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PROLOGUE



He gives me the creeps, Tanya thought.

She’d barely noticed the tall, distinguished man the first time he passed her plane seat. They’d just recovered from air turbulence, and her new son, Coty, had been crying. Tanya had glanced up just in time to see the man observing her on his way to the restroom. At first glance, his eyes had been as kind as his smile. Tanya had dismissed him as yet another good-hearted traveler who suspected she’d just adopted Coty.

But he’d just passed for the third time…and smiled again…and glanced toward the empty aisle seat…again. Tanya hunched her shoulders and held Coty closer. She brushed her lips against the sleeping child’s forehead and focused out the window. The clouds floating beneath the plane appeared as soft as Coty’s blanket. The engines’ hum had nearly coaxed her into a nap before that man snapped her fully awake.

She directed a frown toward his back and willed him to feel her disapproval, but his forward focus indicated he sensed nothing. As a professional woman, Tanya had learned the necessity of keeping up her guard against unwanted advances. So she erected the invisible wall that protected her from predators and prayed the flight from Korea would remain uneventful.

Coty stirred in her arms and whimpered. During the last couple of weeks, she and the eighteen-month-old toddler had become a family. Tanya had fallen in love with the olive-skinned child from the moment she saw his photo a year ago. His cleft palate had only endeared him all the more. Now her dream of being a mother was a reality. The surgeries Coty faced were but one of many blessings Tanya planned to bestow upon him. She nuzzled his hair, relished the smell of baby shampoo, and wondered yet again if God would one day bring a wonderful man into their life who would be a gallant husband and phenomenal father.

“Excuse me,” a woman’s voice interrupted her longing thoughts, and Tanya glanced up to see the flight attendant accompanied by that man.

She stiffened. “Yes?” Tanya questioned and focused solely on the attendant, whose badge indicated her name was Kim.

“This gentleman is claustrophobic and needs an aisle seat.”

Tanya’s gaze shifted toward the man. The cut of his suit, the gold ring on his pinky, bespoke success in business; but his panicked eyes revealed less confidence while flying.

The attendant continued, “We were wondering if—”

“I’m so sorry to intrude,” the man injected, his smooth voice distressed. “It’s just that I don’t do well sitting at the window. I requested an aisle seat, but they said this flight was fully booked and now here’s this seat open.”

“Probably someone who missed the flight,” the attendant explained.

Tanya focused on the empty space and wondered if she might have misjudged the man. His anxious expression and the perspiration trickling down his temple validated his claims of needing some space. As a physician’s assistant, Tanya certainly understood the physical limitations of the claustrophobic. Her mother couldn’t even tolerate elevators.

“Well…” she hedged and wondered just how hard-hearted she’d appear if she turned him down.

“Please…” he begged.

What’s it going to hurt? she thought.

“Okay,” she agreed.

“Thanks so much,” he said, his dark eyes pools of liquid relief. He rubbed his forehead and eased into the seat.

Tanya shifted Coty until his head rested on her shoulder. Patting his back, she stared at the clouds and purposed not to offer the man another glance.

 

Maurice Salazar settled into the seat, pulled the monogrammed handkerchief from his suit pocket, and dabbed at the water on his temples. He then wiped his clammy palms and tucked the handkerchief back into his pocket. He’d splashed his temples with water from the lavatory to give the appearance of sweat. The clammy palms were the result of a genuine assault of nerves.

He cut a glance toward the thirty-something woman he’d just manipulated. She looked so much like Eva he’d nearly called her by name when he saw her get on the flight. But her red hair, caught in a ponytail, was a shade lighter than Eva’s. Her eyes were blue; Eva’s, green. This lady dressed casually in slacks and a simple T-shirt while Eva’s taste ran toward skirts and jackets. Furthermore, Eva was now about fifteen years older than this lovely image of femininity. She’d been twenty when she broke Maurice’s heart.

He swallowed a sigh and wrapped his fingers around the arm-rests to stop himself from stroking her hair. There’d be plenty of opportunities for that in the future. But for now, Maurice would savor the old memories and plan to make new ones.

