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      Christmas can be killer…

      Eve Masterson vanished without a trace. The beloved TV host shocked everyone by walking away from her dream job at a top New York network, claiming she'd found something better in Atlanta. But weeks have passed, and now she's gone dark—no social media, no interviews, no contact with anyone who matters…and it’s almost Christmas!

      Private investigator Matt Ross has zero interest in chasing down another entitled celebrity having a public meltdown. Especially not during the holidays, when he's already drowning in his own problems—a bitter divorce, a teenage daughter he barely recognizes anymore, and an injury that killed his police career before it really began. Why complicate his life even more when Eve is probably holed up in some spa, orchestrating her next career move?

      When Matt finally tracks her down, everything he thought he knew shatters. Eve isn't playing games. Alone and ill, she's fighting for her life, betrayed by someone she trusted. When a media circus descends, Matt has no choice but to get her out of the fray—to a safe-house in the Yucatan.

      Every day in paradise brings them closer together, yet, Eve refuses to acknowledge the existence of a stalker who calls her, “Even mine.”
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      Dear Reader,

      I knew very little about Matt and Eve, the main characters of this book, when I stared writing the first story in this trilogy, His Daddy’s Eyes. Eve was a beautiful but aloof ex-girlfriend. Matt didn’t come into focus until Bo, my hero of the second book, Back in Kansas, needed his cousin’s help. All I knew going into this story was Eve Masterson is missing and Matt Ross is the only one Bo trusts to rescue her.

      In writing this book, I discovered that Matt was lost, too. An accident had changed everything in his life: career, marriage, his sense of identity. Locating Eve—a woman he knew only by her glamorous image—is Matt’s first step on the road to reclaiming his life.

      My thanks to Jim Brisco and Lorry Allen for sharing their beautiful, romantic Yucatan home called Casa Rosa. I couldn’t think of a more appropriate spot for Eve and Matt to fall in love. It’s where my husband and I spent our twenty-fifth wedding anniversary.

      To my friend and sister-in-law, Karryn, I thank you for sharing your medical knowledge with me and for helping me understand the subtle nuances of adoption—I will always remember Dottie with a smile.

      Thanks for reading Book 3 in my Secondhand Hearts saga. Who doesn’t deserve a second chance at happiness?

      Happy reading!

      Debra
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      MATT ROSS PRETENDED to dribble the basketball-shaped tangle of twinkle lights in his hands as he walked to his couch. He sat down with a sigh.

      He’d turned down tickets to the Knicks game to spend time with Ashley. He didn’t regret missing the game, but given the current state of his life, he’d sort of hoped to avoid the Christmas issue altogether.

      “You have to decorate for Christmas, Daddy,” she’d insisted, dragging him to the storage room for two battered and dusty boxes marked Xmas. “You can’t pretend it isn’t happening.”

      Can if I want, he’d almost blurted out, remembering at the last second that he was thirty-six, not twelve.

      “Where do you want the reindeer candles, Dad?”

      Reindeer candles? I have reindeer candles?

      He looked up from the rat’s nest of wires in his lap to watch his slim daughter parade from window to window. She moved with a leggy grace that made him start humming a Dan Fogelberg song about running for the roses. In her outstretched hands were a pair of molded brass candleholders, which seemed vaguely familiar. No doubt a hand-me-down from his mother. For some reason, it hadn’t occurred to him to lobby for holiday decor when he and Sonya split up three years ago.

      “You pick,” he said with a shrug. “You have a better eye for that kind of thing than me.”

      “Ha!” Her cry of triumph filled the air as she spun around to face him, a reindeer at each hip. “You finally admit it. I do. Which means you should trust me to hang the Picasso. Right?”

      Matt groaned. She’d been bugging him for a week to hang the lithograph. He’d put it off—reluctant to get too comfortable in his new digs. “Okay. But only if you agree we don’t have to buy a tree.”

      Ashley’s narrow, auburn eyebrows scrunched together the way his did when he was frustrated. “Fine.” Her bottom lip pushed our int he cutest pout he’d ever seen. She dumped the wobbly reindeer on the closest window ledge then dashed away. Matt could hear her rummaging in the kitchen for a hammer. Matt was sure he heard her mutter something about a grinch.

      Smiling, he concentrated on separating another couple of inches of green plastic-coated strands. He couldn’t believe he’d put them in the box that way. What did they do all summer? Mate?

      “Oh, hell,” he muttered a minute later. “Maybe she won’t notice if there aren’t any lights.” Fat chance, buster.

