever worked for." He leveled a steady look at her, piercing her with a gaze so powerful that she leaned back in her chair. "I may not stay at one company long enough to get a gold watch, but I wouldn't just sneak out in the dark of the night. If I decide to move on, I'll give you a month's notice. If you hire me, you can count on me to get the job done while I’m here."

Something in his tone convinced her. She liked this man's strong, friendly personality and even his almost cocky self-confidence. In some men it could have been annoying, but in James Russell, it was comforting. Abby felt her tensed muscles relaxing. For whatever reason, she trusted him and knew she could rely on him. She needed his expertise. She needed his strength. And she wasn't certain which she needed most.

"Actually, Mr. Russell..."

"Just call me Rusty, ma'am."

"Okay, Rusty. But only if you drop the 'ma'am.' That word makes me feel even older than I am. My name's Abby. My husband, Doug, and I started this business three years after we were married. It means a lot to me."

"I suppose he had some contracts lined up."

She shrugged. "Some, but we lost them while I was away and there was no one here to fly the schedule."

"Well, I've got some contacts," Rusty said, leaning forward until his forearms rested on the desktop. "I was a business major in college, so I know a little about marketing, bookkeeping and all the other details of a small, independent company." He glanced down at Abby's expanded waistline, and the twinkle returned to his eyes. "What I don't know about is birthing babies. When is your little one due?"

"In mid-June, but—"

"Good. That'll give us at least a month to get used to each other and have you fill me in on all the details of your business operations. Then when the baby arrives, you won't have to worry about things around here."

Abby blinked, suddenly feeling as if she were the one being interviewed rather than him. "I can't pay you the same salary you were making before," she informed him, bracing herself for his negative response. "But we can work out some sort of commission schedule that could bring your income into the ballpark if we can get this company back on its feet."

He nodded, seemingly unconcerned at the prospect of a reduced salary. "I suppose I could live with that. It'll keep me motivated to drum up business, won't it?" His chuckle was contagious, and Abby felt as if a heavy weight had just been lifted from her chest. For the first time in weeks, she could see a ray of light in the darkness.

The ring of the phone startled her out of her reverie. She picked up the receiver and had to think for a second before she answered, "C-Breeze Transports. May I help you?"

"I'm calling about a job you have listed on Job Search..." a voice on the other end of the line began.

"I'm sorry, but that position has been filled," Abby answered before dropping the receiver back onto its cradle. Returning her gaze to Rusty, she extended her hand toward him and watched as it was swallowed up in his large, warm grasp. "I'll have to make a couple calls to your references. But if everything checks out and you think you can live with little money and even less benefits, then I'd like to offer you a job with C-Breeze. We can discuss the rest of the details tomorrow."

Rusty's smile widened as he nodded. "You won't regret it."
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Rusty's shiny midnight blue pickup truck was already parked in front of the office when Abby arrived the next day. Even though she was running almost an hour behind schedule, she justified it because it had been late when she left the evening before.

Although she had already decided to hire Rusty, she knew how important it was that she choose the right person for the job, so she had stayed to make the calls to his former employers. She would have regretted having to change her mind if the reports were not good, but she didn't have to worry. Not only did they give glowing recommendations about him, but they all asked her to pass on their desire that he come back to work for them if he ever left her employ.

But in all fairness, before Rusty made an actual commitment, she planned on having an in-depth discussion with him that morning about what she hoped to do with the company. With its shaky foundation and her own inexperience, she wouldn't be surprised if he changed his mind before the day was over.

The baby moved inside her and gave a sharp kick of its tiny foot against her rib cage. Abby covered the spot with her hand and spoke aloud, "Yes, I know we need him. I want to stay home with you and not have to worry about the business for at least a couple of weeks after you're born. Now, if only I can find him and..."

The clatter of metal against concrete drew her attention, and she walked around the end of the office building. Rusty had climbed up the rungs on the side of the old helicopter and was peering inside the open engine cowl.

"Morning, ma'am," he called down to her, his voice entirely too cheerful for so early in the day. "Would you mind handing me that wrench? I'm up to my elbows in gunk. This engine is a mess."

Abby squinted up at him. With the sun glinting on the red highlights in his medium brown hair, it was easy to see where he had gotten his nickname. In the artificial lights of the office, she hadn't noticed how young he looked with the front section of hair falling casually across his forehead and the back long enough to curl over the top of his collar.

His short-sleeved shirt was unbuttoned, its tails flapping in the wind, revealing, when the sides blew open, an expanse of tanned, muscular chest. His jeans rode low, seeming to be barely held up by his slim hips.

It occurred to Abby that Rusty was a very attractive man, and he was probably used to being surrounded by beautiful women. Perhaps if he was to have something other than work to capture his interest, he might be tempted to stick around longer. Mentally, she ran through a list of her single female friends. At twenty-nine, he was several years younger than most of them. But
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