Even after all these years, he couldn’t remove the memories any more than he could discard Eva’s yellowed photo, still in his billfold. No matter his successes, Maurice never felt whole without her. He’d promised to marry Eva…to give her the best. But once she discovered his family’s profitable business was less-than-legal, she’d chosen God over him.

He hated God then.

He hated him now.

Maurice clenched his fist and released it just as swiftly. Swallowing, he cut a glance toward his new companion and wondered if perhaps fate was giving him another chance at happiness. In his twenties, he’d dreamed that Eva would return. By his thirtieth birthday, Maurice had stopped such romantic nonsense and turned to women for what they could give him. But now, sitting next to this Eva replica, Maurice revisited his youthful fantasies and relished the future.

This time, he wouldn’t let her get away…no matter what.







CHAPTER ONE




Shoot!” Sonny Mansfield glared at his crooked bow tie in the dresser mirror. The only thing he hated worse than a tuxedo was a bow tie. Being forced to wear both was too much to ask—even if it was for his brother’s wedding. Jack and Charli had taken a year to finally tie the knot. Although tonight’s wedding was small and private, they were doing it to the max, replete with formalwear and an upscale dinner in Tyler.

After fumbling the tie into a lopsided failure, Sonny ripped it off. “This should be illegal!” he growled and glared at his flushed face, only heightened by his blond hair. Sonny glanced at his watch. Jack had insisted that he be there by six sharp. It was only five after, so he wasn’t doing too badly.

As if his stress weren’t high enough, his stomach emitted a furious growl, and Sonny debated whether to grab a sandwich before he left. “No time,” he admonished himself and stuffed the rebellious tie into his coat pocket.

He raced up the short hall and through the living room cluttered with photography paraphernalia. Dodging a camera tripod, Sonny banged the door shut and double-checked to make sure it was locked. Only when he was halfway to his pickup did Sonny notice the black Cadillac parked at the curb…and a tall, lean man crawling from the driver’s seat. Smiling, the man offered a wave, and Sonny slowed to a stop.

“Are you Sonny Mansfield?” he called.

“Yes.” Sonny discreetly checked his watch and could nearly feel Jack tapping him on the shoulder.

“Got a minute?” the guy questioned.

“Uh…” Sonny hedged.

“I’m looking for a private eye.” The man paused within a few feet. When he offered his hand, a diamond sparkled from his ring finger. “My name’s Kelvin Stuart.”

Torn between the smell of a new case and the obligations to Jack, Sonny pumped Kelvin’s hand and prepared to set up a meeting later.

“My ex-wife has disappeared with our son, and I’m looking for her. Do you take those kinds of cases?”

Sonny noted the fine cut of the man’s business suit and recognized a good-paying client when he saw one. More than anything else, Sonny needed a good-paying client this week. Even with the freelance photographs he was selling, the economic slowdown had taken its toll on his budget; and Sonny was on the verge of having to dig into his savings to make this month’s house payment. If Kelvin was as loaded as he appeared, Sonny might very easily come away with enough to complete two house payments.

“I take any case that’s legal,” Sonny replied. “But…I’m already late to my brother’s wedding.” He glanced at his watch. Five more minutes had lapsed. “Can we set up a time to meet…maybe tomorrow morning?”

“What about this evening?” Kelvin’s eye twitched. “I haven’t seen my son in three months.”

“Well…okay,” Sonny agreed. “But it might be after ten.”


“No problem. I don’t mind.” The man’s measured smile revealed even, white teeth. “I’ve been told you’re the best.” The worried glint in his eyes mixed with a tinge of hope, and Sonny recognized the symptoms.

Yet another man was being done dirty by an elusive female who didn’t have the heart to at least let the poor guy see his own son. Women knew how to get to a man when they wanted revenge—at least one in his life certainly had. No telling what this guy had done wrong.

Probably left his socks on the floor, Sonny scoffed. A crime punishable by death!