      Ashley materialized at his side. “I found the perfect spot. Come see.”

      Matt set his task aside and followed her to the foyer. While not huge, the three-bedroom/two-bath loft occupied a choice corner of a majestic old building. Creatively arranged, the rooms on the main floor were angled as if making up the tip of an arrow. A short wall directly opposite the entrance diverted traffic to either the guest wing or the living-room and kitchen area.

      “Perfect.” Matt had already decided that was the only feasible spot for the art piece he’d bought before marrying Ashley’s mom—the reason it remained in his possession while nearly everything else they’d bought as a couple did not. “Where were you when I was decorating my old place?”

      She gave him a droll look. “I was nine when you and Mom split up. Nobody thinks a nine-year-old can do anything.”

      Together, they used a stud finder to make sure they didn’t need a molly bolt, then collaborated on the best height. Matt used a pencil to make a small x then handed Ashley the hammer and nail to secure the hook. Concentrating, she sucked in her bottom lip as she carefully pounded the nail into the ivory plaster.

      For all her professed worldliness, Ashley’s occasional childlike gestures made Matt all the more aware of how fast time was passing and how much he’d missed of his little girl’s formative years.

      As she stretched to place the hammer on the floor, Matt could see that she was growing up…and fast.

      “This is going to look so cool here, Dad. Way better than where you had it hanging before.”

      She reached for the painting, but Matt beat her to it. As he hoisted the print to eye level, he said, “You seem pretty excited about this apartment, Ash. How come?”

      She gave him an arched look—so adult it made him gulp. “Dad, this place is practically uptown. It’s awesome. I’ll be able to go shopping without you hovering like some mother hen. Right?”

      No comment. Matt pretended to concentrate on snagging the wire at the back of the painting to catch it with the metal hook.

      She went on, “It’s safe in this neighborhood—if you play it smart. Which I always do. It comes from having a cop for a dad.”

      He bit down on a smile. He’d taught her well, but he also knew you were never one hundred percent safe no matter how smart you were. Even a cop with nearly twenty years under his belt could wind up in the hospital without any warning.

      “I can’t wait to start exploring.” She rubbed her hands together as if preparing to dig in to a meal. “That bookstore down the street looks awesome. And the antiques store next door has the coolest jewelry in the window. And I’m dying to go back to that Thai restaurant we went to with Uncle Bo. He’s so cool. When are we going to visit him in California?”

      He was too preoccupied with leveling the painting to answer. She ducked under his arm to stick her hand behind the painting to help. “There.” She clapped triumphantly.

      Matt stepped back so he could level the colorful abstract. His gaze fell to the name penciled in the bottom corner—Marina Picasso, the artist’s granddaughter.

      The print was Matt’s single windfall while employed by the New York Police Department. He’d helped recover a shipment of lithographs that had been hijacked and held for ransom. As a thank-you, he’d been offered the opportunity to buy a print at a very discounted price.

      Matt had depleted his meager savings account to swing the deal. He loved the piece. His only regret came from the way his ex had leveraged his attachment to the work as a bargaining chip during the divorce.

      “Wanna pay less child support? Sell the Picasso and put the money in a secure account for Ashley. She’s going to need it if she makes the US Equestrian Team.”

      Horses. Another expense Matt never saw coming. Thank God his aunt wasn’t charging him rent. A loft like this could easily go for three-to-five grand a month.

      “Sweetheart, you know this place is only temporary, right? Until Uncle Robert is back on his feet and decides what he wants to do with it.”

      Matt had laid out everything with his daughter when he moved in here—at his smooth-talking cousin’s behest.

      “You’re doing us a favor, cuz. It’s never a good idea to leave a place uninhabited. Dad has months if not years of rehab ahead of him. And let’s be real. Can you see him ever climbing that sexy circular staircase again?”

      No. Matt could not. Robert B. Lester—powerhouse mover and shaker—was barely able to sit upright in a wheelchair as he recovered from a severe concussion.

      His wife, Matt’s aunt Ruth, had laid it out bluntly. “Having you move in will be a huge weight off my shoulders, Matt. Box up Robert’s stuff and store it in the basement lock-up. Really, honey, all you need to bring is a toothbrush.”

      Bo had added that the third bedroom would make a great home office for their new partnership.

      Although he felt both grateful and humbled, Matt hadn’t been in a position to stand on his pride. Between child support, lawyer fees, leftover hospital bills, and a pay cut due to his injury, his bank account resembled a black hole.

      He walked back to his spot on the sofa—a butter-soft leather number that Bo hadn’t wanted to risk in storage—to give his knee a rest.

