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Dedication






This book is dedicated to my daughter, Maggy.  

Thanks for the title, baby girl.


Book List




The Finding Love Series:

“Deaf Love”: A Short Story - Book 1

The Power of Love - Book 2

Love’s Little Rewards - Book 3

To Love a Man  - Book 4

Love Hurts - Book 5

Worthy of Love - Book 6

Teach Me to Love  - Book 7

Love’s Elusive Dream - Book 8

A Healing Kind of Love - Book 9




All books can be read as stand-alones; however, you will see repeating characters throughout the two trilogies.  To purchase or read more about any of these titles, please read the excerpts at the end of this book, or click here.


Book Description




Emma Masters-Carter finds herself a virgin widow after three years of marriage.  Following the stress and turmoil of caring for her terminally ill husband, she is forced to leave her remote desert home that she loves, to travel to Tucson, Arizona.  Here she meets with her husband’s lawyer and finds he has left her an unexpected heiress, which has her reeling from the news.  One evening, she finds herself in her motel’s crowded restaurant forced to share her table with a handsome stranger that ignites something inside her she thought never to feel.

Garth Reynolds, a Los Angeles private investigator, is on his way home from a much needed vacation with old friends when he shares a table at supper with a beautiful widow.  When Garth is called on to help the LAPD with a special case, he and Emma are sad to leave one another but he promises to return to her after the case is finished.  But when a copycat serial killer begins to target women close to the men working the case, Garth fears for Emma’s safety.

Will he and the police be able to capture the madman and keep Emma safe?  Or will she be torn away from him before their love has had a chance to bloom?


Prologue




Three years earlier




The temperature in the operating room was freezing, but the sweat beaded on Emma Masters’ brow.  Her long straight brown hair had long since begun to work out of its high ponytail with tendrils plastered to her wet face.  The surgical greens she wore were spotted with perspiration and stained with blood.  The starched uniform was stiff and rough, chapping her skin.  The sweat irritated the condition.

Eighty-five minutes ago, two men were brought into the emergency room, victims of a light plane crash.  One of them expired twenty minutes after arrival.  The second was fighting for his life.

Two surgical teams worked in the operating room trying to keep him alive, the new team just coming on duty and the old team going off.

Emma should have been home by now, snug and comfortable with McGuyver, her mischievous gray and white cat.  But instead, here she was at the hospital, doing what she did best, helping save lives.

“Blood pressure’s dropping,” Emma informed the doctors.  “Pulse is faint.”

“We’re losing him,” the doctor exclaimed.  “Give me 5 cc’s of …”

“Masters, Eckhart, Sullivan!   ER stat,” she heard a voice from the doorway yelling, as the doctor droned on and the new team went into action.

“Here, Thompson,” Emma exclaimed, to another registered nurse on the new shift.  “Take over.”

She moved quickly out the double doors of the operating room, and ran down the antiseptic smelling hallway to emergency, behind the other two nurses that had been summoned.

The three trauma nurses were met by the head emergency room nurse shouting out information and orders.  “Car accident.  Three serious, two dead.  They’re bringing them in.”

Within seconds, the outside mechanical emergency room doors whooshed open and Emergency Medical Technicians pushed bodies into the room on gurneys.

“Treatment room one with this one,” the head nurse said, as Emma followed the victim.

Two more gurneys came through the door.  “Put these two in rooms two and three.  Their wounds are more severe,” the head nurse directed.

Emma worked in room one taking care of the preliminary checks on the first casualty brought in.  It appeared to be a broken leg, fractured wrist, and possible concussion, on the surface.  X-rays were ordered immediately.

She stepped into the hall in time to see the other two victims being rolled through the doors of rooms two and three.  Trotting back to the entrance she watched two more gurneys as they were pushed through the automatic doors.

“These two are expired,” a Medical Technician told the head nurse.  “Where to?”

“Put them in room four,” she said with a deep sigh.  “One of the doctors will have a look.”

