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            While You Were Gone (Book One)

          

          A Billionaire Romance

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I never thought I would feel happy again.

        Not for one moment. Not after he took my daughter.

        The man I married wasn't who I thought he was, and he showed me that in the worst possible way.

        I was left with nothing, and for five long years that was the way I wanted it... But now...

        I want my life back, but not here, not in Manhattan. I need to be far away from this place.

        I'm starting again in Seattle.A new state, a new home, a new career.

        I just didn't expect to find new love...Atom. He's gorgeous, sex*,

        and mouthwatering, and he makes me want to be very, very naughty...

        Do I want to risk my peace of mind for some incredible, mind blowing se*?

        Yes. But can I ever trust another man again? Atom Harcourt makes me want to try...
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      Two days before Christmas, New York tech billionaire Zach Konta leaves his Upper East Side home in Manhattan and waves goodbye to his beautiful, much younger wife, Maia. A loving father, Zach is smiling and blowing kisses as he and their five-year-old daughter, Luka, leave to go Christmas shopping for Maia’s gifts.

      They never return home.

      Five years later, after learning that the police are no longer investigating the disappearance and are assuming Zach and Luka are dead, Maia realizes she has to move on with her life. But rumor and suspicion dog her every move, her old friends have drifted away, and eventually she leaves New York and her old life behind to start again on a small coastal island in Washington state. Opening a small bookstore in the little town, Maia soon finds herself warming to her new home and to the new friends she meets there and hopes to leave the terrible grief of her past behind.

      Enigmatic architect Atom Harcourt has his own demons to battle. Reeling from the sudden death of his father, a man never satisfied with his son’s successes, Atom is looking for anonymity and solitude. When a friend commissions him to build a private home on the island, he hopes to blend in, but he quickly attracts the attention of the island’s female population.

      But Atom isn’t looking for romance. Instead, pursuing commitment-free hookups, he goes to anonymous sex clubs and sleeps with beautiful women whose names he doesn’t bother to learn. But then he meets the most beautiful woman he has ever seen, and his heart begins to yearn for something he has never had—a soulmate.

      Soon Atom and Maia are falling hard for each other, and both have to decide whether they can trust enough to make a relationship work. After a few missteps, they begin to build a life together but then a series of weird occurrences begin to destroy Maia’s peace of mind.

      Maia’s world is turned upside down as she begins to think that her daughter might be alive—as well as her ex-husband—and it soon becomes clear that someone is trying to hurt her and destroy her new life. Maia and Atom fight to find out the truth before the killer finally comes for Maia, and Atom loses the love of his life… forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Maia rolled over onto her stomach and pretended she didn’t see her five-year-old daughter creeping into her parents’ bedroom. Luka, her long dark hair, so like her mother’s, messy and tangled, clouded around her sweet, chubby face as she tried not to giggle.

      Maia waited until Luka climbed up onto the end of the bed and was creeping towards the pillows before she reared up, roaring, making her daughter scream and laugh as Maia tickled her.

      Maia finally relented and scooped Luka up into her arms, blowing raspberries on her cheeks then nuzzling her nose against her daughter’s. “Good morning, Nugget.”

      Luka giggled, wriggling so she could lock her arms around Maia’s neck. “How many sleeps now, Momma?”

      Maia grinned. “Seven, sweetie.” It was a week before Christmas, and Luka had been nagging at her parents to get a tree and decorate it. “Almost everyone else has already had theirs up for weeks, Momma.”

      “I know, sweetie, but you know what Daddy’s like. He says it spoils it if we celebrate too soon.”

      But today, a week before Christmas, she and Luka had the whole day planned out. The tree was being delivered to their Upper East Side apartment later that morning, and they had already shopped for way too many ornaments and fairy lights. Luka was almost beside herself with excitement.

      Maia got herself and Luka showered and dressed for the day before heading to their kitchen. Their cook, Joelle, smiled at them. “Today’s the day, huh?”

      While Luka ate her breakfast, Maia checked her messages. Zachary, a proven workaholic,  was already at work, but he’d found the time to send her a message despite being the CEO of a multi-national tech company.

      Hi darling, have a wonderful day with Nugget today. I love you. Z

      Maia smiled to herself. Many people had told her they thought maybe Zach was too aloof for her fun-loving nature, or he seemed distant when they were at parties, but Maia knew that her husband of six years was merely shy. When they were alone, they sincerely enjoyed each other’s company, and Maia thought he reined in some of her wilder tendencies.

      Maia Gahanna met Zachary Konta when the elusive tech billionaire arrived at her prestigious Manhattan publishing house to discuss his biography.

      Maia, then a subeditor of non-fiction, had attended that meeting, shadowing her boss and mentor, Eliza Pentland. She hadn’t expected to contribute much, but the moment Zach Konta had stepped into the room, his eyes had settled on Maia and never left.

      Maia had been uncomfortable with his scrutiny, especially when her boss Eliza seemed pissed at her. She deliberately didn’t speak to Konta, but an hour after he left her boardroom, a vast bouquet of flowers arrived for her with a note.

      Dinner? I’m not the kind of man who takes no for an answer.

      Maia had raised an eyebrow at that. Well, there’s always a first time for everything, Mr. Konta. She had been all set to call him and refuse his invitation, but Eliza had spotted the bouquet and read the note before Maia could stop her.

      Maia told her boss she was refusing the date, and to her surprise, Eliza shook her head. “No, keep it. Maia, we need this book deal with him.”

      Maia had been shocked, and Eliza held up her hands. “I don’t mean sleep with him! Of course not, but a working dinner… he was obviously taken with you, and as a client, he could be valuable to this company.”

      There was an implied threat in her words—come through for me or your job could be at risk—and so, reluctantly, Maia agreed to have dinner with Konta.

      

      Maia smiled to herself now. She hadn’t stood a chance. Zachary Konta was handsome, charming, and attentive. That first dinner turned into a second and a third, and within three months they were married. Now, seven years on, Maia still felt the whiplash from Zach’s full-on love bombing.

      Maia had grown up in a children’s home on Long Island and had been through a number of foster homes before finally striking out on her own. By working three jobs and getting bogged down with student loans, she’d put herself through college, even gaining a scholarship to Columbia, and by hustling and interning, had landed herself a junior editorship at Pentland and Cops Publishing House.

      Eliza had been a thorough but fair mentor, but she and Maia were never close. Her aloof exterior did warm, though, after Maia’s marriage. Eliza recognized the potential of being in Zachary Konta’s social circle.

      Always good-natured and generous, Maia accepted her new position in society with ease and grace and didn’t care that Eliza was using her to improve her own situation. It didn’t have any effect on the happiness Maia felt with Zach.

