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From the original edition

Dear Reader,

Marta arrived in my imagination first, a feisty young woman who survived near-fatal injuries and other hardships without relinquishing her dreams. As the man she fell in love with, Derek fascinated me with his depths and his painful secret.

Hope you enjoy reading their tale and their happy ending as much as I enjoyed writing it!

Jacqueline Diamond

Brea, California
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If she ever had a chance at a storybook wedding, Marta Lawson thought, she’d choose one just like this: a beautiful Saturday in October, the church filling with friends and family and, waiting at the altar, a man too special for words.

Well, best not to think about that last part.

She refocused on the decorations she’d helped select. Amid the blue-and-white flower arrangements, porcelain doll faces peered out of frosty lace cascades like princesses from another world. In the foyer, a doll wearing a replica of the bridal gown sat on a tabletop beside the guest book.

The bride—Marta’s cousin Connie—had devised additional charming touches: china figurines arranged here and there amid miniature bouquets, and prisms by the windows that split the light into shimmering colors. Connie’s owning two boutiques and a hospital gift concession gave her and Marta, the maid of honor, a definite edge when it came to finding such treasures. Marta, in fact, managed the concession, located in the Mesa View Medical Center in Villazon, California. She took pride in ferreting out appealing items from catalogs and Internet sites.

“Connie sure did a number on this place,” said bridesmaid Rachel McKenzie, who at five foot eleven towered over the diminutive Marta. The two stood in the otherwise empty vestibule, sneaking peeks into the sanctuary. At any minute, the photo-taking of the bride with her parents would finish and the ceremony could begin.

Mercifully, Connie had allowed her two attendants to wear blue dresses instead of her original choice, shell pink, which hadn’t suited Rachel at all. Nevertheless, the taller bridesmaid kept fidgeting as if she couldn’t wait to change into her usual attire: police uniform and boots. As for Marta, her shorter stature wasn’t all the guests might notice. Despite her best efforts, her tendrils of brown, shoulder-length hair didn’t entirely hide the scars from a near-fatal car crash nearly a dozen years ago, and the walk down the aisle would inevitably expose her limp.

But to be able to walk at all was a blessing. And her scars...well, what did a few blemishes matter in the wake of near tragedy?

Okay, in one respect they did matter. If Marta were pretty and graceful, the best man, Sergeant Derek Reed, might see her as something more than a buddy.

No, she wouldn’t like that, not really. At the police department, Derek had a reputation as a playboy. And at the hospital, where he conducted weekly crime-prevention seminars, the nurses who dropped into Marta’s shop referred to him as Sergeant Hit-and-Run.

Wistfully, she gazed past the rows of guests, who included fellow employees, police colleagues of the groom’s and a sprinkling of other friends and relatives. Near the altar, her gaze riveted on the masculine figure poised beside the groom.

Derek in a tuxedo constituted overkill: a well-toned body, thick hair and dark eyes that surveyed the scene with deceptive laziness. He drew feminine interest as easily as he breathed.

Not only was he a close friend of Connie’s husband-to-be, Detective Hale Crandall, but both men had originally entered Marta’s circle of friends several years ago as buddies of Connie’s first husband, Sergeant—now Lieutenant—Joel Simmons. During her cousin’s troubled early marriage and the years following the divorce, Marta had succeeded in banishing the unattainable Derek to the periphery of her thoughts.

Then, nearly a year ago, the police chief had appointed him to the position of community relations and public information officer. His tasks included finessing the questions of reporters intent on rehashing old police department scandals, a good post for such an articulate man.

His duties also included coordinating a public service program to detect and prevent crimes ranging from child neglect to prescription-drug abuse. In that capacity, he visited the hospital every Thursday morning for staff meetings.

To the best of Marta’s knowledge, he’d had two girlfriends during this period, neither of whom had lasted more than a few months. There’d also been several flirtations, most—in her observation—instigated by the women.

When he arrived for the meetings, Derek had formed the habit of stopping in to purchase a candy bar and swap jokes with Marta. She searched the Internet for funny items to inspire his wonderful deep laughter.