He swiped at the beads of sweat along his forehead while the smell of the neighbor’s grill sent a new rumble through his gut. Trying to ignore both the hunger and the heat, Sonny neared the tree that shaded his yard and jerked his cell phone from his pocket.

“Give me your number, and I’ll call you when I’m free.” Once the man’s number was stored in his address book, Sonny added, “We can meet at a restaurant in Tyler. Does that work?”

“Absolutely!” Kelvin’s tense face relaxed into a smile, and a trickle of perspiration slid down his temple. “Thank you so much! And I’m willing to pay a bonus to get quick service.”

Sonny grinned and thought, Ca-ching, ca-ching. “I can do quick,” he said.

“Good.” Kelvin gave him a thumbs-up and motioned toward Sonny’s truck. “I won’t keep you now. We can talk more tonight.”

“Great,” Sonny agreed and strode to his Chevy with a farewell wave toward his new client. He laid the phone on the dashboard and had just slammed the door when the old theme song from the Dukes of Hazzard TV show filled the cab. He didn’t have to even look at the screen to know the caller was Jack. Sonny had saved that distinctive ring especially for Jack, simply because it annoyed him.

He flipped open the phone and said, “What?” into the receiver.


“What!” Jack retorted. “Where are you?”

“I’m leaving home now,” Sonny replied and cranked the truck.

“I promise, you’re going to be late to your own funeral!”

“I’ll try,” Sonny agreed through a grin. A glance over his shoulder validated that the Cadillac was pulling away from his small, brick home. “But if you’re a pallbearer I seriously doubt I’ll make it late,” he added. “You’ll probably have me there the night before!”

“Hardee-har-har,” Jack drawled. “Just get here, will ya!”

“I’ll see your mug in five minutes flat.” He put the truck in reverse and zoomed from the driveway, onto the road. “And I need help with my bow tie, man. The thing is possessed.”

“I’ll help you with your bow tie,” Jack threatened through a chuckle.

“Yikes!” Sonny laughed and put the truck in drive. “Maybe I’ll get Ryan to help me.”

“Yeah. And take some lessons from your older brother. He was here thirty minutes ago. Nice and early.”

“Hey! I’m early!” Sonny quipped and hung a hard right while ignoring the neighborhood stop sign. “I’ll be there forty-five minutes before it starts.”

“And that’s about as good as it’s ever going to get with you. Right?” Jack’s teasing took on an anxious edge.

“That’s very good for me,” Sonny retorted and then sobered as he considered how he’d feel in Jack’s shoes. His brother’s stress level had to be skyrocketing.

“Ya doin’ okay, man?” Sonny prompted as he neared downtown Bullard.

“I’m so nervous I’m about to collapse,” Jack admitted, a tremor in his voice.

“You’re not backing out on us, are you?”

“Are you kidding? Not in a million years. It’s just—” He stopped. “I don’t know. I’ve never gotten married before, and it’s as nerve-racking as all-get-out. On top of that, Bonnie’s been running around like a chicken with her head cut off and our nephew’s in the big middle of it. The only person who could get Bonnie to behave was me. She’s on a tear because she knows her mom and I are going to be in Colorado for a week. No matter how many times I tell her I’m taking her to Six Flags for my honeymoon with her, she can’t understand why she can’t go on this honeymoon. And I promise, I’ve already seen Charli three times in the last hour, and only one time is supposed to be bad luck. The last time I saw her, the heel on her shoe had broken, for cryin’ out loud! If we pull this off without a major fiasco, I’ll eat your bow tie.”

“Just calm down,” Sonny encouraged. “It’ll all be over by eight. And then you’ll have the honeymoon to look forward to,” he added through a grin.

“That’s easy for you to say! You probably won’t ever even get married!”

“You got that one right,” Sonny agreed. “Especially not if I have to wear a bow tie again.”

 

Tanya O’Brien hung the last painting on her bedroom wall and sighed. After two months of living in Bullard, Texas, she finally felt safe enough to finish unpacking and hang her paintings. Tanya’s watercolor bouquet hung next to a floral painting by her grandmother. The styles were so familiar the two could have been brushed by the same hand. Only the signature M. Malone indicated that Tanya hadn’t painted the explosion of flowers spilling from an overturned wheelbarrow.