      Ashley shook her head. “That’s not what I heard Aunt Ruth tell Grandma.” The twinkle in her eyes was too appealing to make him scold her for eavesdropping. “Aunt Ruth said she was through with Uncle Robert’s philandering...not exactly sure what that is but it sounds bad, and if he got back the use of his you-know-what—I’m pretty sure I do know what that is—she was going to make sure he kept it at home. So, he wouldn’t be needing the loft again. Period.”

      A strangled hoot escaped his lips. His daughter was his one source of joy; he just wished their time together wasn’t so sporadic. I’ve got to talk to Sonya about keeping a regular schedule—no more last-minute cancellations.

      “Anything else you want help with, Daddy?” Ashley asked, poking through his box of decorations. “I still think you need a tree.”

      He’d considered buying one for Ashley’s sake but couldn’t see spending sixty bucks for one day of Christmas spirit. Splitting holidays had to be the worst part of being a part-time dad.

      “I’ll think about it. I’ve got a whole week to decide.” Matt picked up the ball of lights and gave it an overhand toss. It swished cleanly into the open box. “If I do get one, I’m buying new LED lights. That rat’s nest is history.”

      Ashley sighed her mother’s signature sigh. “Does the word bah-humbug mean anything to you?”

      Matt chuckled. “It does. It means I should probably take back those gifts I’ve already bought, right?”

      She made a face and held up her hands. “Only kidding.”

      Matt rose and walked into the kitchen to put away the hammer. Ashley followed but kept walking to the bank of windows in the living room and peered out.

      “I can’t believe the snow is all gone already. It was so pretty but now the arena’s going to be a real mud pit.”

      The equestrian arena. Matt frowned. He’d have to drive Ashley home soon. Sonya insisted Ashley sleep in her own bed the night before riding lessons. Unless, of course, she was invited to a sleepover with friends, Matt thought caustically.

      “Do you want to cancel?” He cringed at his hopeful tone. “We could get some Thai food and watch another movie.” How pathetic that his big event of the week was staying home with his daughter! His old friends on the force would get a laugh out of that. Not that he saw much of them anymore. Everything changed after his accident. Matt felt it every time he walked through the precinct door.

      She shook her head. Her light brown hair danced across her slim shoulders. At twelve she seemed more poised than a girl her age should be. Did the divorce do that?

      “Can’t. Miss Wheaten said she’d cut our privileges if any of us missed again. She says people always get busy during the holidays and the horses suffer.” Ashley smiled—her lips curling awkwardly over the new metal wires in her mouth. Just the uppers so far but more braces were coming he’d been told.

      “You’d better hope that cousin of yours can keep you busy,” Sonya had admonished last week, referring to the job Bo had offered him. A partnership in RBL Investigations. “Braces don’t come cheap.”

      Matt flinched from the spurt of acid that hit his stomach. Lately, Sonya had seemed increasingly contentious, and Matt didn’t understand why.

      Maybe because she’s moved on with her life and I’m still in limbo?

      “Do you like Miss Wheaten?”

      “Most of the time. But she can get really bossy and put out over trivial things. I mean, we treat our horses good—it’s all the other stuff she makes us do that’s a drag—cleaning stalls, moving feed, grooming other people’s horses.”

      “That’s harsh. Oughta be a law against making kids work for their fun”

      She rolled her eyes. “You’re such a grown-up.”

      Matt pretended to be wounded and flopped theatrically into the soft cushions. His gasping sounds made her laugh. “Daddy.”

      His phone on the kitchen counter rang. Ashley dived for it, but hesitated, waiting for a second ring to confirm the person calling. “It’s Bo, should I get it?”

      “Of course.”

      “Hi, Bo. You got Dad’s phone, but this is Ashley. How are you? How’s Claudie?”

      Something about her adult way of answering caught him off guard. He got up without thinking. When he put his weight on his right knee, it suddenly gave out. He grabbed the arm of the sofa for support.

      “Hang on a second. Daddy’s right here. He wants to talk to you.”

      Matt could tell by her little-girl tone that she’d seen his near tumble. He waggled his knee to get proper alignment and walked gingerly across the room. The doctor had predicted a full recovery with this rebuilt knee, but in the twenty months since his accident, Matt still couldn’t count on it one hundred percent. Which was one reason he’d let his cousin talk him into joining him in the private-eye business instead of returning to a desk job with the force.

      Matt took the phone, pausing to pull Ashley into a quick hug—even though Sonya had told him young girls didn’t like open displays of affection from their parents.

