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“Are you serious?” Kaylee Stephens looked down at her speedometer. Sixty-three miles an hour. 

She eased her foot off the gas pedal. Whirling red and blue lights flashed behind her. Unreal. She was going to get a ticket for driving three miles over the speed limit. 

Maybe not. Maybe he was after someone else. And maybe— just maybe—if she eased off the gas a little more, he would go around her. 

The unmarked car slowed to match her speed. 

“Dang! Dang! Dang!” 

With any luck, he’d be in a good mood or in a hurry to go home. Maybe he’d let her off with a warning. With a sigh, she pulled her battered blue Nissan onto the shoulder of I-40. 

Please let it be a warning. Please let it be a warning. Please, please, please let it be a warning. 

She couldn’t afford a ticket. She could barely afford insurance for this heap of junk. Kaylee killed the engine, then rested her forehead against the steering wheel. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

Her tag had expired last month. That might be okay with the DMV, who allowed for a thirty-day grace period on renewals, but it wasn’t with the APD, who was coming up behind her. 

This was just what she needed to make her day complete. Her week. Maybe even her entire month. 

“Afternoon, ma’am,” the smooth voice greeted her with only a trace of a West Texas drawl. “May I see your registration and driver’s license, please?” 

She revived herself enough to retrieve her purse from the cluttered floorboard. It took only a couple of minutes of digging around before she found her wallet and handed him the requested items. All she had to do was cooperate, and everything would be fine. Worst case scenario, he would write her a ticket, tell her to get her new tag pronto, and she would be back on the road again in no time. 

As he scanned the documents, she ran her fingertips around the edge of the steering wheel, pretending not to be embarrassed and late. But she was embarrassed. And she was late. Still she might make it if he would hurry. 

“Kaylee? Kaylee Stephens?” 

Kaylee stopped her mindless tracing and poked her head out the window to get a better look at the man. Something about him seemed vaguely familiar. Yet she knew that if she had seen him before she would have remembered. Bronze skin, jet-black hair and slashing dimples on either side of his almost too-feminine-to-be-on-such-a-masculine-guy mouth. Aviator glasses hid his eyes, but she knew him. From somewhere. And then she remembered. “Luc?” 

Hot dang, she might not get a ticket after all. Lucas Blackfox had been a friend of her brothers so many years ago. Good friends. Good enough that Luc had practically lived at their house. But there wasn’t a trace of the sullen teenager to be seen in the confident man who stood outside her car. 

“Sorry for the delay,” he said. “Can I get you to step from the car, please?” He had gone from friendly recognition to full out cop mode in 1.5 seconds. 

“What?” 

He moved back a half step, then opened her door. “I’d like for you to exit the vehicle.” 

“Listen, Officer...uh, Luc. I’m late for work so...” 

“I understand. But I still need you to get out of the car.” 

“Why?” Kaylee kept her seat and resisted the urge to make a grab for the car door. Cooperating was one thing, but she couldn’t get out and stand on the side of the highway. She lightly touched the lapel of her raincoat. She was late and well...she just couldn’t, that was all. 

“Are you refusing to get out of the car?” 

“Well, no, but—” Kaylee stopped. She knew how this was supposed to go, and this was not standard procedure for a traffic ticket. But the unyielding set of his jaw said he meant business. 

The longer she argued with him, the longer it would be before she could get out of there. She growled low and under her breath, then slid one leg from the car, pulling the panels of her black vinyl raincoat to cover herself as she stood. 

Adolescent growth had abandoned her at five-foot-two, and even with the four-inch heels she wore, Luc towered above her. A small, disturbing shudder rocked her and made her all the more anxious to be on her way. 

With as much pluck as she could muster, Kaylee craned her head back and squarely met...her own eyes in the mirrored lenses of his sunglasses. 

Great, her lipstick was smeared and her blusher crooked. But if she remembered correctly, his eyes were as dark as the rest of him. 