“I was taught by the best,” Tanya whispered a mere second before a three-year-old’s delightful squeals echoed up the hallway.

“Happy slide!” her son exclaimed.

Tanya’s eyes widened as her motherly instinct kicked in. Coty was too delighted after being quiet for too long. She darted from the room, up the hallway, and entered the kitchen. By the time she’d taken her second step she knew her instincts were right. Coty had been up to mischief—if the empty vegetable oil bottle spinning near her thrashing cocker spaniel was any indicator.

And her flat sandals did nothing to stop her own slippery trip. As if she was on a sheet of ice, Tanya slid toward the microwave stand and only barely missed the crash by flailing her arms. By the time she rammed into the wall and gained her balance, Coty was laughing all the louder.

“Mamma slide!” he cheered and began standing. “Coty slide!” he declared while vegetable oil dripped from the hem of his shorts. Coty attempted a step, fell to all fours, and scooted to the middle of the room. He flopped to his side as laughter gurgled from his soul.

“Oh, Coty.” Tanya sighed, and as all exasperation eased from her, she couldn’t stop her own chortle. After a series of operations for his cleft palate, Coty had blossomed but was still catching up on his verbal skills. Now, nearly two years after the adoption, Coty filled her life more than she’d ever imagined—with enough laughter…and fiascos for triplets.

“Come on, sweet boy,” she crooned. After examining her new linen shorts and T-shirt, she thanked God for Spray ’n Wash and carefully lowered herself to all fours. “Let’s get you in the bathtub. We’ll go from there.”

“Coty slide!” he insisted and daringly lurched toward the dog.

“Nooooo!” Tanya bellowed as Coty crashed to his belly, spun toward the cabinets, and slammed into the doors. The impact flipped him to his back, and the breathless silence ushered in a terrified wail punctuated by Happy’s distressed barking. Coty gazed at Tanya through teary eyes and reached for his mother.

“Oh, Coty,” Tanya crooned and crawled toward her son. “You silly boy.” She gathered him into her arms with no thought for the added stains to her outfit.


After only seconds of clinging to his mother, his cries abated. Tanya rested her head on his and stroked his cheek.

On the heels of a hard sniffle, the child said, “I slide again,” and strained against Tanya’s hold.

“Oh, no, you don’t, mister,” Tanya firmly asserted. “We’re getting you in the tub and Mom’s going to clean this mess up.”

“I slide again!” he insisted and pushed Tanya’s arms.

“Bath, bath, bath,” she said in a singsong voice and struggled toward the edge of the kitchen.

“No!” the child demanded and arched against her hold. “Slide!”

Panting, Tanya managed to keep her hold on Coty while knee-walking out of the kitchen. Once on the edge of the hallway, she stood and kicked off her backless sandals. By that time, Coty had started a scream-fest, and Happy was hopping along the hallway, yelping in counter-rhythm.

“I slide! I slide!” Coty screamed.

“Look,” Tanya encouraged, “we’ll put bubble bath in the tub, and you can slide in the tub, okay?”

He stopped screaming, relaxed, and gazed into Tanya’s face. With a smile, she tickled his tummy, and he gurgled out a laugh. “That’s a good boy,” she encouraged, and the ringing phone mingled with her words.

“Woops!” Tanya exclaimed and suspected her father was on the line with his evening check-in, since he called at six thirty every night. “That’s probably Granddad,” she added.

“Gran-da,” Coty repeated.

“Wanta talk to Granddad?” she encouraged.

“Gran-da,” the child repeated, and his face dimpled into a smile that put a spark in his eyes…and Tanya’s heart. She’d encouraged her father to stay close to Coty in the hopes that he would be a strong, male role model. So far, the effort had produced a solid bond between the two.


“Well, come on,” she encouraged. “Let’s get you wrapped in a towel, and we’ll grab the phone in my room.”