      He was twenty years her senior, forty-eight to her twenty-eight, and they celebrated their seventh wedding anniversary a month ago. Their greatest joy in life, though, was undoubtedly Luka. Their precocious, loving daughter had brought them closer together.

      

      The only dark cloud on their seemingly perfect lives was Zach’s health. A year ago, he’d been diagnosed with a mild depression, and sometimes, the black moods took him to a place that scared his wife. He would become withdrawn, irritable, and a little possessive of Maia. She weathered his moods with love and patience, and eventually he would emerge, apologetic and remorseful.

      Today, she and Luka would go shopping for gifts for him. When they were first married, she was at a loss to know what to buy the billionaire husband who could afford anything, obviously, but soon she learned all he wanted was her company and that of Luka’s.

      Zach, liked her, loved to read, and so when Luka was bundled up against the December cold, they went to their favorite bookstore to find something for his gift. Gerry, the bookstore owner, greeted them with a smile. “Maia, you’re in luck. I’ve just come back from antiquing in Connecticut, and you’ll never guess what I found.”

      He rummaged around the cash register and pulled out a book, handing it to her. Maia smoothed the leather cover. Solaris by Stanislaw Lem. One of Zach’s favorite authors. She smiled up at Gerry. “Really?”

      “First edition, too. I thought of you immediately.”

      “This is perfect, Gerry. Thank you. Nugget, why don’t you try to find something you would like as a treat while I talk to Gerry?”

      Luka smiled and wandered over to the children’s section. Gerry’s bookstore was a small, independent place with oiled wood shelving and books that weren’t just from the New York Times Bestseller List. Maia and Luka could spend hours in the store, and Gerry was so laid back, he never minded. With the store so small, he and Maia could chat while keeping an eye on Luka.

      Maia paid for the Lem book and Luka’s treat, and they waved goodbye to Gerry, wishing him a happy holiday. They held hands, swinging them gently as they walked to the different stores. After an hour of strolling, Maia took Luka to a coffee shop and bought her some hot chocolate.

      Her phone rang as she was served with her tea, and Maia smiled gratefully at the waitress. “Hello?”

      “Hello darling, it’s me.”

      Maia smothered a grin. Who else? “Hey honey.”

      “I just wanted to remind you about the party tonight.”

      “I remembered, sweetheart. Nugget and I are going to go find me some shoes soon.”

      Zach chuckled. “Any excuse.”

      Maia frowned a little. What was that supposed to mean? She was hardly a spendthrift. “Well, you know I always want to look my best for you.”

      “I meant nothing by that, sweetie. Sorry, I was distracted for a moment. And you could turn up in a garbage bag and still be the most beautiful woman in the room.”

      “Ha,” Maia flushed at the compliment, her anger forgotten, “Have you been drinking? This early, Mr. Konta?”

      Zach laughed. “It’s true, regardless. Anyway, I was just checking in. That’s my excuse to talk to you. Is Nugget enjoying shopping?”

      Maia handed the phone to her daughter. “Dadda wants to say hello.”

      She listened, smiling, to the conversation Luka had with her father. She was still smiling when Luka handed the phone back.

      “See? How we’re going to get her to sleep for the next week, I don’t know. Do people still disapprove of drugging your kids?” She crossed her eyes at Luka to show she was kidding, making her daughter giggle.

      Zach laughed. “I think it might be frowned upon. Look, baby, I have to go. I’ll see you later, okay? I love you.”

      “Love you, too.”

      

      They shopped for another hour or so, then went home. Maia had taken some time off from the office for the holidays, having been a workaholic throughout her pregnancy and Luka’s formative years. She regretted that now, but at the time, she had wanted to prove to the world and to herself that she was a modern woman—that she could do it. Mostly, she had to admit, she had wanted to prove to those people in Zach’s social circle that she wasn’t a gold digger, that she had her own agency, that Zach wasn’t her sugar daddy. Ugh, she hated that saying.

      In the last store, she sought out the assistant’s help as she tried on shoes for the party. Maia loathed wearing heels, but knew flats were a no-no, so she enlisted help to find some heels that were semi-comfortable at least. Luka played with the empty shoe boxes and helped the assistant sort them back into the right ones before getting bored and wandering off to look at the sparkly kids shoes.

      Maia, who hated shopping for shoes, was losing the will to live, and the assistant grinned at her. “You hate this.”

      “Yup.”

      “I would, too… well, look, what color is your outfit?”

      Maia smiled. “Midnight blue.”

      They went through a few options while Maia had one eye on Luka. The assistant brought out a final option, and Maia’s eyebrows shot up. “Wow, really?”

      The assistant held out a pair of what Maia could only describe as Dorothy’s ruby slippers. She grinned at Maia. “It’s Christmas. Plus, who doesn’t need some glitter in their lives?”

      The shoes were gorgeous, but not quite fitting for the Upper East Side—but what the hell, Maia thought with a chuckle. “I’ll take them.”

      She glanced over at the children’s section—and her heart failed. Her daughter was nowhere to be seen.

      Luka was gone.
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      “Luka?” She darted over and looked around, panic building. “Luka, honey?” Her voice was rising. “Sweetheart, don’t hide now…”

      The assistant came over, a concerned look on her face. “Is everything okay?”

      Terrified now, Maia looked at her, her eyes wild. “My daughter…”

      “Momma!”

      Maia whirled around to see Luka jump out from behind a pillar, Zach grinning behind her. Maia’s heart began to slow, but now she was annoyed. “Don’t ever do that,” she said, glaring more at her husband than her daughter. She saw Luka’s face drop and hurriedly bent down to her height. “Sweetheart, it’s just I was worried.”

      “Daddy said it would be fun.” Luka looked between her mother and father uncertainly.

      “Don’t worry, sweetie, Momma’s just being silly. It was a prank, Maia, that’s all.”

      Maia glared at Zach, her anger simmering. What the hell was wrong with him? Did he think he was funny? And what the hell was he doing here?

      Biting her tongue, she returned to the cashier and paid for her shoes, and the family left to go home. Luka was subdued now, and Maia knew she had picked up on the tension between her parents.

      To distract her daughter, Maia suggested they go to Rockefeller Center and see the tree there, and that seemed to work. Maia picked up her daughter and hugged her tightly, trying to hide how annoyed she was with Zach. She didn’t speak to him directly the entire time.

      At home, Luka went to play in her room, and Maia and Zach went to change for the party that evening.

      After a few moments of tense silence, Zach sighed. “Maia… come on. It was just a dumb prank.”