“Is everything here current?” He held up her driver’s license. 

Kaylee nodded as he opened his ticket book. 

The normally faithful West Texas wind was still, leaving her no reprieve from the sweltering confines of her coat. There wasn’t even a gentle breeze to cool her face or dry the sticky perspiration that seemed to cover her from head to toe. Or stir the blue-black strands of his hair. 

He wore it short. At least shorter than she remembered. He had been half hooligan back then, a wild child that everyone wanted to save even though they suspected he’d be in jail most of his life. 

And he had filled out—she unwillingly admitted. He had been tall and lanky with feet too big for the rest of his body. Now his maroon-colored polo shirt molded to the solid planes of his chest. He had the strong jaw of a Calvin Klein model, and those firm, full lips still held the insolent sneer from his teenage years. He looked cool and relaxed—and handsome, she conceded—as he wrote her citation. 

His pen met paper in slow, measured strokes. He flipped the first ticket over and began another, not bothering to look at her as he spoke. 

“Are you aware you were speeding?” 

“Yes, but—” 

“Did you know your tag has expired?” 

“Yes, but—” 

“And your passenger’s side brake light is inoperable?” 

“Yes, but—” 

“But what?” He lifted his head, his voice as cool and professional as his manner. 

She had forgotten about that back light. And she was going to get her tag...really. And what happened to the five mile an hour over rule? Or maybe even a little professional courtesy. After all, her father and both brothers were in law enforcement. But the words would sound too tacky if she actually had to say them. Not that it mattered. Something gave her the feeling that Lucas Blackfox, bad boy of Pampa High, did everything by the book. 

“Nothing.” It was the best she could do with him staring at her through those mirrored lenses. All of his attention was centered on her, and it was unnerving. 

She looked away. 

He turned back to his ticket book. 

“Is this going to take much longer? I’m late for work.” Her words came out, sharper than she intended, but it was a long drive to the mayor’s house, and she was already behind schedule. 

Kaylee tried to camouflage her irritation, beaming him her most brilliant smile. 

Though his eyes were hidden, she felt his gaze slide over her unseasonable coat. She hadn’t thought it possible, but she grew even warmer under his concealed scrutiny. 

“I believe you’ve already said that. Wait right here.” 

Kaylee watched the broad expanse of his shoulders as he made his way along the short distance of highway separating the unmarked car from her own battered transportation. Her jaw dropped at the sight of what he was driving, now clear for her to see and unaltered by a cracked rearview mirror. She couldn’t believe the taxpayers—herself among them—had to pay for such an extravagance. A BMW! 

Just her luck—late for work and pulled over by the Yuppie Cop From Hell. 

♥ ♥ ♥ ♥
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LUC SAT FOR A MOMENT in the cool interior of the Beemer and watched the woman shift from one pretty leg to the other. He made no move to get out of his car. He wanted her to wait. Or try to run. She shifted again. 

His informant had been quite specific in his description. Their target was a female, very short with arrow-straight, platinum blond hair. She wasn’t reported to be armed, nor was she considered to be particularly dangerous. She drove a beat-up blue Nissan and wasn’t above using her feminine wiles to get what she wanted. But Matthias hadn’t told Luc she was a memory, all grown up and prettier than ever. 

Little Kaylee Stephens. My, my, my. She was the last person he had expected the K. Stephens to be. When he’d heard the name, she hadn’t even crossed his mind. It had been what...? Ten...fifteen years? He mentally did the math. Sixteen. It had been sixteen years since he had seen her.

She looked a sight different now. Back then she had been the awkward, tag-a-long sister of his two best friends. All pigtails and braces and now...well, now she wasn’t. 

She checked her watch, then cast a frustrated glance in his direction. She had to be smothering in that raincoat. The temperature was at least a hundred and three. She looked as if she had something to hide, bundled up the way she was. The statue? A weapon? 