      Matt put the phone to his chest. “You left your notebook and charger upstairs, hon. Better start gathering up your stuff.”

      She sprinted away, gangly legs in clunky shoes that made a loud clanging sound on the metal rungs of the spiral staircase.

      Matt had considered making his bedroom on the first floor instead of the loft, but Bo had insisted he use the room with a lock on the door for an office. The other room was Ashley’s.

      “Sadist,” Matt had grumbled, eyeing the corkscrew steps.

      Bo had shrugged. “Better you than a client.”

      Matt couldn’t argue with that logic, so his bedroom now occupied the upper level of the two-story loft. The king-size bed was positioned like a tongue in an open mouth, facing the ninety-degree wall of windows. It had taken him a week to dislodge the image of his uncle and some young beauty making love in this ideal bachelor pad.

      Sadly, Matt couldn’t picture himself playing the seductor role, even though he was what his mother termed “in the prime of your life.” At thirty-six he was single, not bad looking and healthy—except for a bum knee. The rest of him worked fine—just not very often.

      “Hey, cuz, what’s up?”

      A muffled sound preceded Bo’s somewhat strangled “Funny you should ask.” There was another sound—a sultry female laugh. “Claudie, stop it. I have to talk to Matt.”

      Matt couldn’t help grinning, picturing Bo’s fiancée, Claudine St. James. Matt had been privy to his cousin’s rather unusual courtship—in fact, he’d used his computer skills to track Claudie to Kansas when she’d disappeared on a self-imposed mission to rescue her younger sister.

      “Tell my future cousin-in-law hi for me,” Matt said.

      Bo’s sigh was a mixture of laughter and frustration. “She’s going to be the death of me...but what a way to go.”

      Envy gnawed at him. Matt had known the same kind of happiness when he’d first fallen in love with Sonya, but he no longer trusted those emotions. Which was why he’d ended his relationship with Karen, the physiotherapist he’d dated six months ago. She’d wanted more than he could give. He told himself he wouldn’t mind a sexual relationship with the right woman, but he’d had it with love. Period. “What’s going on? This is a little after hours, you know.”

      “That’s what Claudie said. She thought you might have a hot date. I told her she’d confused you with someone who had a life.”

      Matt held his sigh. This theme had come up more than once since Bo’s return to Sacramento. For some reason his cousin seemed to think that since he was in love, everyone ought to be—starting with Matt.

      “Listen, I’m glad you’re happy, but leave my sex life out of it. I’ve got a full plate right now. A new partnership. A daughter. An ex-wife. And the ever-blanking holidays.”

      “I hear you. And that’s pretty much the reason I’m calling. I just got off the phone with Ren. He and Sara are worried about Eve. I mean really worried.”

      Eve Masterson. Once voted Most Glamorous News Personality on TV. Also at one time engaged to Bo’s best friend, Lawrence Bishop. Ex-judge. Newly minted law professor and family man. Still a person with game.

      Eve’s name had come up a dozen times in the past two weeks. Locating the missing beauty was a job Matt would once have jumped at, but now he had more important issues to handle.

      As if reading his mind, Bo said, “I know we talked about putting any investigation off until after the holidays, but Eve’s parents called Sara and they’re freaking out. Nobody has been able to contact her. It’s Christmas, Matt.”

      Although Matt had yet to meet Ren’s wife, Sara, he’d decided she was the most determined person he’d ever run up against. He pulled out one of his uncle’s Z-shaped chrome bar stools and sat down. Out of habit, he picked up a pen and started doodling on the back of an envelope. “I thought Eve’s parents were traveling in Australia.”

      “They are. But Mrs. Masterson’s ready to hop the next flight home and start tracking Eve down herself, if you don’t agree to take the case. She’s left a million messages at the station where Eve’s supposed to be working, but nobody will tell her anything. One receptionist said Eve was out on medical leave. Naturally, that upset her mother even more.” He let out a sigh. “We all remember Covid, right? People died alone and weren’t found for weeks.”

      Matt’s doodles took on a fanciful nature. A large-breasted woman reclining in a small box topped with a pair of rabbit ears. “I thought we all agreed that Eve is a masterful—no pun intended—media maven.” Lowering his voice, he added, “Doesn’t this disappearance sound like something a television personality would do for publicity?”

      Bo sighed. “If you remember, I was the one who championed that theory a couple of weeks ago, but now I’m not so sure. I mean, think about it. Eve dumps her juicy-plum-of-a-network-job in New York for something vague and secret in Atlanta. We don’t know what since she hasn’t been seen on the air—and she hasn’t bothered to contact her friends or family in over a month. I gotta admit that’s not the Eve I used to know.”