      “Making me think I’d lost my daughter, Zach? That’s not a prank, it’s just… cruel. Why on earth…” Maia’s voice was rising. Was she being too hard on him? Had it really just been a thoughtless joke? “Don’t ever do it again.”

      “Believe me, I won’t.” Zach muttered, stalking into the bathroom.

      Great, Maia thought, still annoyed. Now we’ll have an entire evening of snarking and tension. She was still pissed—did Zach think an apology was beneath him?

      She changed into her dress and did her makeup while Zach was in the shower, then went to find Luka. The little girl was laying in her book nook, reading one of her favorite stories. Not caring about her dress, Maia crawled inside with her and kissed her. “You okay, Nugget?”

      Luka nodded, but Maia could see the wariness in her eyes. “Look, darling, it’s okay. Daddy just didn’t know I’d be so upset, but you know, it’s only because the thought of losing you, of never seeing you again, would break my heart, you know? I love you so, so much, Nugget, more than anything in this world. Don’t be sad. Sometimes people do things that they think might be funny, but really, they’re not. Daddy made a mistake is all. It’s okay.”

      “Momma… are you and Daddy going to split up?”

      “No! Gosh, Luka, no… sometimes people have arguments, but they don’t last. I love Daddy and he loves both of us. No biggie, okay?”

      “No biggie?”

      “No biggie.” Maia kissed Luka’s cute button nose. “Sarah will be here soon, and she called me earlier and told me she’s bringing some crafts for you two to do together. So, you can stay up a little later than normal, okay? For a treat.”

      Luka’s eyes lit up. “Okay.”

      

      When Maia crawled back out of the book nook, her heart felt eased. Zach was waiting for her, smiling. He helped her to her feet and drew her close. “I’m sorry, Maia. I was an idiot.”

      He kissed her gently, and she felt the last of her anger slip away. “You’re forgiven.”

      His kiss grew deeper. “I love you, Mrs. Konta.”

      She chuckled. “Right back at you, Mr. Konta.”

      They went back to their bedroom to finish dressing and to Maia’s surprise, Zach loved her sparkly Dorothy shoes. “That’ll show those stuck-up bitches. You look beautiful, darling.”

      And for once, she felt beautiful. Maia checked her reflection one last time. Her caramel skin, inherited from her Indian mother and Creole father, glowed with the light makeup she had put on, and her long dark hair fell in soft waves down her back. The midnight-blue dress clung to her full breasts, flat stomach, and curvy hips. She wasn’t the tallest woman—only five-foot-four—but the heels gave her an extra inch or so next to Zach’s six feet. He was gloriously elegant in a dark blue suit, and he took her hand as they said goodbye to Luka and Sarah the sitter and went down to the waiting limousine.

      

      Maia unconsciously straightened her spine as they walked into the party. Even though she knew these people well, she still felt like an outsider. She hadn’t been born into this world; she had married into it, and she suspected many of Zach’s contemporaries looked down at her. There was one woman, in particular, who repeatedly made it clear that Maia didn’t belong and never had. Tracey Golding-Hamm, a stick-thin blonde socialite, beautiful in a pinched, snooty way, had always harbored a crush on Zach and when he’d married the decidedly non-snooty Maia, Tracey hadn’t even attempted to hide her disdain. Maia wasn’t scared of her; she just hated being in the same room as the vicious blonde.

      The couple throwing the party, however, were two people she did like and respect. Henry Klein was Zach’s college roommate and business partner, and his wife, Sakata, was a charity maven who actually did more than just throw parties for show. Sakata and Maia had hit it off immediately; as Sakata put it, they were the ‘Asian contingent’. Maia had laughed at her description and nodded. “We represent, all right.”

      Sakata also had no time for the bitchier members of their circle, those men and women who looked down on Maia when she married Zach. “Girl, you have two college degrees, and you’re a major force at your publishing company. And you did it on your own. Those jerks have never had to try.”

      Maia spotted Tracey making a beeline for her and Zach and excused herself. The mood she was in, she didn’t want anything to do with the vile bitch.

      Coming to her rescue, Sakata bore Maia off as soon as they joined the party. “Come with me; I know where Henry’s hidden the good booze.”

      She and Maia retreated to the kitchen and found a bottle of scotch. Sakata waved it triumphantly. “Henry will kill me but who cares? I have to put up with his crappy taste in wine.”

      Sakata and Henry enjoyed a rambunctious relationship, forever play-fighting and fooling around. Henry was so easy going and Sakata so mischievous that they seemed incongruous in this world, but Maia wished her own husband was a little more like Henry, fun-loving and chilled out.

      But then again… she told Sakata about Zach’s prank. “Am I overreacting?”

      Sakata pulled a face. “No way. What a jerk move.”

      Maia felt a little better. “Right? I wanted to kill him.”

      “I would have certainly made sure I kneed him somewhere painful.”

      Maia snorted with laughter. “Damn, never thought of that.”

      Sakata speared an olive from a platter waiting to be taken into the party and popped it in her mouth. “Not like Zachary to play pranks.”

      “I know. Maybe that’s why it shocked me.” Maia took a slug of scotch and grimaced. “Ugh.”

      Sakata snorted. “Yup. Best to sip that one. How did Zach know you were in that store?”

      “He said he was just passing and saw us.”

      “Random.”

      Maia nodded. She wasn’t sure if she believed Zach’s story either, but she had no reason to believe otherwise. He was hardly the type of person to keep tabs on her, but a small chill went up her spine anyway. Don’t be stupid… this is Zach we’re talking about—the man you love, the father of your child. You know him better than you know yourself.

      She decided to change the subject. “So, who’s coming tonight? Apart from the Witch Queen of Angmar. I’ve already seen her.”

      “The usual, both good and bad.” Sakata grinned. “Oh, and a few new people. A couple we met when we were in Jakarta for the conference, Julia and Gordon VanDusen. She’s lovely, but he’s… well, sweet but grabby so keep your eyes open and duck away when you can. And someone Henry’s trying to schmooze, Atom Harcourt.”

      “Name rings a bell.”

      “You’ve probably heard of his father, Alan Harcourt, the property magnate. Atom works for him.” Sakata lowered her voice. “He’s gorgeous, absolutely to die for, but very closed off and reserved. He brought a date but seems to be content to ignore her and drink on his own. I don’t think Henry’s going to get very far with him.”

      Maia already felt a kinship with the newcomer. “I wish I had the balls to go hide out. No offense, but you know how much I hate parties.”

      “No offense taken. For my work, it’s a necessary evil.” Sakata studied her. “Talking of work… I hear Eliza might be moving on.”