Before the technicians rolled the bodies past, the nurse reached over and pulled a sheet back.

From behind her, Emma said gasping,  “Oh my gosh, it’s John’s dad.”

She moved forward and jerked the second sheet back.

“His mother,” she cried.

She dropped the sheet and ran down the hall to treatment room three as the head nurse called after her.  She stopped, bracing her hands on each doorjamb of the opening.  Emma watched in horror at the hurried activity in the room.  Dropping her hands to her sides, she walked slowly towards the bed.  Stopping short, she saw it was a young boy.  Probably the son of the man in room one.

She quickly turned and headed to room three.  There was a flurry of activity here as well, as nurses and technicians worked furiously getting vitals on the patient.  She pushed her way to the bed, so she could see if it was who she thought it was.

The bile rose in her throat, as her eyes watched in horror.

“Nooooo, Johnnnnn,” she screamed.


Chapter 1




“Ashes to ashes, dust to dust,” the preacher concluded.

Emma Masters-Carter watched as the dark mahogany wooden casket was sucked into the deep, dark hole to be swallowed up in the black earth.  Twin tears slid down her cheeks as she observed the mournful scene.

The preacher approached her.  “My deepest sympathy is with you, Mrs. Carter.  If there is anything more that I can do, please let me know.”

“Thank you very much for everything you’ve done.  I don’t think there is anything I need.  I appreciate the lovely service you conducted for John.”

“It was my pleasure.  I didn’t know John very well, but the times I was around him I could tell he was a wonderful, caring person.

“Yes, he cared about everyone else,” she admitted.

It hadn’t been a very big service, but it had been special.  Emma thanked the handful of friends, acquaintances, and a few inquisitive strangers, she didn’t know, who had attended the funeral and accompanied them to the gravesite from the small, local church.

Even though all the guests were now leaving, she couldn’t tear herself away from the black pit where death was hidden.

She stayed and watched as the vault was lowered over the coffin and covered with the dark, damp earth.  Emma remained with him until the last possible moment so he wouldn’t be alone.  She wanted him to know that she hadn’t just turned her back and left him.

Bending over, she tugged a blue carnation from the casket spray and held it until her knuckles turned white.  She pulled it close to her breast as the last of the grave was covered.

“Bye, John.  I’ll miss you,” she said, crying softly.  “I won’t forget you.  I’ll think of you often.”

With one last look at the, as of yet, unmarked grave, she turned and walked to the red SUV he had bought her.

She put her five foot seven inch frame into the vehicle as gracefully as possible, in the straight calf length black dress.  The black straw hat helped shield her face from the hot Arizona sun, as well as from those few curious onlookers that had attended John’s service.

Inside, the SUV was stuffy from the heat.  She turned the key and started the motor before turning on the air conditioner to cool the area.

At once, the air began working on her flushed face.  She reached up and removed the hat and laid it on the seat beside her.  Emma ran her fingers through her straight, long, brown hair, lifting the strands that had suffered being crushed under the hat.  She checked the rear view mirror, looking behind her down the old cemetery road, before putting the SUV in gear.  Seeing it was clear, she pulled away from the shoulder and headed home.

Thirty minutes into the drive, she stopped in front of the double garage door, pressed the automatic door opener and waited.  After it lifted, she carefully pulled into the shaded shelter of the interior.  She killed the motor and pressed the button once again.  When the garage door was down, she got out of the vehicle, closed the door firmly behind her, and made her way to the garage’s side door.  With her hat and purse in hand, along with the blue carnation, she opened the red cross-buck door that led from the garage to the back of the house.  A curving cobblestone sidewalk wound around flowerbeds, a fountain, and a rock garden, leading to the big U shaped beige brick hacienda style home with the red-tiled roof.