Luc had glanced into her car while he wrote her citations, but the interior of the Nissan looked like a twister had recently blown through. He would have to search it if he was going to find what he was after. Damn, what a day this was turning out to be. 

She whirled around as he opened his car door. Her silvery hair contrasted starkly with the black of her raincoat. He wondered how it would look splayed against his chest. How it would feel. 

Luc quickly steered his thoughts from that direction. He needed to keep his mind on the business at hand, a priceless, pre-Columbian statue. Terribly ugly, reportedly cursed, definitely stolen. 

“Amarillo PD has reason to believe you have stolen property in your possession. Would you mind if I take a look inside your car?” 

“Stolen? I—is this some kind of joke?” 

“Not at all.” 

She shifted in place and eyed him suspiciously. She opened her mouth, then obviously thought better of it and closed it again. “I don’t have time for this.” 

“Are you saying you’re not going to let me search your vehicle?” 

She crossed her arms over her chest, pulling the coat even tighter around her. “Not without a warrant. Do you have one?” 

He’d hoped it wouldn’t come to this. “No.” 

She nodded her head as if to say, So there you go. 

“But I can get one.” 

Her satisfied smile faded. “But it’s Sunday, and that might take—” 

“All day,” he finished. “I thought you were late.” 

“I am, but—” 

“I’ll go make the call.” He had only taken three steps toward his car when her musical—but clearly annoyed—voice stopped him. 

“Fine. Search the car. But hurry.” 

Luc opened the passenger side door and resisted the urge to close it again on the chaos that ruled inside. No matter how messy she kept her car, he still had a statue to find. 

A bright yellow envelope lay on the passenger seat next to a headband with a pair of furry white rabbit ears attached. He picked up the headband and almost tossed it aside. 

Rabbit ears? 

He cast a glance back at Kaylee. 

Her nervous fingers played with the lapels of her coat, keeping it closed almost to her throat. A trickle of perspiration ran down the side of her face. 

Luc looked back to the ears, then tossed the headband to the driver’s side seat. 

The floorboard of the passenger side revealed nothing out of the ordinary, except for a set of pom-poms and a lasso. 

“Yee-haw,” he muttered under his breath and redirected his attention—and fantasies—back to the search at hand. 

Full-blown helium balloons secured to a small gift box filled the back seat. Luc opened the box. Inside was a crystal paperweight of a large mouth bass. Expensive, but a far cry from pre-Columbian. 

“Hey,” Kaylee protested. “That’s for—Oh, never mind.” 

Aside from a paper sack containing finger paints, an unopened package of Oreos and a large cardboard box piled high with someone’s castoffs, the back seat of the Nissan held nothing suspicious. 

“Will you open the trunk, please?” 

She rolled her pretty blue eyes heavenward, perhaps praying for the rain she obviously expected, but did as he asked. 

“What are you looking for?” 

“A statue.” 

“Statue?” 

“A very valuable statue,” he said as he ducked under the trunk lid. “Cursed, pre-Colombian. Want to tell me about it?” 

“Seems like you know all there is to know.” 

Luc grunted and turned his attention back to the search. 

Surprisingly, the trunk had been spared from the catastrophe that reigned inside the car. He made quick work of his search, but the statue wasn’t under the spare tire or in any of the nooks and crannies the space harbored. 

There was only one place left it could be. 

“Kay—Ms. Stephens, I have reason to believe you may be hiding the statue on your person. We’ll need to go down to the station and request a female officer conduct a search.” 

“Are you kidding?” 

“No.” 

She shook her head. “I’m not going to the station with you.” 

“If you won’t come to the mountain,” he muttered. “I’ll radio down and have an officer meet us here.” He paused. “If you’d rather do this on the side of the interstate.” 

“I’d rather not do it at all.” 

“Unfortunately, that’s not one of your options.” He kept his tone business-like and impersonal. Tomorrow he’d be removed from the case, but tomorrow might be too late. Matthias said she was moving the statue today. 