How exhausting to feel eager anticipation each time he approached and rueful disappointment when he left! Maybe if he fell in love with someone, she’d finally see what a hopeless case she was and get over him.

Marta sighed. When Rachel quirked an eyebrow, she covered her feelings by gesturing toward the sanctuary. “Doesn’t everyone look great all dressed up?”

“I think Skip needs to go to the bathroom,” replied the pragmatic Rachel, indicating the seven-year-old ring bearer. The former foster child, whom the bride and groom were adopting, bounced from one foot to the other.

“He’s just excited,” Marta said.

“Somebody ought to calm him down before he ricochets off the wall,” Rachel responded.

Hale must have entertained similar thoughts, because he aimed a couple of mock punches at his son-to-be. The two tussled playfully before settling into their proper positions once more.

Marta saw Derek give a half smile. Once the most outgoing in a highly sociable group of police officers, he’d begun holding himself apart in recent months. At least, he’d seemed that way to Marta; no one else had commented on the change. Perhaps he’d always maintained a certain reserve and she simply hadn’t noticed.

The swish of fabric drew the bridesmaids’ attention toward the hall. Connie had arrived with her mother and father in tow. Her stepmother had taken a seat earlier.

Marta’s beautiful blonde cousin had always been a draw for men. Today, in a sleek silk gown, a wreath of flowers and a glow of happiness, she looked magnificent.

She and Hale were perfect for each other, although they’d taken a long while to discover that. With Connie’s sharp tongue and Hale’s talent for provoking her, the two next-door neighbors had carried on a friendly feud for years.

They’d recognized their mutual attraction at last, becoming the second new couple among Marta’s tight-knit circle. Only five months ago, Rachel and pediatrician Russ McKenzie had exchanged vows at this same altar. Rachel, who’d expected to be the last of the trio to marry, used to joke that she’d probably have to arrest the guy first, and in fact had mistaken Russ for a suspect when they initially met. He still teased her about handcuffing him.

To Marta, marriage seemed a distant and receding dream. Fortunately, she had other goals. After putting her education on hold during her rehabilitation, she’d finally saved enough money to take an evening class at a nearby university and planned to sign up for two classes next semester. Eventually she’d be a teacher, as she’d always wanted.

So she tried not to envy her cousin that beatific expression or the love that awaited her at the end of the aisle. Marta was genuinely glad for Connie. She also relished the temporary peace between her high-strung Aunt Anna and strong-willed uncle Jim, ex-spouses who’d set aside their differences to walk their daughter down the aisle. In their late fifties, both retained more than a little of the good looks and natural elegance that had once made them a dazzling couple.

“We better line up, huh?” Rachel scooted to the sanctuary entrance and raised her bouquet. Marta took a position behind her.

“Remember not to gallop!” Anna warned.

“How about a fast trot?” Rachel, famous for her long legs and rapid pace, grinned at the group. “Don’t tell me you all forgot your roller skates!”

The bride’s laughter softened her mother’s frown. “Skip would get a kick out of that,” Anna conceded. Although not the grandmotherly type, she’d become very fond of her new grandson.

In the sanctuary, the organist shifted into a march. “Everyone ready?” asked Uncle Jim.

“Ready as we’ll ever be,” Rachel rejoined.

“Go! Go!” urged Aunt Anna.

Rachel began at a stately pace, forgetting herself only so far as to wave the bouquet at her husband and young stepdaughter, Lauren. Unfortunately, however, she couldn’t contain herself for more than a few yards, and soon shifted into second gear, then third.

The unfortunate result was that, when Rachel reached the altar, Marta still faced a long stretch of aisle. She felt a hundred or so pairs of eyes absorbing the unevenness of her gait. And surely everyone noticed that one of her pumps had a built-up sole to compensate for the length that leg had lost.

Marta kept her chin up. When she felt a pinch of pain in her hip, she did her best to hide it.

Ahead, Derek lifted one eyebrow sympathetically. He really had wonderful brows: thick, with an arch on the right side that did a splendid job of expressing skepticism or shared humor, as now. His warmth put the whole situation into perspective and helped dissipate her awkwardness.