Emma crossed the patio and entered the cool interior of her home through the back door.  It was a welcomed relief from the already dry, stifling desert heat.  Just inside the patio door, she stopped and gazed at the furnishings in the quiet house.  John had insisted she do all the decorating.  He’d given her free rein.  In regards to his love of the Southwest, she’d decorated in the Santa Fe style, natural colors of the earth, sky, and plants, Indian relics, and antiques.  He loved it and was comfortable in his home.  Even though it wasn’t obvious, the entire house was wheelchair accessible.  John had told her, as he lay dying in the hospital, that he’d enjoyed every minute of his life in the house, and hoped she had too.  Now, without him, it was all hers, but that grim reminder told her it was time for a change in her life.

She walked across the hardwood floor of the den, and down the ceramic tiled hallway to her bedroom.  At the bed, she sat down and kicked the black pumps off her bare feet.  Then she fell back onto the bedspread, the colors of the desert, and stared at the circle movement of the ceiling fan.  Unseeing and unfeeling, she decided she was numb.  Now she had to emotionally prepare for her trip to Tucson, the following week, to meet with John’s lawyer.  She felt McGuyver jump onto the bed beside her.  Rolling to her side, she pulled the furry ball into her arms, hugging the cat close as she cried.


Chapter 2


Garth Reynolds drove down the Arizona state highway, not a care in the world.  He’d just spent two weeks at Lone Wolf Lodge near Pueblo Pass, New Mexico, fishing for trout.  It had been two years since he had been there, and he had enjoyed spending time with his old friends, Clay and Hannah Montgomery.

The last time he had visited the lodge, it had been more business than pleasure.  Hannah had ended up with amnesia after being kidnapped, shot at, and falling and hitting her head on a rock, only to eventually find that her father had been behind it all.  The man had used her for monetary gain, and Hannah had pressed charges against him.  Nonetheless, after all he had done, he had thirteen more years to serve in a New Mexico state prison.  It had just about killed her, but she’d had Clay to help her through it.  And when Garth had gone back this time, he found that they had a new baby boy.  He had never seen a happier family in his life.

Finding his turn at Flagstaff, he headed toward Phoenix to take the scenic route through southern Arizona.  He had a fascination with the Arizona terrain the closer you got to Mexico, and loved the different species of cacti and the blooms they produced.  

He wanted to watch the desert animals and soak up the hot, dry air before returning to the smog of Los Angeles.  Garth decided he liked the mountains and visiting with Clay and Hannah, but he loved being on the desert in his vintage cherry red muscle car, with the top down, as the blistering wind rushed at him.

After several hours on the road, he drove into the city of Tucson.  Dusk was coming on, so he decided to get a room for the night.  After about twenty minutes of driving in the city, he pulled into a chain motel lot he had seen advertised on a billboard, outside of town.  Los Angeles had one like it on every other corner.  He chose it because he knew it would be clean and comfortable, just his style, and the rooms were huge.  Most Private Investigators aren’t rich and can’t afford such luxury, but Garth was a little different.

He drove his car under the breezeway and parked.  Opening the door, he unfolded his five foot eleven inch frame and stepped out onto the still hot pavement, loving the stifling hot heat of southern Arizona.  After closing the door he took a deep, appreciative breath and patted his chest.

“Damn, I’m glad I’m here,” he said to no one.

Garth adjusted the brown Fedora on his head, and tromped in front of the car, in the thick-soled brown hiking boots that covered his big feet.  In the heat, he felt his relaxed-fit jeans sticking to him, then automatically felt a trickle of sweat run down between his shoulder blades under his hunter green T-shirt.

Rolling his shoulders, he walked to the door of the motel lobby.  On opening the door to go in, a cold blast hit him in the face from the air conditioning and rocked his balance.

Regaining his footing, he continued in and shivered slightly from the cold.  He walked to the desk, made pleasantries with the desk clerk, and asked for a room.

Less than fifteen minutes later, Garth stood under the breezeway once more, next to his car, working his wallet back into his hip pocket.

He scanned the area before climbing back into the muscle car, starting it, and driving toward the back of the desert oasis.  He pulled into a parking space on the backside of the motel, next to a bright red SUV.