“No.” She said the word with such conviction that Luc had trouble remembering the question. 

“We can do this here or at the station.” He removed his sunglasses and pinched the bridge of his nose to stay the beginning pangs of a headache. “The choice is yours.” 

“Then I choose not at all.” 

“Will you cooperate, or should I handcuff you for the ride?” 

Seconds ticked by with the speed of ice thawing at the North Pole. Then with a growl of aggravation and frustration, she reached for the belt of her shiny black coat. She removed it with lightning speed and flung it at him. It hit him square in the chest. 

Almost nothing could have prepared Luc for the sight of what she wore underneath the raincoat, and that’s what she wore: almost nothing. 

Car horns honked. Tires squealed. Traffic slowed, and Luc’s breath quickened. 

Her legs were long for her height, their smooth lines emphasized by sheer black stockings. Lord, he loved black stockings. The remainder of her ensemble was black as well and reached from the apex of her slender thighs to barely cover the tops of her breasts. There it ended in a wisp of white ostrich plumes that only enhanced the creamy satin of her skin. The fabric, slick and clingy from her own perspiration, molded itself to her every curve. Luc could only stare. Had he said something about handcuffs? 

“Hel-lo.” 

“So that’s what the ears are for.” His voice was near a whisper. And if that’s what she did with bunny ears.... His mind wandered to finger paints and lassos. 

“You can forget it right now.” She stamped her foot for emphasis, sharply snapping the heel off her left pump. 

“Forget what?” 

“I don’t do parties.” 

Too bad. “That’s not what I was thinking at all.” 

“Sure.” She rolled her eyes, then glared at him. “Are you going to search me, or are you going to stand there and gawk?”

Gawking sounded like a fine idea. So did a search. A long search that lasted all night and into the dawn. Instead, Luc tore his gaze from her slender form, cleared his throat and began to look through the pockets of her coat. 

Finding nothing, he held it out to her, hooked on the end of his finger. It was obvious she didn’t have anything concealed on her actual person. “You can put this back on now.” 

“Are you sure you don’t want to frisk me first?” 

Frisk her? He ought to arrest her. It should be against the law for a woman to look that good. 

“No,” he muttered instead, turning his head in delayed chivalry. 

As she reached for her coat, a car whizzed past, trailing a shrill wolf whistle behind on the fumes of its exhaust. 

Kaylee jerked her coat away from him and hurriedly shoved her arms into the sleeves. 

“I’d like to apologize again for your delay.” Luc tore the citations out of his ticket book and handed them to her without looking her in the eye. Little Kaylee had grown up nicely. “It was good to see you again.” 

He didn’t wait for her nod as he turned and walked stiff-legged back to his car. 

He opened the door but stopped before folding his length into the luxury interior. He couldn’t leave without knowing. “Where did you say you worked?” 

She flashed him another of her gigantic smiles. “Self-employed,” she replied. Then she reached into her car and placed the furry ears on the top of her head. “I’m the Easter bunny.” 

♥ ♥ ♥ ♥
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LUC GOT INTO HIS CAR and watched the blue Nissan disappear into traffic. He leaned his head back against the seat rest and closed his eyes. 

Wait’ll Dix hears this, he thought, reliving the moment when the black raincoat hit him in the chest. Normally Luc wouldn’t have gone anywhere near a suspect without his partner, but today he hadn’t had time to track Dix down after his text went unanswered. Matthias’s call had come quick, and Luc barely had time to change clothes before chasing his suspect down I-40. 

He should’ve called for backup right away. He should’ve never tried to conduct the search on his own, but when he’d seen her standing there in that tiny bunny suit, all reasonable thought had fled. Then, he’d been thankful he was a plain clothes detective. The knit blend pants of the APD uniform would not have hidden his reaction. Even Kaylee Stephens’s sharp tongue hadn’t softened him. 

Pull yourself together, Blackfox. She’s an accessory to theft and about half a dozen import violations. Now wasn’t the time to let his libido rule over his professional conduct. 