      Maia flushed. No one was supposed to know about her impending promotion to editor-in-chief—not even Zach knew. But Sakata had spies in many camps. “Nothing is set in stone yet, so I’m not getting excited about it. I don’t want to jinx it.”

      Sakata squeezed her arm. “It’s very well deserved, honey, but my lips are sealed, I promise.” She sighed. “Well, let’s go and rejoin the party. I’ll point out the hunk if he comes out of hiding.”

      Maia was still giggling when they went back to find their husbands. Zach snaked an arm around Maia’s waist. “You look happy.”

      “Always with you,” she said and kissed his cheek. He leaned his forehead against hers.

      “Does this mean I’m forgiven?”

      Maia smiled. “You’re forgiven… and when we get home tonight, I’ll show you just how forgiven you are.”

      His eyebrows shot up and desire glowed in his eyes. “I’ll make you keep that promise, Maia Konta.”

      

      To Maia’s relief, the party was a laid-back affair, and the more aloof people kept to themselves. Sakata introduced Maia to Julia and Gordon, and Maia was delighted to see a mischievous glint in Julia’s eyes. Gordon was a little boorish but friendly nonetheless, and Maia warmed to the new couple, inviting them for drinks after the holidays.

      “I would love that,” Julia confided, leaning in conspiratorially. “Some of these women look—”

      “—terrifying?” Maia grinned at her new friend and Julia laughed.

      “Yup.”

      Maia chatted easily with Julia while Zach and Gordon talked business and before they knew it, people were starting to leave. “Is it that late already?”

      Maia looked around for Zach who had excused himself while she was occupied. “Excuse me, Julia.”

      “Good to meet you! Call me after Christmas, promise?”

      Maia kissed her cheek. “I promise.” She liked the other woman immensely. They chatted for a while, then Henry came to claim his wife to introduce her to some other people.

      Maia turned and almost groaned out loud. Tracey was right next to her. “Hello, Maia.” She looked her up and down, smirking when she saw her red glittery shoes. “Are we going for Las Vegas Hooker-style? I had no idea this party was fancy dress.”

      “Sure you did or you wouldn’t have come as a raging bitch.” Maia shot back. “You might want to mix up your costumes. That one’s getting pretty old.” She downed the last of her champagne, gave Tracey her most insincere smile and walked away. Yes. Got her. It was petty, but Goddamn, it was satisfying.

      She wandered through the remaining people, trying to find her husband. When she couldn’t find him, she went out to the balcony for some air. It was bitterly cold, and she shivered but the fresh, sharp air cleared her head.

      “Are you looking for someone?”

      Maia whirled around at the sound of his voice. Behind her, a man stood up from one of the balcony chairs. He was tall, easily six-five, and broad-shouldered. His dark brown hair was all loose curls, his eyes a vivid green. Three days of dark scruff defined his utterly perfect face.

      Maia was aware she was staring but she couldn’t help herself. He was the most beautiful man she had ever seen. He half-smiled at her scrutiny. “Believe me, this—” he pointed at his face, “—is a curse, not a blessing.”

      His eyes were steady on hers, and he reached out and touched her cheek. “An exquisite woman like you must be taken.”

      Maia swallowed hard and nodded. “I’m looking for my husband.”

      The man smiled. “Husband. Just my luck.”

      “Maia?”

      She heard Zach’s voice behind her and rearranged her expression into a smile. “Hey, darling, I was looking for you. This is—” She turned but the beautiful man had disappeared. “A wonderful view.” She finished awkwardly, nodding to the view over Central Park.

      “Nothing compared to what I’m looking at. Let’s go home, darling.”
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      Zach was so loving and attentive on the way home that Maia forgot about the beautiful man, and by the time they had said goodbye to the sitter and checked on a sleeping Luka, she was tired.

      But Zach was already hard for her and he peeled her dress from the shoulders. “Keep the shoes on,” he murmured, his lips against her throat.

      Maia chuckled, then gasped as he ripped her panties from her and deftly unhooked her bra.

      “Christ, you’re so gorgeous, my love…” He laid her back on the bed and pushed her legs apart. He unzipped his pants and drew out his already hard cock.

      “Do you want me to suck you, baby?” The fact that he was still in his suit while she was naked and exposed was turning Maia on, but Zach shook his head, instead pulling her legs around his waist and thrusting into her. She gasped at the quick violence of it, but soon they found their rhythm and made love, Maia pulling at Zach’s clothes, her lips hungry on his.

      

      She woke in the middle of the night to find the bed empty beside her. She sighed. This had happened a few times over the last few months—Zach was finding it difficult to sleep. She slipped from the bed and padded silently through the apartment to find him. He was sitting in his study, his headphones on, staring out of the window.

      Maia slipped her arms around his shoulders and hugged him. He lifted his headphones off, setting them on the desk, taking her hand and drawing her onto his lap. She stroked his face, noting the dark circles under his eyes. “What is it, my love?”

      Zach shook his head, holding her close, and she stroked his hair. “Is it me? Am I upsetting you in some way?”

      “No, darling. You and Luka are the best things in my world. I’m just feeling…” He gave a choked laugh. “I can’t even put it into words. Unsettled. Frustrated.”

      “With what?”

      He shrugged. “Life. I don’t think depression has a reason, Maia—it just comes. My mother used to suffer from it, too.”

      Maia held him close. “You’ve never told me much about your parents.”

      “I suppose I haven’t.”

      Maia waited, but he didn’t go on. She pressed her lips to his. “Come back to bed, darling. I can help relax you.”

      His hand slid up her thigh underneath her nightgown. “Why not right here?” He said, his voice ragged with arousal. Maia grinned and straddled him as he pushed her nightgown up over her hips.

      Maia freed his cock from his sweatpants, and he guided himself into her, pulling down the strap of her gown and exposing her breast as they made love. He took her nipple into his mouth, sucking on it hard and making her gasp and shiver with pleasure. She rode him hard, moaning his name over and over until they both came.

      Zach let her lead him back to bed afterward, and she wrapped herself around him, cradling his head against her breasts.

      But when she slept, she dreamed of vivid green eyes and a sad smile.
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      Five Years Later…

      Seattle

      

      Atom Harcourt nodded as the judge granted his divorce. He didn’t look at Gail as she stood across the room from him. He already knew what her expression would be. Pain, betrayal, hatred. And he deserved it all. Gail was a good woman, and he’d been selfish enough to marry her just to make his father happy. It hadn’t worked.

      Now his father was gone, and Gail loathed the very sight of him. I’m sorry, he wanted to tell her, I’m sorry I’m such a weak bastard.

      He risked a look at her. Her elegant, patrician features were blank as she stared back at him, but her eyes told him the story of her sadness and pain.