Getting out of the vintage car once more, he made his way to the trunk and opened it, removing two soft-sided bags that went with him everywhere.  The two bags almost contained all his worldly possessions.  

All his family was gone except for a kid brother that lived in South Africa who worked in the copper mines.  The scantily furnished apartment that he maintained over his P.I. office in Los Angeles was just enough to go home to.  He didn’t put his money where it showed, except for the clothes he wore and the car he drove.  He did like to take trips and stay at comfortable places, and he tried to see his brother every one and a half to two years.  On one trip to Africa to see him, he and Lance had gone on a safari together in Kenya.

Loving to travel and his care free, nomadic type existence came naturally from his childhood days.  Before he graduated high school, he and his family had moved twenty-seven times.  It was not a surprise that he went to four different colleges before he got his bachelor’s degree in law enforcement from Colorado State.  After college, he decided he loved snooping and loved investigating so he turned toward being a Private Investigator.  He’d been doing that for eight years now.

With the top up, the car locked up tight, and his two bags in his hands, Garth proceeded to his room.  He circled around the staircase and started upward to the second floor.  He walked past three other rooms before coming to the turquoise colored door that was his for the next few nights.  He sat one bag down on the concrete walkway and used the key card the desk clerk had given him, to open room two fourteen.  Picking up his bag, he walked into the spacious area then kicked the door shut with his boot-covered foot.  The loud thud shook the glass in the picture window that looked out over the pool area.

Garth put his bags away and looked around the room.  Very comfortable, he thought.  He turned the television on to a local station to listen to the news as he cleaned up from his long drive.  After turning up the volume, he stepped into the bathroom to shave and freshen up.

“And now in the local news, there was a five car pile up in downtown Tucson today.  The accident sent three people to the hospital to be treated and released.  There were no serious injuries reported,” the newscaster droned.  “And now we’ll go to the weather where we’ll find out about our three digit temperature, right after a word from one of our sponsors,” he continued.

Yes, Garth said to himself, in the bathroom mirror.  Good and hot just like I like it.  He plugged his electric razor in and began to work on the heavy five o’clock shadow.

When he finished shaving, he showered quickly, dried off, combed his very short, course military cut black hair, put on a khaki shirt, blue jeans, and his hiking boots, then placed his ever present brown Fedora on his head.  He picked up the key card off the round table in front of the picture window, and walked out the door, leaving the television and lights on.

He strolled along the concrete walkway, taking his time, looking out over the pool area.  The extreme heat of the evening had drawn several swimmers to the water to cool off.

He stopped, leaned on the rail with his forearms, and openly admired a couple of young women in bikinis.  After several moments, Garth smiled appreciatively and moved on.

At the end of the walkway, he descended the stairs and headed to the front of the motel where the restaurant was located.  At the double doors, he stopped and read the printing on the glass.  The Cactus Blossom Restaurant was open twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, three hundred and sixty-five days a year.  Well, he thought to himself, good to know I guess.

He stepped forward and pushed through one of the doors.  Cigarette smoke hung heavy in the front room as ceiling fans moved the cloud overhead.

“Good evening, sir,” the hostess greeted, as she walked up to him.  “Just one, sir?”

“Yes,” he answered.

“Smoking or non, sir?”

“Non if you have a place,” he said, looking past her, around the restaurant.

“We are terribly busy tonight.  There are two conventions in town.  Let me see what I have.”

“Fine.  I’ll wait,” Garth said pleasantly.

The hostess left him standing at the waiting area and walked into the smoke filled room and through a glass side door.

She stopped, looked around the room, and saw one vacant chair.  She walked over to the dark haired young woman sitting by herself.

“Excuse me, ma’am,” she said nervously.

“Yes?” the woman said, replacing her glass of tea on the table.

“As you can see, ma’am, we are extremely busy tonight…”

“Yes, I see that.”

“Well, there is a very nice looking gentleman that asks for non-smoking, and this chair, at your table, is the only available seat.”