By the time Tanya reached the phone, the sixth ring had started, and she was afraid her father had already hung up. But her breathless, “Hello,” was met with his cheerful greeting.

“How’s my girl tonight?”

“Fine,” Tanya assured.

“No strange men lurking in the wings?” he prompted, a smile in his voice.

But Tanya knew that smile was a mask for the genuine worry that had been their companion for almost two years—at least until she escaped Dallas and moved to Bullard, ten minutes south of her parents’ home in Flint.

“No strange men tonight,” she assured through a laugh. “Not unless you count a three-year-old coating the kitchen floor in cooking oil and taking me and the dog for a nice slide as strange.”

“I think we can safely say that is really strange.” Ed O’Brien chuckled.

Happy’s toenails clicking up the hallway reminded Tanya that the dog was as oily as the child and that he needed a bath as well. She caught sight of the dog out of the corner of her eyes. Next, her gaze slid to the thick-piled Oriental rug claiming the center of her spacious bedroom. Like the rest of the house, the rug was immaculately clean and still smelled of carpet deodorizer.

“No, Happy!” she scolded. “Scat! Get!”

Not used to Tanya’s tone of voice, the dog lowered her tail and backed away from the doorway.

“Dad, I’ve got to go,” Tanya rushed. “I’m oily. The dog’s oily. Coty’s oily. And we all need a bath.”

This time, his laughter held no worries. “Do you need your mother and me to help with the cleanup? We could even keep Coty for you again tonight.”


“No, not this time,” Tanya asserted. “You had him two nights last week. You already do too much as it is.”

“Gran-da!” Coty demanded. “I wanta talk Gran-da.”

Sighing, Tanya remembered her promise and said, “Coty wants to talk to his main squeeze. Do you have time?”

“You bet,” Ed agreed. “I always have time for that little guy.”

As she handed her son the cordless receiver, Tanya smiled. There was nothing greater than having such supportive parents. Their love for Coty was every bit as great as their love for their only daughter. Even though Tanya had ignored the well-meaning people who warned her against adopting as a single parent, she was growing more aware of just how valuable a father was in a child’s life. She held no regrets in choosing to adopt yet couldn’t squelch the latent hope that she and Coty might find a man of God to complete their little family.

Once Coty had control of the receiver and was telling his grandfather about the sliding puppy, Tanya darted toward the hallway where Happy lurked near the doorway.

“Come on, Happy,” she encouraged. “Let’s get you outside.”

She set Coty in the empty bathtub, towel and all, and left him babbling at his favorite man while scooping up the dog. The cocker spaniel licked at her face and whined for approval. “You’re a good puppy, yes you are,” Tanya encouraged and scratched the dog’s ears. “I’m sorry I scolded you, Happy-Happy. You’re just a little too oily to stay inside right now. After I wash Coty and change into some grubbies, I’ll come outside and give you a bath.”

Instead of using the back-door exit in the slick kitchen, Tanya detoured through the utility room on the other end of the house and released Happy into the fenced yard. As she’d done for two months now, Tanya scanned the classic neighborhood for any signs of a lean, dark man with a suave smile and desperate eyes. The row of middle-income brick houses met the backyards of similar houses on the next street over. As a physician’s assistant, Tanya was blessed to be able to lease an upscale home in one of Bullard’s older neighborhoods.

But even her accomplished career and good income hadn’t protected her from Maurice Salazar. According to the Dallas police, he’d have to do more than buy gifts, ask for dates, and watch her to get them to take action. So far, he’d done nothing illegal. Nevertheless, Tanya couldn’t shake the feeling that her life had been in danger…and might still be.

She closed the door and hurried through the house. When she passed the bathroom, she glanced inside to see Coty still telling “Gran-da” about his day. On her way to the front door, logic insisted she had no reason for compulsively checking the street. Nevertheless, Tanya couldn’t stop herself. Keeping her ear tuned to Coty’s distant chatter, she opened the front door, stepped onto the fern-decked porch, and scanned one length of the street and then the other. The tall oaks lining the road bespoke peace and safety.