      God, I’m sorry…

      He stepped towards her as the judge dismissed the court, but Gail turned her head and stalked out, ignoring him. He knew she would never talk to him again, and he didn’t blame her.

      Atom thanked his lawyer and left quickly, slipping into his Mercedes and driving out of the city. He kept driving in no particular direction until he reached the coastline, then, ignoring the fact he was wearing a seventeen-thousand-dollar handmade suit, he walked along the beach for miles. Even when it started to rain he didn’t turn back, grateful that the bad weather meant he was alone.

      And he was alone. In the week since his father had died, Atom had been in denial, but now he knew it was the case. His mother had died when he was a kid, and his older brother disappeared into the Australian interior years before and didn’t keep in touch. For years it had been Atom and his father, locked in some kind of twisted power play between father and son, always trying to one-up each other.

      And Atom was tired of it. His father’s death had released something inside of him, a freedom… a kind of relief. The guilt that brought was almost unbearable.

      What a fucked-up life. Atom slowed down, breathing hard. He might be wealthy beyond reason, handsome as Adonis, but that was nothing to Atom. He wanted…

      What did he want? Marriage clearly wasn’t for him. He spent his twenties and thirties fucking his way around the world’s most beautiful women, but that hadn’t made him happy. He’d been seeking someone who didn’t exist. A soulmate.

      Only once had he felt the promise of something more—a brief moment at a party five years ago. A moment on a cold December night at an acquaintance’s’ party.

      Her eyes, those large deep brown eyes, wreathed with dark lashes. Her sweet smile. God, it had been less than a minute, but she’d haunted his dreams ever since.

      Stupidly. She was married for Chrissakes. After the party, Atom had flown back to Seattle and tried to forget her, but now and again her face would fill his dreams.

      Lately, in an effort to assuage his loneliness, he’d begun to frequent sex clubs, the more exclusive ones deep in the city. Anonymous and discreet, he indulged in as much sex as he wanted, without ever having to know the name of the woman he was fucking.

      He preferred it that way.

      Atom rubbed his face now. Christ, he was so messed up. Something had to change in his life. Something had to give him purpose.

      

      He drove back to his apartment in the city. In the shower, he held his face up to the cool spray, hoping to clear his head. He was meeting an old friend this evening, Dante Harper, who’d just moved back to the city with his wife Emory. The couple had spent a few years in Dante’s mother’s home country of Italy but were now back in Seattle. Atom and Dante had been close friends as children, and now Atom felt a wave of hope. Dante had always been a steadying force in his life—maybe he could confide in his friend and seek guidance.

      Something had to change, that much Atom knew. He just didn’t know what to do to change it.

      

      “Atom!” Dante hugged his old friend tightly, and Atom felt his heart lift. Dante introduced him to the lovely woman at his side. “Atom, this is my Emory.”

      Atom kissed her cheek. “So, it’s you who’s made this old man so happy? Good to meet you at last.”

      Emory Harper smiled at him. “And you, Atom. Dante talks about you all the time.”

      She was beautiful, and Atom felt a pang. Her caramel skin, her large dark eyes… she reminded him of the girl on the balcony.

      Over dinner, he learned that the couple had a daughter. “She’s eight now and a handful,” Emory laughed, showing him a picture of a young girl with merry, dancing eyes and a bright smile “Nella. She keeps asking us for a brother or sister.”

      “Will you give her one?”

      “Nella was adopted,” Emory said, matter-of-factly, “I couldn’t have children naturally. But we’re thinking about adopting again.” She grinned at Dante. “Just depends on whether my old man has the energy.”

      Dante laughed. “Enough with the ‘old man’.” He looked at Atom. “And what about you?”

      Atom shrugged and told them about the divorce. “It was for the best.”

      “So recent though.” Emory frowned at him. “Are you okay?”

      No. No, I’m not okay. Not by a long shot. “I’m fine. Start of a new era.” He looked at Dante. “Maybe you can suggest a new project for us to do together? I need a new challenge.”

      Dante and Emory exchanged a glance, and Dante nodded. “I’m sure we can come up with something.”

      “Atom… when we’re settled in the new house, you’ll have to come and stay with us for a weekend. If we ever find somewhere. We’re looking at places out on Bainbridge Island.”

      “I can help with that,” he told them. “I have contacts in the area.”

      

      After he’d said goodbye to his friends, he intended to drive home but instead drove into the city to one of his favorite clubs—a club that asked their clients to wear masquerade eye masks for the ultimate anonymity. He sat at the bar for a while before being welcomed into the rooms at the back of the club. It was another bar, but this time, the clientele wasn’t there for cocktails.

      As Atom fixed the masquerade mask over his eyes, he passed his gaze over the women there. He had already slept with a few of them, and some of them, he knew, wouldn’t mind revisiting their trysts, but he never slept with the same woman twice—he’d made that known right at the beginning.

      His eyes were drawn to a dark-haired woman seated at the bar. She was new. Her curves were poured into a skin-tight red dress which clung to her small waist and rounded hips. Her breasts were full and beautifully shaped. Atom felt his cock respond to her beauty. Her face was almost completely obscured by her white mask, but he could see her full, rose-pink mouth as she sipped her drink.

      He went over, ordered a mineral water and sat down next to her. She didn’t look at him, and when she picked her glass up, he could see her hands trembling. Ah. So, she was really new… and inexperienced at this.

      “Hello.”

      She turned unnaturally violet eyes to him—contacts, he guessed. She really didn’t want anyone to see the real her and that intrigued him. “Hello.” A soft voice, a slight quaver.

      He smiled, his eyes soft. “You’re new here.”

      She nodded. “I am. I…” She gave a sweet little chuckle. “I don’t really know what I’m doing here. It was a whim. I’m sorry, I should probably be all cool and confident, but the truth is… I have no idea what I’m doing.” She shook her head, smiling. “I think I’m out of my depth here. I was just trying something different, you know? Something out of my comfort zone.”

      Atom touched a finger to her cheek, was gratified when she didn’t pull away. There was something compelling about this woman, about her honesty. Usually, the people at the club put on an act—which was kind of the point of the masks—but this woman…

      “If you’re not comfortable, lovely lady…”

      “I should go.”

      Atom felt bereft, but he nodded. “I would hate it if you were caught up in something you weren’t ready for.”

      What was he saying? When had he turned into a bleeding heart? But something about her made him feel protective. She was gorgeous, sexy… and definitely in the wrong place. “May I walk you out?”

      She hesitated, then nodded, and he offered her his arm. “I have to say, I’m surprised to find such a gentleman here. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” Ask her for her number. Ask her to come home with you. Don’t let her go. “Can I drive you home?”