Testosterone levels under control, Luc picked up his cell phone and dialed the number. 

“You told me she had the statue,” he said into the mouthpiece without greeting. “I just spent over half an hour of my first Sunday afternoon off in almost six months searching a clean car.” Totally trashed car, he amended silently. Harboring nearly everything but an ugly, allegedly cursed statue. 

Luc plugged in his hands-free, then merged the BMW into traffic while he listened to Matthias’s lurching explanation. 

“I don’t care what you heard him say. I’m telling you it wasn’t there. Comprende? I’ll probably have harassment charges filed on me before the day is through and all because of your false leads. Next time get all the facts straight before you call me. I’m beginning to wonder if Kaylee Stephens even knows Jeffrey Wallis.” 

♥ ♥ ♥ ♥
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RRRIIINNNGGG. 

Thump, click. Thump, click. Thump, click. 

Kaylee raced for the phone, her bi-leveled gait drumming its unsteady tempo upon her apartment’s linoleum floor. She snatched up the receiver on the fourth ring. 

“Hello?” 

“Hey, baby. I was beginning to think you weren’t home.” 

“Hi, Jeff,” she said in a flat tone, flinging her purse onto the kitchen counter. 

Could her day get any worse? She had lost her part-time job, broken the heel off her favorite shoes, gotten three tickets, and had to practically strip on the highway for a perverted cop. She didn’t think she could deal with Jeff right now. 

“I need to see you.” 

“You saw me last night.” She stepped out of her ruined shoes and wiggled the cramps from her toes. “I came to your work, remember? You were at the warehouse. It was dark outside. I gave you back your ring.” 

“That was different. I need to see you today. We need to talk.” 

“There’s nothing to talk about.” 

“You can’t mean—” 

She sighed. “We’ve already been over this. It’s over. The 

End. No more.” 

“But—” 

“I mean it this time.” 

“Kaylee, I—” 

“Listen to me. Listen carefully because I’m only going to say this once. We want different things out of life. We can still be friends, but I don’t want you calling every day.” 

“Baby, I understand that you’re having second thoughts, but I know you’ll come back to me. You have to.” 

Kaylee counted to ten, but still couldn’t form a ladylike response. “I’m going to hang up now.”

“No, wait, I’m sorry. Let me come over.”

“No.” Her voice was firm and steady.  

“I can cook dinner. We could talk, straighten out this whole mess.” 

“There’s nothing to straighten out.” Why couldn’t he accept ‘no’? 

“Then have dinner with me tomorrow night.” 

“I don’t think so.” 

“Just the two of us,” Jeff pleaded. “Please, give me a chance to explain.” His voice caught on the last word. 

Dang it. She wasn’t strong enough to fight that hitch in his voice. “Oh...all right. Dinner. But that’s all.” She was a wimp, she knew. But perhaps if she explained to him one more time— face to face—that the engagement was off, then this time he would understand. 

“Okay,” he said, his voice a rush of relief. “See you tomorrow. Dress casually.” 

Kaylee hung up the phone, then pressed the button on her answering machine to retrieve her messages. 

“Kaylee, it’s me.” Her brother Michael’s voice followed her down the hall and into the bedroom. “Mom said you gave Jeff back his ring and—” 

Kaylee blocked out the rest of the message. Her brother meant well, but if her mother had told Michael that she and Jeff had broken up, then it was a given her father and Chris, Michael’s twin, would have received word as well. And if that was the case, she would have to screen her calls until she got engaged again in order not to have to answer a lot of too personal questions. 

Doomed, she thought as Michael bid her farewell and Chris’s voice filled the room. She was doomed with an overprotective, overbearing, meddling family. 

Dressed in a lightweight T-shirt and a pair of loose-fitting yoga pants, Kaylee felt a little more human as she grabbed the bunny suit and took it into the living room. 