Yet her mind confronted the peace with the memory of the hours she’d spent on the plane with Maurice Salazar. After a season of silence, he’d finally begun talking. “What a delightful flight companion you are,” he’d purred with the sophistication of a gentleman’s gentleman.

Tanya’s initial fear of him had subsided the longer she considered his immaculate grooming, excellent manners, and kind demeanor. “You’re such a good mother,” he’d continued, and the compliment was so subtle she’d missed his intent until they were a couple hours from landing. When he mentioned that she reminded him of someone named Eva, Tanya suspected his interest was much more than passing politeness…and perhaps his claustrophobia had been feigned. Tanya had tried to communicate her lack of interest, but that hadn’t stopped Maurice on the plane…or after the landing.

He waited at the gate and had the audacity to capture her hand and kiss it. Struggling to manage Coty, Tanya couldn’t extract her fingers from his, no matter how hard she tried. Even now, she smelled the stale cigars on his breath. After she left the airport, she glimpsed him following her. Little did she know the nightmare had only begun.

Shivering, she sighed, stepped back into the house, and whispered, “Oh God, please don’t let that man find me.”







CHAPTER TWO




Sonny Mansfield stepped into Spring Creek Barbeque. He’d suggested the restaurant because they stayed open until eleven o’clock and offered more privacy than the strip of fast-food joints lining South Broadway.

He ignored the tray sitting on the edge of the buffet and went straight for the glasses. Not even the smell of smoked ribs could entice him after the feast he’d enjoyed at the wedding dinner. That party had gone as smoothly as the wedding; and now the couple was off to Colorado. Sonny could only hope they’d always be as happy as they seemed when they drove away. After filling a cup with ice and following with tea, he offered them a silent toast, wished them the best, and gulped the cold liquid. Once he paid the cashier, Sonny merged into the dining room.

A brief scan of the sparsely occupied room reminded Sonny they were closing in an hour. He spotted Kelvin Stuart at a corner table. Their gazes met. Kelvin nodded.

Striding toward him, Sonny was stricken with how refined Kelvin appeared—almost like some high-dollar executive, polished to perfection. He’d been so distracted over making Jack’s wedding on time that he’d missed some of Kelvin’s finesse.

When he arrived at the table, Kelvin stood, offered his hand with a polite bow of his head, and said, “Good to see you,” his cultured voice turning the words into a rhythmic meter.

“Likewise.” Sonny placed his tea on the table and shook the man’s hand. Before releasing the grip, Sonny noticed his nails were perfectly manicured.

Kelvin’s eyes wrinkled with a kind smile. He still wore the dark suit, and it looked as fresh as it had hours ago.

Conversely, Sonny had ripped off the bow tie and tuxedo jacket the second he left the wedding party. Once in his truck, he’d plunked the cuff links in his cup holder and rolled up his shirtsleeves. Now he couldn’t wait to get home and strip down to his boxer shorts and T-shirt.

But first, I need to earn some money, he thought and settled across from Mr. Stuart.

Kelvin pointed to a mammoth piece of cherry pie sitting near his coffee and said, “All you want is tea?”

“Absolutely,” Sonny said and patted his gut. “I stuffed myself on everything from baby back ribs to shrimp to cheese cake.”

“Ah yes, the wedding,” Kelvin said with a hint of anguish in his dark eyes. “Our wedding was in Las Vegas…” His gaze slid beyond Sonny to some far-off memory beyond the here and now. “Let’s just hope your brother’s marriage turns out better than mine.”

Sonny glanced toward the man’s left hand—no signs of a wedding band. “So you said you’re divorced now?”

“Right.” Kelvin’s tight smile bordered on painful.

Sonny stopped a wince. He’d once have been glad to get married if Karen had at least given him a chance, but she never even called.


“We agreed that I’d have equal time with our son,” Kelvin continued, “but she changed her mind. I had to go out of the country for a business trip. When I came back, she’d disappeared.”

“Didn’t you get a court order?” Sonny prodded.