      Matt added floating question marks to his picture. The Eve Masterson in his mind was a sexy, exotic, poised news anchor who’d made a big splash in television when she was interviewing a presidential candidate and he made a pass at her, unaware her microphone was live. Her beauty had garnered a huge following, which included Matt. He’d drooled over her while eating his breakfast cereal.

      “Sara called me yesterday,” Matt said conversationally. He’d been on his way out the door to pick up Ashley, so he’d tossed out a few lame promises to get away. He still felt guilty about it. “She’s quite persistent, isn’t she?”

      Bo chuckled. “You could say that. I told you what she and Ren did, right? They bought a round-trip vacation to Niagara Falls and put it up for auction knowing I’d bid like hell to get it for Claudie. Our dream honeymoon.”

      Matt grinned. He’d heard the story of Bo’s extravagant gesture several times from several sources. The romantic story seemed destined to become an urban legend. “Have you set the date yet?”

      “The first weekend in June.”

      “Will your dad be well by then?”

      “He promised Claudie he’d walk her down the aisle if she wanted him to.”

      That sounded like the uncle Matt remembered, not the man he’d seen on his last visit to the nursing home. “I talked to your mother this morning. She was at Mom’s when Ashley called to get some genealogy information for a school project. Ruth says your dad is dazzling his speech therapist, but his motor skills are returning a lot slower.”

      Bo’s chuckle sounded wry. “And why should that surprise anyone? You never could shut him up for long.” After a pause, he added, “But, back to Eve. Bottom line—can you fly down and check things out next week? I know it’s a lousy time of year to travel and you’re still settling in, but I kinda promised Sara you’d do it. An early Christmas gift, you know?”

      Matt glanced at his calendar—December, the last month of a difficult year. He’d be glad to have it behind him. The only notation was Dec. 25: Ashley with me. What that really meant was Matt would pick her up around noon and drive to his parents’ home where they’d have delayed their celebration to include him and Ashley. He hated the holidays.

      “Fine. I’ll go, but I have to be back by Christmas Eve.”

      “Cool. It shouldn’t take you more than a couple of hours, actually. Fly in. Drop by her new office and get them to give you her home address. Go see what the hell’s up. Kick her butt if needed, then fly home.”

      Matt rolled his eyes. He doubted it would be that easy. For one thing, he had squat for background. His computer program was designed for cases just like this, but his PC had been giving him fits since the move. “I could shoot for Wednesday or Thursday. I have a computer tech coming Monday. Without a decent firewall, I can’t run a complete background check.”

      “Why do you need one?”

      “I like to know what kind of skeletons I’m gonna bump into when I start opening doors.”

      Bo snorted. “She might be contagious, but I guarantee she’s neither deranged nor dangerous. All Sara wants is a visual confirmation that she’s alive.”

      While Bo reviewed his original notes on the case for Matt’s benefit, Matt studied his doodles. The curvy body on the television screen didn’t look anything like the Eve Masterson he’d seen on billboards all over town, but the question marks that surrounded her were apropos. Why had she skipped out on her dream job? What lured her to Atlanta. Where was she now?

      As Matt hung up, he heard Ashley call down from the loft, “Are you going out of town, Dad?”

      Matt looked up. “Eavesdropping is not cool, Ash. My job involves privacy issues.”

      Ashley trotted down the steps, dressed in a navy pea jacket, baggy tan cords and several layers of soft cotton sweaters and shirts. When she got in front of him, he asked, “Bo didn’t give you fashion lessons while he was here, did he?”

      She gave him a droll look and ignored his question. “I heard you say you could leave next week. Where are you going?”

      He decided not to press the eavesdropping issue since he should have  been more aware of his space. He never would have been this sloppy when he was a cop. “Atlanta. On business.”

      “Are you really looking for Eve Masterson?”

      “When Bo puts you on the payroll, I’ll be free to discuss my jobs. Until then, you’re on a need-to-know basis.”

      She pouted prettily. “I need to know, Daddy. My friends would be totally impressed if I told them you were going to meet Eve Masterson. She’s like the coolest person on television. I nearly died when she told that jerk wanna-be president she’d rather have sex with a lizard.”

      Matt laughed. “That’s not what she said.”

      “She might just as well have. She put him down.”

      “Well, yes, but with a bit more class.”