With relief, Marta reached the front and assumed her place. As the music soared and faces turned toward the head of the aisle, she whispered to Rachel, “Bouquet!”

Her fellow bridesmaid jerked the drooping flowers into place. “Thanks,” she murmured. “Sorry about my gallop.”

To the strains of “Here Comes the Bride,” Connie glided into view. Hale practically levitated with joy. The guy had been in love with Connie for years, Marta suspected, perhaps even before her divorce. Now he no longer had to conceal his feelings.

The whole church pulsed with good wishes. What more could a person ask than to be surrounded by the people she loved? Being part of this event felt almost like having a wedding of her own, Marta thought. She really was a lucky person in more ways than she could count.
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At yesterday’s rehearsal, Derek hadn’t taken much notice of the instructions beyond his duties during the wedding ceremony. He must have missed the part about standing in a receiving line at the reception. What fiend had devised this method of torture? he wondered as the umpteenth guest shuffled by en route to the nuptial couple.

His smile felt frozen in place. His back ached and his knee was bothering him. He’d identified strongly with Marta during her brave trek down the aisle.

Despite the discomfort, he was glad for Hale, who deserved this happiness. And grateful for the scents emanating from the buffet set up here in the Villa Inn ballroom. Now, when the heck would he and everybody else in this receiving line get a chance to sample that cuisine?

Also, despite his stiffness, the rhythms thrumming from the band made him feel more like twenty-five than thirty-five. Speaking of which, he’d give a lot to be twenty-five again, or even thirty. He’d had no idea those were the good old days. Ignorance really had been bliss.

During a lull between handshaking while the guests bunched at one end of the line, he turned to Marta beside him. Looming nearly a foot taller, Derek enjoyed an excellent view of the part in her hair and the cute curve of her nose.

“Who are all these people?” he asked rhetorically.

Her heart-shaped face tilted toward him as she indicated a distinguished older woman teaching Skip a dance move on the otherwise empty floor. “Well, that’s Yolanda Rios. She and I founded the homework center.” Staffed by volunteers, the program provided tutoring for many of Villazon’s struggling young students.

Marta could be such an innocent, Derek reflected. “I’d be a failure at community relations if I weren’t on hugging terms with Yolanda.” He was about to explain that he hadn’t expected an answer to his question when he saw someone who did arouse his curiosity. “Who’s that lady dripping with diamonds?”

In her mid-forties and smartly dressed, the woman hung on the arm of a sixtyish man. Her expensive jewelry and trendy hairstyle reeked of money. Not exactly the type of woman one met often in blue-collar Villazon, a town on the eastern edge of Los Angeles County, unfashionably far from Beverly Hills and Newport Beach.

“That’s my stepmother, Bryn,” Marta said, to his astonishment. “Connie refers to her as Aunt Bling, but don’t you dare.”

This woman lived in high style while her stepdaughter pinched pennies? Derek had heard from friends about Marta’s struggles to support herself during and after rehab. Still, perhaps Bryn had earned her money. “What kind of work does she do?”

“She quit her secretarial job when she married Dad.”

“Is she an heiress?”

“Don’t believe so.”

Derek glared at the woman. Instinctively, feeling a bit off balance, he clamped a hand onto Marta’s shoulder to brace himself. “Sorry.” Embarrassed by his clumsiness, he straightened.

“Why? It’s not every day I get groped by a hunk,” she shot back.

“If anybody gropes you, let me know and I’ll deal with him,” Derek growled with pretended ferocity. Leaning down, he caught a whiff of Marta’s springlike scent and nearly planted a kiss on the tip of her nose.

Crazy notion. He liked Marta, but that was the extent of his feelings.

Before he could return to the subject of her stepmother and the besotted bald man who must be her father, the line of guests broke its gridlock and surged toward them. More out-thrust hands to shake, more pleasantries to exchange.

Across the ballroom, the band segued from a rock number to a Latin beat. Man, Derek loved to dance. Considering his balance problems, he probably ought to give it up, but not yet. They’d be through receiving guests soon, anyway.

“You’re wiggling,” Marta said.

His hips were swaying. “How’s your mambo?”

“That beat isn’t a mambo,” she pointed out. “And with one leg shorter than the other, I’d look weird on the dance floor.”