He shook his head. “She insisted on a do-it-yourself divorce, and we had an out-of-court agreement. I took her word that if I paid child support—”

Sonny groaned. “You took her word?”

“Yeah.” Kelvin’s shoulders slumped. “We’d adopted Coty from Korea nearly two years ago,” he explained. “I paid all costs. She’d already begun adoption proceedings when I met her. Looking back now, I think maybe she just used me to get the child.” He glanced down and pricked his cherry pie with his fork.

“She said she’d always dreamed of adopting from Asia. So had I, actually. Not long after we returned, she dumped me and demanded a divorce. Next thing I knew, the divorce was over and she’d vanished. I think she may be in Texas, but I’m not sure. I’m starting with Texas and have hired private eyes all over the state to see if they can find her. I want to hire you to cover northeast Texas. If she doesn’t surface in Texas, then I’ll take it state by state.” His fist curled on the table. “I refuse to give up.”

“Do you know any of her relative’s names? Her parents maybe?” Sonny asked.

“No.” Kelvin shook his head. “She was always really vague about them. I think it was on purpose.” He shook his head. “No—I know it was on purpose. Anyway, all I have is her name—Tanya O’Brien.” He pushed a piece of lined paper toward Sonny. Kelvin pointed to the woman’s name on the second line and grimaced as he laid a snapshot next to the name.

Sonny lifted his brows. While the redhead holding the Asian toddler appeared tired, even the dark circles under her eyes didn’t hide the fact that she was attractive. With her hair in a ponytail and only trace makeup, she appeared about fifteen years younger than her ex-husband. Even though she didn’t look like she had one malicious cell, Sonny dashed aside all doubts. Lots of women looked as harmless as grass snakes while they had the venom of a cobra.

She probably blinded this poor cat from day one, Sonny thought and then dismissed any more speculations. Wherever the blame lay, Sonny needed the money. It wasn’t up to him to decide who was at fault. Only problem is, he thought, trying to find Tanya O’Brien might be a waste of time. Forget the needle in a haystack. She could be a microscopic ameba in a haystack.

“She never took my last name,” Kelvin continued. “At the time, I was too blinded by love to suspect a thing. I was naïve enough to chalk it up to her being a modern woman.” His eye twitched, and he toyed with his silver cuff link.

“I’ve learned the hard way that you have to pay attention to every tiny thing a woman does and keep your eyes open,” Sonny growled, “especially when it comes to kids. I’ve had my share of hard knocks.”

“Exactly,” Kelvin agreed. “I hope you’re as quick as you are understanding.” His encouraging smile was filled with hope. “Like I said, I’ll roll in an extra thousand to whatever you ask if you can find her quickly. I’ve been on her trail for months now. I’m tired of the chase and ready to see my son.”

Sonny stopped with his tea glass halfway to his mouth. Then he set down the glass, swallowed his impulsive smile, and stated, “My usual fee for a quick turnaround like this is two thousand dollars plus expenses—whether I find her or not,” he dared to add.

“I understand your fees. I never ask anyone to work for free. But if you give me her location within two weeks, I’ll fork over three thousand in cash.”


“Count me in,” Sonny said through a grin. With that fee, I can make three house payments, he thought. “Is the number you gave me the best one to reach you on?”

“Yes. That’s my cell. I have it with me all the time.”

Sonny grabbed his tea glass. By the time he’d downed half of it, he decided this was one case he would enjoy as no other. Even though he hadn’t seen or heard from Karen in eleven years, he didn’t think he’d ever get over the shock of discovering she’d given birth to his son and never even told him about the child…or about placing him for adoption.

Maybe finding this guy’s son will help me finally put my ghost to rest, he thought…a twelve-year-old ghost with curly blond hair and gray eyes…a ghost he’d named Sonny Jr.