      Uh oh, wrong thing to say. He saw wariness in her eyes, and he held up his hands. “Forget I said that, I’m sorry. I meant it well, not as the awkward come-on it sounded like.”

      She gave a small laugh of relief. “It’s okay, I’ll take a cab.”

      Atom waited outside the club with her until they hailed a cab, then opened the door for her. “It was good to meet you.”

      “And you. Thank you rescuing me from that place.” She hesitated then quickly kissed him, brief, soft on the mouth. “For what it’s worth, you made this evening a good one. Goodbye.”

      “Bye.”

      He watched as the cab drove away and shook his head. What a freaking weird night. When the cab had disappeared into the night, Atom took off his mask, showing it into his pocket. He’d lost the enthusiasm for casual sex tonight. He went to his car, thankful he hadn’t had anything alcoholic to drink. He wanted to drive in the cool air of the night to clear his head. His lips still tingled from the soft kiss, her soft kiss…

      “Ah, damn it.” What was wrong with him? Twice now, he’d been in the company of a woman who had aroused in him not just sexual feelings, but something else, something deeper, and both times he’d let her go.

      Fuck.

      Maybe it was time to grow up and try to find someone who meant something more than a quick hook-up, someone he could really care about.

      Maybe it was time.
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      Maia thanked the cab driver and let herself into her hotel room. She stripped out of the red dress, and with relief, removed the violet contacts from her eyes. She was still trembling and when she’d showered and changed into sweats, she crawled onto the bed and let out a sigh.

      “What the hell was I thinking?” Earlier, feeling brave—and frustrated—going to the club had seemed like a good idea. She had needed to feel the touch of another human, had needed it for a couple of years now, and tonight, her frustration had peaked, and she’d done her research on the internet.

      Anonymous, masked sex sounded kinky and a good option. Maybe if the guy in the club hadn’t been so kind, she would have gone through with it. She smiled to herself then. Yeah, he’d been a sweetie, and thank God for it.

      Maia sat back against the headboard. At least she’d been saved from a train wreck. Her biggest train wreck of course was her life now. After five years of nothing but searching for Luka and Zach, not believing her daughter was gone, her friends had sat her down.

      Sakata, Julia… they’d both told her some harsh truths. “They’re gone,” Sakata had said, holding Maia’s hands. “Luka is gone. Dead, Maia. Zach’s note made that clear.”

      Maia winced now recalling it, but she had known they were right. “You need to make a new life now, my darling,” Julia, who’d become a good friend, told her. “Away from New York.”

      She had known they were right about that, too. Her nemesis Tracey had been crowing to anyone who would listen about how Maia couldn’t keep her husband happy, that she’d made him so desperate he killed himself and his daughter. There was more than one occasion when Maia had been held back from going full medieval on Tracey’s smug ass. The final straw was the article in one of New York’s high-end magazines. The article was clearly planted by Tracey and painted Maia as nothing more than a gold-digging whore. Maia’s friend leapt to her defense and encouraged her to sue the writer and the magazine, but Maia was exhausted by all of it.

      So, she’d chosen to move across the country. She’d never been to Seattle before, but as soon as she saw the waters of Elliott Bay and Puget Sound, the Olympic mountains, and Mount Rainier so majestic against the skyline, she knew she had made the right decision.

      A new life.

      The New York police were still refusing to close the case and declare Zach and Luka dead.

      Zach… she would never forgive him. Ever. It was as simple as that. When, at his memorial, his friends had extolled on what a great man he was, she could hardly stop herself from screaming out that he was a murderer. That he had taken her daughter away—ended her young life for no other reason than to cause Maia pain.

      Bastard.

      So, Maia, her anger, her hurt a burning thing, divorced Zach in absentia, and in her divorce filing asked for sole custody of Luka… the daughter who was lost. Zach’s money was tied up, but she’d had enough saved of her own—and the apartment had been in her name for tax reasons—that she sold everything, readying for the move out to the West Coast.

      She’d given Henry full control of Zach’s part in the company, not caring to run it herself, but wanting to save some of Luka’s inheritance… just in case.

      Everything was ‘just in case,’ but with every day that passed, Maia began to accept she would never see her daughter again.

      

      Now, she had been in Seattle for a few days, and for the time being, she had holed up in a small but clean hotel. She had some vague idea about what she wanted to do, but she’d lost confidence in herself. After the disappearance, she had given up her position at the publishing company, spending every day searching for any clue to Luka’s fate.

      She’d driven herself half mad.

      Now, as she began to accept that Luka was gone, and as she stood on the edge of a new life, there was a small glimmer of optimism in her soul. There were good people in this world; the stranger at the sex club had proved that.

      

      Two days later, she was standing in an empty storefront on Bainbridge Island. From the large picture windows, she could see across the bay to the city. The polished wooden floors and shelves smelled wonderful, and Maia knew she had found her place. She talked about the lease with the realtor and ended up signing a five-year contract.

      “What will you do with the place?” The realtor, Jensen, was looking at her with interest, a cute young man with dark blonde hair and merry green eyes.

      “A bookshop,” she said, smiling at him. “I know that must sound boring to you, but I love reading.”

      “Not at all,” he assured her. “I’m a nerd, too. Oh, I mean… no offense.” He seemed to realize she might take that as an insult, but Maia laughed.

      “None taken, I am a nerd and proud of it.” She looked around her new premises. “Now, business done. Let’s talk about somewhere to live.”

      

      Jensen came through for her again with a home: he found her a small house on a quiet street with a garden that led down to a tiny private beach. It had been up for rent for a while, the furniture covered in dust sheets, but as Maia walked through it, she could see herself here.

      The porch had an old swing, rife with woodworm, but as she sat down gingerly, it swung gently. Jensen was watching her. “Well?”

      She smiled at him. “Yes. You had a good day, Jensen.”

      He laughed. “Glad to hear it. Now, let’s get the business out of the way. I know some movers if you need them.”

      “I don’t. I didn’t bring anything but my clothes and books with me.” Maia stood up. “I’m starting over, Jensen. But if you could point me in the way of a good furniture store, I’d be grateful.”

      

      A week later and she had moved in. She found she enjoyed living so sparsely, so when Jensen had hooked her up with a great furniture store, she bought a few pieces—a new bed, kitchen table, some comfortable armchairs—but she found herself each evening sitting outside on the rickety porch swing and watching the sunsets over the island.

      During the days she scrubbed, polished, and oiled the wooden floors and shelves of her new bookstore, and then enthusiastically filled the shelves. She sought out a sign maker and three weeks after her arrival in Washington, Luka’s Books, opened to a curious crowd of buyers.