He appreciated Marta’s candor. Still, she wasn’t the only one with limitations. “Well, my leg’s a little stiff from exercising, but I refuse to let that stop me. Why don’t we go out there and tackle that Latin thing.”

Marta shook her head. “I’ve staggered around in public enough for one day.” However, the rhythmic twitch of her shoulders spoke more loudly than her protests.

“No one’s watching.” Derek gripped her waist and cradled her hand in his. “Let’s tango our way over there, Cinderella.”

She was so small and light he could have picked her up and carried her to the dance floor, except that he’d probably trip. And she might kick him in the shins for his efforts.

She escaped his grasp. “Not in front of everyone! And why’d you call me Cinderella?”

Derek grinned. “Because you have a wicked stepmother.”

Her green eyes sparkled. “But no stepsisters. Or brothers.”

“The comparison still applies.” He’d heard the story in bits and pieces. “She persuaded your father to cut you off after they married, right?”

“No,” Marta replied. “When I turned twenty-one, he felt that since I wasn’t a dependent anymore, state aid should pay for my rehab.”

“Great move, leaving his daughter to fend for herself.” Derek frowned at this Aunt Bling, who remained oblivious. “Meanwhile his new wife is wearing his bank account on her earlobes.”

Marta looked at him in a manner that Derek would have considered amusing had not his tiny antagonist appeared so earnest. “It’s Dad’s hard-earned money. I’m just glad he met a woman who makes him happy. He suffered a lot after my mom died.”

She had an endearingly warm heart even toward those who’d treated her badly, which stirred Derek’s anger on her behalf. Still, he had to admit, he’d sometimes been accused of hard-heartedness himself. He always told women in advance that he wasn’t the settling-down type. If they chose to ignore the warning, he couldn’t be held responsible.

Marta, however, fell into the category of people under Derek’s protection. Or, at least, of people he’d protect if they required it.

“You should stand up to your father,” he persisted. “That necklace she’s sporting could buy you a master’s degree.”

Marta bristled. “I’m standing up to you. Back off, buster.”

“Yes, ma’am!” He took her words literally, executing a brief retreat and a bow. Then he caught her again and whirled her toward the dance floor. “This time I’m not accepting no for an answer.”

Apparently Marta decided to relax and enjoy the moment. Her whole being seemed to respond to the catchy music as they navigated between tables toward the dance floor. And, for once, his body cooperated, as well.

They shimmied past Lois Lamont, the police chief’s assistant, who favored them with a thumbs-up. Derek responded with a wink.

When Marta chuckled at his clowning, her energy lifted his spirits. At that moment, he actually felt twenty-five again.

They reached the dance floor as the band shifted into another catchy tune. Despite a few missteps, the two of them finished the number in fine form.

Both were flushed with their efforts. Marta exuded such a natural appeal that Derek wondered why the other men in the room didn’t swarm over to demand the next turn.

He eased her off the dance floor. “What do you say we hit the buffet?”

“Sure. I’m starving.”

They filled their plates and browsed the tables in their roles as best man and maid of honor. Derek traded quips with his former supervisor in the detective bureau, Captain Frank Ferguson, who sat with Chief Will Lyons and retired sergeant Mack Crandall, Hale’s father.

At another table, Marta introduced several of Connie’s employees, including an attractive twenty-year-old with long brown hair who studied him with interest. A pretty girl, but too young to interest Derek.

Finally the two of them settled near the newlyweds. Hale appeared in his element as host of a large party, and Connie seemed more relaxed than she’d been in ages. She didn’t so much as frown when her ex-husband, Joel, swung into a chair beside her.

The once-feuding exes had achieved détente a few months earlier, to everyone’s relief. Derek didn’t understand the point of such squabbling. Once the excitement went out of a relationship, people ought to say farewell and move on.

“Let’s see that ring,” Joel teased. “I’ll bet it’s not half as nice as the one I bought you.”

Connie displayed her fingers gracefully. To Derek, the rock looked big enough to decimate a guy’s life savings.

“Cost me a bundle,” Hale confirmed heartily. “Worth every penny.”