      She rolled her eyes. “A put-down is a put-down, and as far as I’m concerned she shot him clean out of the water. No survivors.” She grinned. “I plan on using the same technique on Billy Lebronski…if he ever gets the gonads to ask me out.”

      Matt blanched. “Ashley, please. Have a heart. Don’t ever use that term in the same sentence with a boy’s name again. That can be my Christmas gift. I’m just not ready for it.”

      She dropped her backpack and  threw herself into his arms, laughing. “Sorry, Daddy. I forgot how sensitive you are.”

      Sensitive? Me? Try telling that to your mother.

      Speaking of Sonya... He checked his watch. If they didn’t hurry, Sonya would be waiting at the door of her upscale two-story hunk of suburbia with a frown that would make Santa rush. “Let’s get a move on, kiddo. Your mom doesn’t tolerate slackers.”
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        * * *

      

      AN HOUR LATER, ASHLEY WAITED at the top of the stairs for the explosion to take place. Ten seconds or ten minutes, it was hard to predict, but sooner or later her parents, who were still standing in the foyer,  would start yelling at each other. They’d tried marriage counseling when she was little but could never agree on a counselor each liked. As far as she could tell, they never agreed on anything.

      “It’s my job, Sonya.” Dad’s voice was a low murmur Ashley had to strain to hear. He always started out calm and cool, but her mother knew just what buttons to push to make him raise his voice.

      As a kid, Ashley had been terrified of loud noises—she didn’t even like the movie Star Wars because it was so noisy—so her dad always talked softly in a low, gentle tone that made her feel safe and cherished. Even now, he rarely raised his voice around her, and Ashley knew that if she turned around and walked downstairs, the argument would fizzle out before it could peak. But she wasn’t in the mood to be an arbitrator for her parents tonight. She was tired of being their referee; it didn’t do a darn bit of good in the long run.

      “Some job,” her mother said snidely. Mom was the queen of snide. “You gave up a perfectly fine desk job with the city—with dental, no less—to go play detective. Admit it, Matthew, a desk job could never live up to the excitement standards you require.”

      Ashley rolled her eyes. Her mother had hated everything about the police force—the hours, the pay, the risks, the other policemen’s wives. Everything. But after the accident, when it looked as if Ashley’s dad might never get to be a policeman again, Sonya had suddenly become all rah-rah police force.

      Grandma Irene said it was because Daddy was a hero, but Ashley doubted it. Knowing her mother, it was more a case of “I told you so.” Mom had long predicted her father would get hurt on the job, so when it finally happened, she’d been proven right. Her mother loved to be right.

      “Listen, I know Hanukkah begins on Friday and you have plans,” Dad said. “That’s cool. I’ll be out of town anyway, so you can have Ashley all weekend. I just want to be clear about Christmas Day.”

      “Hanukkah lasts eight days, Matt. We’re planning⁠—”

      Her father interrupted. “Spare me the details, Sonya. It’s not my fault Hanukkah overlaps Christmas.”

      Ashley grimaced, anticipating her mother’s response. “Faith means nothing to you, does it, Matthew?”

      Ashley could picture her father’s frustrated expression. He never talked badly about her mother, but Ashley knew Mom’s conversion to Judaism confused him immensely. They’d eloped to avoid the whole Catholic or Protestant church issue, and Ashley had attended an interdenominational Sunday school as a child.

      “My relationship with God isn’t your problem, Sonya. I’m only concerned about making sure the holidays are special for our daughter.”

      Ashley could picture her mother’s skeptical look.

      Her father went on, “I should be back by the weekend, but if something unexpected comes up, I’ll have Mom pick Ashley up at noon on Christmas Day.”

      “No. If you’re not back, then Ashley will stay with me. The agreement was she’d spend holidays with her immediate family—that’s you and me, not your mother and father and your sister and her kids. Besides, you know Alan and I are trying to rebuild our Jewish faith and downplay the secular.”

      Her dad made a hooting sound. “And that ten-foot pine tree in your living room is some tenet of Jewish faith?” Her dad could be pretty snide when he wanted to be, too. “Sonya, we’ve always spent Christmas with my folks. Ashley loves seeing her cousins. You’d deny her that just to spite me?” His voice rose in volume.

      Ashley sighed and shook her head. She turned away and trudged to her room at the top of the stairs. The door was open—it hadn’t been when she’d left, but that didn’t surprise her. Her mother ruled this household. She went wherever she wanted, whenever she wanted. Privacy was not an issue—that’s why all of Ashley’s personal papers, her journal and notes from friends, were stored in her locker at the horse barn. She knew she could keep things at her dad’s without worrying, but she never knew for sure when she’d be there—her mother changed the schedule almost daily.