      

      Atom hugged Emory as she opened the door to him. “Hey, you. You look… better.” She studied him and nodded approvingly. Atom grinned at her. Even though they hadn’t known each other for a long time, he’d grown very fond of his friend’s wife.

      Emory Harper had been through the mill when it came to life. Injured in a school massacre, she’d been shot by a vengeful ex-husband and only survived due to Dante’s help and care. A former school teacher, she now taught as a professor at UW.

      Nella, the Harpers’ daughter, greeted Atom shyly. “I think she has a crush on you,” Emory grinned to her daughter’s protest.

      Dante clapped Atom’s shoulder. “Just in time. I’ve been cooking.”

      “Baby. You put steaks on a grill.” Emory chuckled at his pout. “Okay, okay, that counts.”

      In the garden of their rented home on Bainbridge Island, Atom saw they had indeed started a cookout. Some mutual friends had also made their way to the party, and Atom chatted easily with them.

      Emory was right. For the past few weeks, a weight had lifted from Atom’s shoulders. No more was the fear of disappointing his father in his life… because the fear of disappointing himself had replaced it.

      But that was something he could do something about. He’d been talking to Dante, late into the nights sometimes, and Dante had convinced him that change was already in his own hands.

      He’d confided about the girl at the club, and Dante had nodded. “Sometimes people are brought into our lives for a reason. I know Em was, despite the horrific way we met. Em will tell you that everything happens for a reason, and she would know.” He patted his friend’s shoulder. “This girl, whoever she was, you may never see her again. You probably won’t see her again. But just maybe, she taught you that someone could get into that heart of yours.”

      Atom had thought about his friend’s words again and again between then and now, and in his everyday life, he began to see new possibilities, new connections he could make. He wasn’t seeking ‘the one’ relentlessly, just opening his mind to something more than just a fling.

      Certainly more than what he had given Gail during their marriage. Christ, he’d been a bastard even if he’d never raised his voice or his fist to her. Absence was another kind of abuse. He’d called her and left her a long rambling voicemail message when she didn’t pick up, apologizing, but she hadn’t called him back. Atom couldn’t blame her. She wanted to move past the pain, and he could respect that. It wasn’t for Gail to absolve his guilt.

      “Hey, buddy.” Dante sat down next to him now, beer in hand. “Now that I have a moment off from chef-ing duties—” he grinned as Emory scoffed at him, “I wanted to talk to you about something.”

      “Go for it.”

      “We’ve found some land here on the island, and we’d like you to build us a house.”

      Atom sipped his beer. “Oh, just that?” He laughed. “Wow, okay…”

      “You’re the best architect I know, hell, any of us know, and you’ve spent far too long sitting in meetings and behind desks. Come on, At, you know that’s true. With all due respect, your father never gave you the freedom to create like I know you can. So, carte blanche. Unlimited budget. Build my girls a palace.”

      Atom grinned at his friend. “I’m assuming you’re speaking figuratively?”

      “You know what I mean. Emory has a ton of ideas, so I’m sure she’ll tell you all of them and then some.” Dante leaned in and said in a stage-whisper, “I hate to tell you this, but Em has a project book stuffed with ideas. There are turrets, man, turrets!”

      “I can hear you.” Emory giggled and came to sit on his knee. “So, Atom, Dante’s told you?”

      “He has, and I’m looking forward to it.” Atom smiled at the couple, watching them as they held each other. They were so close, so in sync with each other, and it made Atom’s heart ache. Would he ever find someone like that?

      

      As he drove home that night, he wondered if Dante and Emory were so close because they had been through hell together—actual life-and-death crap. He felt bad for feeling so depressed when they had been through much worse than he had ever been through…… that he would admit to, anyway. There were some parts of his life that he had closed off to himself and had denied all his life because they were just too painful to confront.

      On the ferry back to the mainland, he looked back over to the island. He liked the pace of life there—it was pretty chill. It was a bedroom community, feeding into the city’s businesses, yes, but he liked the feel of the place.

      And it was beautiful, too. He was looking forward to building Dante and Emory’s new home and while he was out there, maybe he’d rent a place—see how island life suited him.

      It was something different. A different way to live his life. His business practically ran itself, thanks to his uber-efficient team, and it wasn’t as if he couldn’t afford to take time off for a passion project. Thanks to his father’s will, he was worth billions.

      Atom half-laughed to himself. He had made his own money, albeit with the help of a good education and help from his father, but now, with unlimited resources….

      Just don’t waste it, he told himself, use it to build a new life, get some passion back. Yes, this new project would change things for him, and it was about time.

      With a definite lift in his spirits he went home and straight to bed, dreaming of blueprints, bricks, and a new life.
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      No sooner than Maia had put a ‘Help Wanted’ notice in the bookshop window than a young Asian-American girl came in, smiling shyly. Lark Sun was a college student looking to spend what remained of the summer vacation working and saving for her sophomore year at UW.

      What began as a formal interview soon turned into talking about their favorite books, and Maia knew she had found the right person. Lark wanted to start as soon as possible, and so Maia and she agreed on her hours and schedule. She thanked Maia for the opportunity, but as she was leaving, Maia called her back. “One more thing… do you like dogs?”

      “I love dogs,” Lark nodded. “Are you thinking of getting one?”

      “I like the idea of a bookshop dog. It adds to the relaxed feel I’m going for. Also, I could use the company at night.”

      “It’s a wonderful idea.”

      Maia smiled at her new friend. “Good. Then we’ll see you on Monday morning.”

      

      She closed the store early and drove her rental car to the nearest rescue shelter. Her heart ached for all the poor dogs who needed love and a good, kind home, and she wished she could take them all. But when she saw the spaniel, she knew she was the one. A King Charles Cavalier, ruby and white, gazed up at her with huge brown eyes, and Maia was lost.

      Soon, she and the dog were back in the rental car. The spaniel, named Betty, was spread-eagled on the passenger seat, her head laid on Maia’s thigh as Maia drove them both back home. Maia brought the dog into the house and let her sniff around where she liked, checking the place out, giving her space.

      Maia heated a can of soup for her own supper and gave Betty a dish of dog food, which the dog cleaned out in seconds, making Maia laugh. “Hungry, girl?”

      After supper, Maia sat out on the porch with Betty on her lap, stroking the dog’s soft ears, and for the first time in what seemed like a lifetime, she felt contentment.

      It was late August, and the weather was still warm and sultry, and Maia sat outside for most of the evening, reading her book, and fussing with Betty. The dog wandered in the yard a little, but cleaved close to Maia, the two of them forming a quick bond.