 

Two weeks later, Sonny trolled a classic neighborhood in Flint, Texas, only a few miles from his home in Bullard. After the meeting with Kelvin Stuart, Sonny had systematically taken one town at a time, starting with the bigger ones like Tyler and Longview. After tirelessly combing several large towns, he’d followed a whim and decided to look closer to home. Even though there were no O’Brien’s in the Bullard phone directory, he’d discovered only six in the Flint directory. He’d spent all day yesterday checking out four of the families. Sonny drove to each of their houses and simply observed at a distance. After discovering two of the couples were too young to have a grown daughter, he’d also eliminated two more families simply because they were the wrong race.

This morning, he woke at seven. By nine, he’d eliminated the next O’Brien from his list when a man and woman who appeared to be near ninety emerged in Sunday best and were helped into a waiting vehicle. Sonny assumed they were being picked up for church. Whatever the case, they were too old to be Tanya O’Brien’s parents—grandparents, maybe.


Now Sonny cruised the final neighborhood, eyeing all the houses in the four-hundred block of Sycamore Street. The frame homes reminded him of the house he was raised in—nothing fancy, but solid as Noah’s ark. Two houses away from 410 Sycamore, he pulled his Chevy pickup to a stop, rammed it into park, and turned off the engine.

A shiny black cat darted across the road with a swooping blue jay on its trail. He chuckled. That cat doesn’t have a chance, he thought. Sonny narrowed his eyes and gazed toward the home two doors down. Neither does Tanya O’Brien, he thought. I’m on your trail, sistah. You might not be Karen, but for now, you’re close enough.

“Now, if only this is the right house,” he mumbled and began to sense the deadline pressure. If this home wasn’t Tanya’s parents’ then Sonny had hit a dead end on his first campaign. Kelvin said the bonus would happen only if Sonny presented the information tonight.

He unlatched his seat belt, tilted his chair back, and crossed his arms. Despite the pressure, Sonny covered a yawn and reached for his coffee cup. It was as empty as it had been the last time he tried to pump his body with more caffeine.

“Shoot!” He turned his key in the ignition only halfway, lowered the automatic windows, and clicked the key back. The tepid summer breeze oozed into the pickup, replacing the air-conditioned coolness; and soon even his shorts and tank top began to feel too heavy. He settled his head against the rest and wondered how long he’d sit here before spotting the people who lived at 410 Sycamore. Sonny kept one eye on the O’Brien’s place while the other eye took a break.

He’d barely slept since he started this job. With Jack’s wedding two weeks ago and the stress of Kelvin Stuart’s job, Sonny had felt as if he were trapped between dramas. Both of them brought back too many memories. The memories always ushered in the resentment. He’d have been glad to marry Karen, and make their family complete. He couldn’t lie to himself and say he was ever madly in love with her. But getting married would have been the right thing to do for the baby—at least, in his mind; not in Karen’s, obviously.

Sonny’s gut hardened. He gritted his teeth. He could go a year or more without thinking of Karen and his child—or rather, he could go a year or more suppressing the memories. And then they’d come at him like ravenous beasts, devouring what trace of peace he’d managed to carve out.

Jack had always assumed Sonny’s drinking had been the result of his repeated failures to make the cut for the NBA. Little did his big brother know the NBA had precious little to do with the drinking. Trying to blot out the memory of a child he never saw was way harder to handle than missing the cut on the NBA.

And the hardest part of all was admitting that he’d done to his child what his father had done to him—something he’d vowed to never let happen. While his dad and mom were still married and they did the family holiday thing, Sonny rarely saw his dad. Not as a child. Not now. His father had been too busy building his trucking empire to take time for his kids. So his mom’s brother, Uncle Abe, had filled the fatherly gap in their lives.

Sonny brushed his index finger across the star tattoo on the inside of his right forearm. After his uncle’s death, Sonny had taken the World War II medal to a tattoo parlor and came out with the imprint on his arm. The medal ranked higher than even a purple heart and gave Sonny a level of honor to aspire to.

But Sonny couldn’t find anything honorable about the business with Karen. “At least she didn’t abort the baby
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“A master storyteller whose
way with words will charm,
delight, and entertain. Her
stories are not to be missed!”
—Tracie Peterson
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