      She closed the door on the battering voices one floor below her and flicked on the stereo. Taylor Swift. Pretty. Blond. Perfect. I bet she didn’t have to listen to her parents fight when she was a kid. What the hell good is a divorce if they still can’t get along?

      Ashley dropped her backpack on the floor then flopped facedown on her bed. She pulled the pillow out from beneath the tasteful peach lace comforter and placed it over her head. Muffled music was all she could hear. If she closed her eyes, she could picture herself atop Jester, her fourteen-year-old Thoroughbred gelding. Riding was her escape. Circling the arena astride the beautiful sixteen-hands roan made her forget everything else.

      Her mother wasn’t a horse fan, but for some reason she’d championed Ashley’s request to take up riding. Ashley once overheard her father tell Grandma Irene the only reason Sonya liked horseback riding was because she thought it was classy. Ashley had to admit once her mother married Dr. Al—Ashley’s name for Alan Greensburg, her mother’s new husband—appearances became an issue. Clothes, home, car. Everything that hadn’t mattered much when they lived with Ashley’s dad, suddenly became a priority.

      A knock on the door made her bolt upright. A deep voice said softly, “Ashley, honey, it’s Dad. I’m leaving. Can I get a kiss?”

      Ashley feathered out her hair and dashed to the door. He always respected her privacy. Maybe deep down she might have wished he asked deeper questions, probed harder about her inner feelings, but in a way it was nice to know he loved her no matter what was going on in her head.

      She opened the door and stepped back to let him enter. She studied his face—so handsome. All the girls thought so. Lauren Willoughby said she had a wet dream about him one night. Ashley thought that was too gross for words, but her friends were right—he was a hunk, especially for a father.

      “Are you okay, Dad?” She spotted the telltale lines of tension across his forehead that hadn’t been there on the drive home.

      He smiled. Not his truly happy smile, but a fairly okay one. “Sure. You know how it is. We agree to disagree. The story of our marriage.” He reached out and pulled her into a quick hug. She closed her eyes and breathed in his scent—leather from his jacket and a spicy smell from his deodorant. Her dad was too cool to wear cologne.

      “So, kiddo, have a good day on the horse tomorrow. Tell the knucklehead I said hello and he’d better behave or I’ll kick his big ugly butt.”

      Ashley smiled. She knew her dad wasn’t thrilled about her riding; he said Jester scared the crap out of him because anything that big and unpredictable shouldn’t be allowed within ten feet of his daughter.

      “Don’t worry about Jester, Daddy. We understand each other.”

      He pressed a kiss to the top of her head and stepped back. “Just be careful, okay? And wear that helmet I bought you.” He glanced around the room, his gaze stopping at her colorful mosaic horse poster. “I guess I should be glad you like horses more than boys. Forget I said anything.”

      Ashley’s heart felt pinched between her lungs. She smiled but didn’t dare try to talk. She’d been on this stupid weepy kick for almost a week. Bridgett thought maybe Ashley was ready to start her period, but Ashley’s mom said girls who were involved in sports sometimes started later than other girls. Ashley hoped so. She didn’t need hormones screwing with her head; she had enough problems already.

      “Hey, kiddo, you heard me tell Bo I’d do that little job for him in Atlanta, right? I plan to be back before Christmas, but if something comes up and I don’t get back, you can decide where you want to spend Christmas Day—here or at Grandma’s. It’s up to you. And don’t worry, your presents will find you no matter what you decide.”

      “Call me?” Her voice came out kinda squeaky.

      “You bet. And you have my new cell number. It’s not a satellite phone, but Bo said it’s the newest one on the market. Call anytime.” He looked at her a long time, as if trying to decide what else to say, but in the end he just leaned down and kissed her cheek. “See you later, sweetness. I love you.”

      Ashley walked him to the top of the stairs. Leaning on the railing, she watched each carefully placed step.

      “I love you, Daddy,” she called out impulsively, even though she knew her mother was probably lurking somewhere nearby.

      When he reached the carpeted floor, he turned around. His grin made her feel so warm and happy inside she could have cried, but she managed to smile back. “Have fun tomorrow,” he said with a wave. “I’ll see you soon.”
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      “THIS PRIMA-DONNA THING isn’t working for me, Eve.”

      Barry LaPointer paced from one end of the living room to the other, negotiating his way past unopened towers of packing boxes and furnishings that had yet to be put away.