      Maia was about to go in after the sun finally set but was stopped by the sound of singing coming from a car that had pulled up across the street. Two teenage girls, all long legs and wide smiles, piled out of a car tunelessly singing a rock song. Betty looked up at the noise, and Maia smiled to herself, the girls’ mood infectious.

      They noticed her sitting there and waved. She waved back, and they came over. “Hello, you’re new.”

      Maia laughed. “Relatively. Maia Gahanna.”

      The taller of the two girls grinned. “I’m Michonne, and this is my irritating younger sister, Jamelia. We live over there—” she waved a hand nonchalantly towards the house across the street, “—with our mom. Aw, can I pet your dog? She’s gorgeous.”

      “Of course.”

      Jamelia smiled shyly at Maia. Both girls were gorgeous with their ebony skin, Michonne with hair pulled back in a ponytail and Jamelia’s cropped close to her scalp. They were so tall that Maia felt dwarfed, but both were so outgoing and friendly that she found chatting with them easy.

      It was dark before they knew it ,and Michonne and Jamelia stood to leave. “Come over and meet Mom soon. She’d love to get to know you. She’s Unique.”

      “Most moms are.”

      Jamelia grinned. “No, Unique is her name.”

      “Ah. Well, I look forward to meeting her.” Maia picked Betty up. “Goodnight, girls, thanks for making my evening.”

      They called their goodbyes, grinning and waving, and Maia’s heart lifted. Sweet, sweet girls.

      She went inside. Betty followed her up the stairs and jumped on the bed, and Maia shrugged. The dog curled up next to her pillow and when Maia returned from brushing her teeth, she laughed at the dog’s guilty look. Maia crawled on the bed next to Betty. “You can stay, gorgeous.” She stroked Betty’s silky head and kissed the tip of her nose. The dog licked her face once, then burrowed into the crook of her neck.

      Maia was still smiling as she fell asleep.

      

      Both Lark and Betty proved to be huge successes, and Maia found she loved working in the bookstore, getting to know the locals. Lark had an encyclopedic knowledge of books, especially the young adult section, and she and Maia could spend hours just talking about what they were reading at any given time. Lark also adored Betty, which helped, and Betty enchanted almost everyone who came into the store.

      As summer gave way to fall, and the night began to draw in, Maia and Lark decorated the store with Halloween decorations, and Lark began a ‘Scary Stories for Children’ afternoon.

      It was on one of these afternoons that Maia met someone who made her long for her daughter. A beautiful young woman brought her daughter in to the store for the story time, and Maia felt her heart stop. The mother clearly had Indian blood in her, and the little girl she was with—about ten years old, Maia guessed—looked so much like an older Luka that Maia felt her chest clench.

      The woman smiled at her, not realizing Maia’s distress. “Hi, there. We’re not too late, are we?”

      Maia swallowed. “Of course not. Lark’s just setting up. Hello,” she smiled at the young girl. “Would you like a cupcake? These ones are chocolate, the ones with little ghosts on them, and the others are pumpkin spice flavor.”

      The girl nodded shyly. “Thank you.”

      Her mother smiled. “This is Nella.” She ruffled her daughter’s dark hair and held her hand out to Maia. “Emory Harper.”

      “Maia Gahanna. It’s good to meet you both… I’m sorry, I can’t remember if I’ve seen you in here before.”

      “First time, but we’ve been meaning to come in for a while. We’re new to the island, but not the area. Are you from Seattle?”

      Maia shook her head. “New York. I’ve only been here for a few months, well, two months to be exact, but I have to say, I love it.”

      Emory beamed at her. “It is wonderful, isn’t it? The mountains, the ocean… great place to bring up a child. Nella loves it here.”

      Maia felt another tug on her heart. “Is she your only child?”

      “Yup, so far, but we’re thinking of adopting another.”

      Maia was surprised. “Nella is adopted? She’s the image of you.”

      Emory grinned. “I know. We chose a biracial child deliberately, although until we met Nella, we had no idea she would look so much like me. Do you have family with you?”

      Maia shook her head but said nothing, and Emory didn’t press her. They chatted some more, finding common ground, and Maia thought how nice it would be to have Emory as a friend. As if reading her mind, Emory smiled at her. “Would you like to have coffee sometime? I have a feeling you and I could be great friends.”

      “I would love that,” Maia said sincerely, feeling her heart lift. “I really would. Look, here’s my cell phone number,” she handed a card to Emory. “Let’s do it soon.”

      “You got it.”

      

      Emory called her a few days later, and they arranged to meet for coffee at a café on the other side of the island. Emory explained she had found it by accident one day, on a walk from their rented home. “We’re actually building a place on the shoreline, but it won’t be ready for months. Dream home, so Dante—that’s my husband—tells me. I think any home with him and Nella is a dream.”

      “Do you work?”

      “I teach at UW. I used to teach English at Auburn, but now I lecture part-time. Did you have a bookstore in New York?”

      Maia told her about her publishing career, and Emory was impressed. “And you didn’t want to work in publishing here?”

      “I wanted a more laid-back lifestyle.” Maia had been practicing that answer, and Emory seemed to buy it.

      “Can I ask a question?”

      “Of course.”

      “Have you a partner? I’m being nosy, I know, but you’re such a lovely person; it seems strange that you’re on your own.”

      Maia hesitated for a moment. “I was married. He died.”

      Emory’s face went red. “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to intrude.”

      Maia held her hands up. “It’s okay. It’s complicated, really… he took my daughter and disappeared on Christmas Eve five years ago. They found his car with a note next to a bridge.”

      Emory went pale. “Oh, Maia…”

      “Yes. So, the fact is he’s dead…” She gave a humorless laugh. “Sorry, you don’t want to hear this.”

      Emory put her hand on Maia’s. “Listen, if you need to talk about any of it, please know, I’m here for you. It must be strange coming to a new place and starting over. I admire that.”

      

      Maia said goodbye to Emory and drove back to her home. It had felt good to talk about Luka with someone; she had stopped doing that with her friends years ago, the pain too raw. But pretending Luka never existed wasn’t an option, and Maia knew that here, she had an opportunity to get the pain out—process it—and start over.

      Betty greeted her excitedly as she opened the door, and Maia spent a few minutes fussing over her beloved dog before dropping her keys on the table and heading into the kitchen. No sooner than she had fed Betty than she heard someone knocking.

      Jamelia Benjamin grinned at her. “Hello again, Mom wanted to know if you’d like to come and eat with us. She’s made enough for a small army. Bring Betty, too.”

      Maia was tired, but she couldn’t say no to Jamelia’s hopeful face and thanked her. “Can I bring anything?”

      “Seriously, we have enough food
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