Merely touching it brought back thoughts of Luc Blackfox, and she felt herself grow warm again. Just because she knew him once upon a time was no reason to lose her head. What had possessed her to fling her coat at him that way? And if she’d thought to get a reprieve from the heat by taking it off in front of him, she had been wrong. Very wrong. Her temperature must have jumped ten degrees as his molten black gaze swept over her. 

What was the matter with her? He was a cop. Her bikini covered less than the bunny outfit. She’d never felt naked when she wore it. But then, Luc hadn’t been around to look at her like that either. 

She stuffed the tiny black costume into her purse. Tomorrow during her lunch break, she would take it back to Rheba’s Unique Delivery Service and pick up what little pay they owed her. Perhaps it would be enough to cover the cost of her tickets and tag renewal. Then she wouldn’t have to break into her Special Fund, her scraped-together, not-quite-enough down payment on a newer car. 

Kaylee collapsed onto the worn, overstuffed couch she’d found at a second-hand store. She hadn’t really minded dressing up like cowgirls and cheerleaders. But a Playboy bunny. It had paid good, but it was an exercise in humiliation. 

At least she had one recourse for a lousy afternoon. She reached for the phone, Blackfox’s badge and its number etched into her mind almost as deeply as the man himself. 

She stopped, her hand resting on the receiver. What would she say to his superiors? That he was incredibly handsome, and it should be illegal for a man like him to go around searching cars and coats and otherwise turning on unsuspecting motorists? Obstructing traffic? Creating a public disturbance? 

She remembered the whistle and the honking horns that followed the removal of her coat. For what it was worth, he could say the same about her. And then there were her brothers. If they found out about this afternoon... 

Kaylee sighed. Filing charges was out of the question. But she had one consolation. Amarillo was a big town and with any luck she’d never have to see Detective Lucas Blackfox again. 
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“Kaylee, phone’s for you,” Leona said from the kitchen doorway of the Georgia Street Learning Center. 

Kaylee loved working at the non-profit organization that provided an alternative to daycare for underprivileged children. Sometimes though—okay, she conceded to herself, more often than not—the salary she earned was not quite enough to pay her bills. Especially when her car was falling apart. 

Kaylee opened the second bag of Oreos and handed them to the learning center’s director. “The juice is poured and—” She eyed the tall, graying brunette as Leona popped one of the chocolate sandwich cookies into her mouth “—If you don’t eat all the cookies, we should have enough for everyone to have three. Who’s on the phone?” 

Leona grimaced. “David said it was your dad.” 

“Tell him I’m not here.” 

“Too late. David already spilled the beans. Kaylee, I know how your family is, but you aren’t going to be able to avoid them indefinitely.” 

Leona was right. Kaylee might as well get it over with. Reluctantly she turned toward the phone. Her best plan of attack was to do just that—attack. She knew how her father operated. If she let him have the first word, she would be a goner for the rest of the conversation. With a deep, determined breath she picked up the receiver and rushed headlong into the speech she had been planning from the moment she had decided to return Jeff’s ring. 

“Listen, Daddy, I know why you’re calling and it doesn’t matter, nothing you or Jeff can say now would make me change my mind, I’m simply not going to marry him, we have different goals, different wants and needs from our lives, there’s no way a marriage between us could last, I want stability, I want a husband who comes home every night instead of hanging around a warehouse full of antique rubble, I want children and PTA and carpools and Peewee football games, is that asking too much?” She took a gulp of air. 

“Kaylee?” The deep voice was familiar, but it wasn’t her father’s. 

“Uh, yes?” 

“This is Luc Blackfox.” 

The heat of embarrassment crept from her neck up into the roots of her hair. Damn David and his assumptions. 

“My partner needs to meet with you this afternoon. Can you to come to the station in, say, half an hour?” 

Oh, great. The last person she wanted to see was Detective Lucas Blackfox. Besides being an utter waste of time, she had already passed her embarrassment quota for the week. “No,” she said simply. “I’m at work until six.” A lie, but Luc didn’t know that. 