      Eve, who hadn’t quite recovered from her battle with some kind of intestinal disorder she’d picked up on assignment in Panama, had come down with a bout of flu the same morning the movers arrived at her New York apartment. Rather than postpone, Barry had cajoled her into letting him handle things. As a result, Eve had no idea where each box went...and was still too ill to care.

      “I’m sick, Barry. Sick. Look at my tongue. Does this look like the tongue of a healthy person?” Eve rolled into a sitting position on the couch and leaned forward to stick out her tongue. Her vision swam and a tinsel taste made her gulp. Light-headedness was a recent addition to her list of symptoms.

      Eve knew if she didn’t feel better soon, she was going to have to find a doctor. No easy chore when you’re in a new town and your name is Eve Masterson.

      Barry stopped pacing and looked at her. “All I see is a woman who signed a very lucrative contract and—so far—hasn’t earned a dime of it.” He stuck his hands on his hips like a coach giving a pep talk to a losing team. “This isn’t just the gold ring, Eve—it’s platinum. Corner office. Big bucks. People dying to do your bidding. So, get off your butt and go pick out that car you insisted on.”

      Eve slowly lifted her chin. The man standing before her was as handsome as a movie star. Six-three or four, slim but fit, a crown of thick, wavy hair with golden-blond highlights too perfect to be real.

      He’d swept in to New York in late August all southern charm and sweet-talking promises. He’d offered Eve the job she’d never get at any of the major networks. Instead of being an on-air personality following after the news, she could produce the kind of news show that informed people about real issues that were vital to their lives.

      Communitex, Inc., the company Barry represented, claimed to be on the cutting edge of technology with a twenty-four-hour, global, interactive Internet news format. Vetted, fact-checked, hardball talent was already onboard to anchor these Internet news shows around the world. Eve would anchor the East Coast segments for six months then would move to behind-the-scenes production.

      I should have known this deal sounded too good to be true, but who knew the devil would show up wearing Ralph Lauren?

      “Barry, the car was your idea. I didn’t own a car in New York and I got along fine.”Of course, I was never there. In the six months she’d worked for the network, she’d handled assignments in New Zealand, Africa, England, and South America. She’d spent more nights away from her apartment than in it.

      Barry pivoted on one heel and marched toward the dining alcove. “This place is a hovel, Eve. Have you looked at yourself in the mirror lately? My God! You look like a bag lady.”

      I met a really nice bag lady once when I was doing a story in Sacra… A wave of dizziness hit and Eve started to sway. She knew if she could just get caught up on sleep everything would be fine.

      Even as a child Eve took longer to recuperate than other kids. Her mother blamed it on Eve’s “delicate constitution.” But when Eve was eleven she overheard her mother and father talking about genetic conditions. It was at that moment Eve understood what it meant to be adopted—she carried someone else’s past with her.

      “I’m tired, Barry. I⁠—”

      He turned on her. His face contorted. “Tired? We don’t have time for tired, Eve. I guaranteed Communitex I’d deliver your beautiful face—your very recognizable, bankable face by December first. It’s almost Christmas, and you have yet to make more than a token appearance in the office. No press conferences, no glad-handing with the public, no parties, nothing. Do you know how ridiculous that makes me look?”

      He’d punctuated each of her shortcomings with a Nazi goose-step until he stood directly across from Eve, his skin a blotchy red that made his Rhett Butler mustache and micro-goatee stand out like white Breathe Right strips.

      His breath smelled of garlic. A wave of nausea made Eve shrink back to avoid vomiting on his shoes. Barry apparently read her retreat as some sort of victory. He pressed his advantage by leaning in closer. “I took you to a doctor, Eve. He gave you pills that you refuse to take.”

      Just the mention of those pills made Eve gag.

      “They made me sick. In your car. Remember?” She’d been so out of it on the trip to Atlanta, she barely recalled a moment of the ordeal, with one notable exception—emptying the contents of her stomach all over the back seat of Barry’s beloved Rolls-Royce.

      Barry snarled. “That’s right. You still owe me two hundred bucks for cleaning the seats and carpet.” He snorted, “Hell, dating you was no picnic from the start. The company ought to give me hazard pay.”

      So, that’s it. All that sweet-talk of love and settling down was just blue sky to hook me. To Eve’s immense relief, he backed up enough to take a seat on the coffee table. He rested his elbows on his knees and eyed her gravely. “Forget the car. I’m more worried about you, Eve. Do you have a death wish where your career is concerned? If you don’t buck up and make an effort, you’re going to disappear into the land
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