“And you would like to know if I would mind sharing my table with this gentleman.”

“Yes ma’am,” the hostess said tensely.

“Not at all.  I’m almost finished, so I won’t be here much longer.  Tell him that he is welcome to share the table with me,” the woman said.

“Thank you, ma’am.  Thank you so much,” the hostess said, backing up from the table.

She walked back through the side door into the smoke filled room, to the front where Garth was patiently waiting.

“Sir, I have one vacant chair, but the table would be shared with a lovely young woman.  She said she wouldn’t mind sharing the table with you.  Is that to your acceptance?”

“It’s fine with me, if it’s okay with her.  Lead the way,” he said.

The hostess smiled broadly and sighed deeply.  “This way sir.”

Garth and the hostess made their way through the smoke filled area, through the glass door into the adjoining smoke free room, and then across to his table.

“Here we are,” she said.  “Mr.…”

“Reynolds.  Garth Reynolds,” he said, looking steadily at the pretty young brunette sitting in the chair.

“And Miss…”

“Mrs. Emma Masters-Carter,” Emma said smiling.

Garth lost some of his enthusiasm for the situation, when his tablemate informed them she was married.

“Enjoy your meals,” he heard the hostess say, before she turned and walked away.

“Please sit down,” Emma said to Garth, motioning toward the empty chair.

“Thank you,” he returned, as he sat and nodded politely while he removed his Fedora and placed it under his seat.

“I won’t be too much longer,” Emma said.  “I’m almost finished.”

“Don’t hurry on my account.  I’ll enjoy the company,” he admitted.

At that moment a waiter came to the table with a glass of water and silverware for Garth.

“Would you like to order sir, or do you need a menu?” he asked.

“I’ll take iced tea and a chicken fried steak al-a-carte,” Garth answered.

“Right away sir.  Thank you for your order.” The young man turned and left.

Garth picked up the glass of water, took a drink, and set it back down.

“They’re just way to friendly here,” he said chuckling.  “Makes me feel out of place.”

“That’s just what I was thinking,” Emma admitted.  “They all seem to be very happy.”

They both laughed.

“Are you from Tucson?” he asked her.

“Actually no.  I live about sixty-five miles from here.  Quite a ways from a little town called Ajo, out in the middle of nowhere, just on the other side of the Papago Indian Reservation from here.  At least that’s the town I’m closest to.  I’m right in the middle of desert country, about twenty miles from the Mexican border and not too far from Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument,” she told him.  “With the mountains and scrub brush back behind me.  And you?” she asked.

“I’m very jealous.  I’m from Los Angeles where the population is dense and the smog is denser.  I’ve been visiting some friends at a lodge near Pueblo Pass, New Mexico.  I wanted to take the scenic route back home, so here I am,” he said, shrugging his shoulders.

“Which way are you going home?  Through Yuma?”

“That was my plan,” he stated.

“That’ll be a beautiful drive to L.A.,” she told him.

“Have you ever been to L.A.?” he asked.

“Once.  A long time ago.”

The waiter stepped up to the table at that moment with Garth’s plate and iced tea.  He pulled his hands back and let him place it in front of him.  “Anything else, sir?”

“Not for me.  I’m fine.  Mrs. Masters-Carter, what about you?  You need anything?”

“Nothing for me, thank you.”

“I guess that’s it,” Garth said, looking at the waiter.

“Thank you, sir.  Enjoy your meal.”

“Yep, way too happy,” he said, as the waiter walked away.

Emma couldn’t contain her laughter and in seconds Garth picked up on it also.

“Please, call me Emma,” she said, after a few moments.  “Mrs. Masters-Carter is such a mouthful.

“If you’ll call me Garth.”

“It’s a deal,” she agreed.  “So, Garth, you’re on vacation?”

“Yeah.  Took some time off.  I needed a break,” he said.

“A break?  From what, may I ask?”

“Sure.  I’m a Private Investigator.  It gets overwhelming at times
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