“Then tomorrow morning.” Not exactly a question, but then she knew how these things played out. She really didn’t have a choice in the matter. But that didn’t mean she had to make it easy on him. Not after yesterday. 

“I’d really love to, but my car’s in the shop. That nasty brake light thing.” 


Leona stopped scraping the center out of an Oreo. “Take mine.” 


“I’ll send a patrol car ‘round for you.” 

“I hardly think that’s necessary.” 

“Hey, wait a minute. Your car isn’t in the shop—” 

Kaylee shook her head and shot her friend a stern glare, the one she usually reserved for the special occasions when six-year-old Jacob Madison thought it would be entertaining to repeat the words his teenage brother had taught him. 

“We’ll only need you for an hour or so.” 

“I—” 

“Eight o’clock work for you?” 

“Eight-thirty,” she grumbled, just to be difficult. 

“I’ll have a patrol car waiting for you.” 

“Don’t bother.” Kaylee sighed. “I’ll get there on my own.” 

“See ya then.” 

“I can hardly wait,” she said between clenched teeth. She thought she heard him chuckle once more before she slammed down the receiver. 

“What was that all about?” Leona asked as she offered Kaylee a cookie. 

She took one, then shook her head. “Oh the usual, your average demented cop who thinks I have some Columbian statue.” 

“You’re kidding.” 

“I wish I was.” 

“Is he the one who wrote you those tickets?” 

Kaylee nodded. “Can you cover for me in the morning? I’m scheduled to be interrogated.” 

“No problem, honey.” 

Kaylee smiled. “You’re a good friend, Leona. What would I do without you?” 

“Oh, you’d find someone else’s car to drive to the police station.” She pressed the keys to her reliable Toyota into Kaylee’s palm. 

“Leona, I don’t need to be driving your car.” She handed the keys back. 

“It’s your car you don’t need to be driving. Duct tape and prayers are all that’s holding that rattle trap together.” 

“It’s not that bad.” 

“Whatever you say. I’ll still be glad when old Mr. Whittaker gets the funding together to open the new center.” 

“That doesn’t mean he’s going to ask me to manage it.” 

But Leona obviously had no doubts. “Once the promotion goes though, you’ll be able to afford to drive around in style. Or at least in a car that’s running on all its cylinders.” 

“Until then I’m in the market for another part-time.” She made a face. “If you hear of anything let me know.” 

“I will, hon. And whenever you need reliable transportation you know what they say: mi car es su car.” 

The back door to the learning center opened and the joyous ruckus of thirty happy, hungry adolescents filled the building. 

“Snack time,” Leona announced, handing the bag of cookies to David who led the pack down the hallway toward the dining room. She turned back to Kaylee and braced her hands on her hips. “Do you want me to swing by and pick you up in the morning, or would you rather take my car tonight?” 

“Swing by and get me.” 

“Now my turn for a favor.” 

“Anything,” Kaylee said, meaning every word. 

“Close up for me? I have a date.” She waggled her eyebrows suggestively. 

“Of course.” She was supposed to meet Jeff at six-thirty and as long as Penny’s mother picked her up on time, Kaylee would still have time to go home and change before dinner. Then again, what did it matter? She wasn’t trying to impress Jeff, she was trying to get rid of him. And he’d said to dress casually. It would serve him right if she showed up in her work clothes, a paint-smeared GSLC T-shirt and a pair of grass-stained khaki shorts. 

It would serve him right, but she wouldn’t do it. She would go home and change and meet him back at the restaurant. Even Jeff deserved to be let down by a properly dressed ex. 

♥ ♥ ♥ ♥
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AS LUCK WOULD HAVE it, Penny’s mother was not on time, and Kaylee did not get to run home and change. All the way to the restaurant, she tried to convince herself that it was fine because he’d said casual...too bad casual to Jeff meant buttons instead of cufflinks. Thank heavens the restaurant was more laid back than her date. 

All through dinner, she had tried to make Jeff understand that it was over between them, but she couldn’t force reality into his thick skull. 

It was as if he didn’t hear anything she said. Not one word about how they wanted different things out of life. How she had plans, hopes, and dreams that didn’t seem to mesh with his. How she had given him back his ring—hint, hint. 

Needless to say, by the time the server had brought their check, her head was pounding and her teeth were on edge. 

Kaylee took a deep calming breath as she stepped from the cool interior of the restaurant, Jeff stuck to her side like a burr. “So he turns to me and says ‘Monolithic? Mosaic? What’s the difference? I just need the damned walls painted before Thursday’.” Jeff laughed heartily at the joke only he understood, but Kaylee couldn’t muster up even a chuckle. She smiled as politely as possible given the circumstance and dug into the depths of her purse for her car keys. 

Jeff controlled his humor enough to place his hand at the small of her back to guide her as they walked across the parking lot. Lord only knew how she had survived this long without him there to assist her over the impassable speed bumps and treacherous pot holes often found in the wilds of Amarillo, Texas. 

She pulled away from him, but he didn’t seem to notice. 

“Oh, that Phelps,” Jeff mused. “There’s no telling what he’ll do next.” 

“I’m sure Victor Phelps is quite a character.” 

Jeff seemed surprised. “You’ve never met him? I’ll have to take you by the restaurant for lunch.” 

“I don’t think so.” 

“Come on. You’ll love the food and the art is spectacular, thanks to the brilliant top buyer for WesTex Imports.” 

“Be careful. You wouldn’t want to break your arm while you’re patting yourself on the back.” 

“Seriously, Kay. Phelps has the largest private collection of pre-Columbian art in Texas. Most of it he keeps on display at the VIP.” 

“Isn’t he like a bookie or something?” 

“Just rumors.” 

Good enough for her. “He wouldn’t be needing any part-time help there, would he? For evenings and weekends?” 

“Kaylee.” Jeff sighed. “Let me give you the down payment for a car.” 

“No. Absolutely not.” 

“If you would find a real job—” 

“I have a real job.” It took all of her patience to reply in a civil tone. So she didn’t make six figures. That didn’t mean she wasn’t successful. It was one of many subjects they couldn’t agree on. “My work at the center is very fulfilling.” 

“It doesn’t pay the bills.” 

Kaylee lifted her chin, knowing even as she did, she was striking a defensive pose. But this was an old argument. He hated what she did for a living. Didn’t understand her love of children and helping them. “It does most of the time. Things are just a little tight right now. Mr. Whittaker is cutting a few corners so he can open a new center.” 

“Things are always a little tight.” 

“Jeff—” Kaylee lowered her voice in warning. 

“Fine. Go ahead. Work your fingers to the bone for nothing. But don’t get another job. I’ll loan you the money for a car.” 

“No.” 

“Baby, I want to help you.” 

“If you really want to help, ask Phelps if he has any part-time waitress positions available.” 

He acted as if to protest, then shook his head. “All right. Go in and apply. I’ll tell him you’re coming by, okay?” He took the keys from her and unlocked the door of her aging Nissan. 

“Thanks.” Kaylee snatched her keys away from him. 

Tonight had been a lesson in futility. Jeff wasn’t accepting their engagement was finished. In fact, he hadn’t listened to her all. 

No matter how hard she tried, how bluntly she expressed herself, Jeff still insisted on treating her like a poor helpless female, a second-class citizen who couldn’t take care of herself. She didn’t know why he should be different. Everyone—with the exception of Leona—treated her like she was a child and couldn’t take care of herself. 

His condescending treatment was yet another one of the factors that brought about the end of their engagement. That and—more importantly—the fact that Jeff hated children. 

Five more minutes, she promised herself. Ten, at the max, and she could make her escape. 

Before she could open the car door, Jeff’s arms snaked out
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