“Hey, I liked the one Joel bought her,” Rachel chipped in from further down the table. She’d borrowed that ring when first engaged to her husband.

“Rachel has good taste,” Joel responded. “And my sister’s thrilled that you gave her the old ring. Nice gesture, Connie.”

“She mentioned that she lost her wedding ring on vacation this summer,” the bride explained.

All this camaraderie would once have filled Derek with a sense of belonging. On entering police work, he’d felt as if were joining a real family, one that suited him a lot better than the one into which he’d been born. Yet today, as on many days in the past year, the banter flowed around him at a distance, an invisible wall muting sounds and blurring images.

Strange how just a few minutes in a doctor’s office could change a guy’s perspective.

It had also altered his career. As soon as he’d informed Human Resources of the diagnosis, the powers that be had stuck Derek in a front-office job requiring less physical exertion. He would rather face a weekly shoot-out than shuffle paper, but his friends, unaware of the true circumstances, considered this a promotion.

He abandoned his ruminations as Yolanda Rios arrived. “Aha, the two people I most want to talk to,” she declared, pinning him and Marta with her gaze.

“A pleasure to see you, Yolanda.” He rose and fetched an extra chair. Their companions shifted to clear space.

“Thanks. I’ve got an idea and I’d appreciate feedback from all of you.” The widow pushed her glasses higher on the bridge of her nose. “And don’t you go anywhere, Joel Simmons!”

The lieutenant paused halfway to his feet and sat down again as if he were still a student in Yolanda’s high-school history class. “I was going to refill your glass of punch.”

“It can wait.” She folded her hands on the table.

“What’s up?” Marta asked.

Yolanda included them all in her gaze. “To start with, although I hate to break the news on such a festive occasion, the city’s cut funding for Villa Corazon.” Villa Corazon was her homework center. The name, which meant House of the Heart in Spanish, was a play on its location in the town of Villazon.

“That’s outrageous!” Connie radiated indignation. “If you need me to organize a protest, I’d be glad to.”

The older woman shook her head. “If we demand a bigger share of a shrinking budget, that puts us in competition with other worthwhile programs. I favor a more proactive approach.”

Marta regarded Yolanda expectantly. The two spent a lot of hours together at the center, Derek assumed, but she didn’t appear to know what was coming. “What do you have in mind?”

“A fund-raiser.” With all attention fixed on her, she announced, “I propose we hold a bachelor auction. There’s no shortage of attractive males in town or generous and assertive women.”

Startled expressions and a few chuckles greeted this statement. “Wild!” Rachel said. “I’d go for that. If I was single, I mean.”

“Why not?” Hale agreed. “A romantic night on the town with your favorite hottie. Not me, of course.”

“Isn’t that kind of...old-fashioned?” Derek refused to disclose his personal reservations about parading in front of a group. Surely the center could find a more dignified means of raising money.

Joel let out a hoot. “I should think you’d be the first to volunteer!”

“You’re an excellent prospect also, Lieutenant Simmons,” Yolanda observed.

“I’m divorced, not a bachelor,” he declared. He hadn’t expected to get drafted, apparently.

“If she excludes divorced men, she’d have to rule out two-thirds of her prospects,” Hale countered. “Don’t tell me you’re chicken.”

“Heck, no.” Joel appeared to be searching frantically for an escape route. “Tell you what—I’ll emcee the darned thing.”

“Hale can tackle that duty, since he’s married.” Yolanda looked at the groom. “All right?”

“Glad to,” he said.

“Lieutenant, can I count you in?” Yolanda prompted.

Joel yielded to the inevitable. “Fine. I’ll be glad to go on the block for charity.”

The older woman turned to Derek. “As will, I presume, the city’s community relations officer.”

She’d cornered him, Derek thought. The PD could use positive ink for a change. Besides, a refusal would invite questions he preferred to avoid.

“I was about to offer my services,” he responded dryly. “I enjoy meeting new ladies.”

“You mean new victims?” Rachel teased.

“Anyone who bids for him hardly qualifies as a victim,” Marta responded loyally.

“Exactly.” Derek hoped the easy response hid his qualms.

More voices joined in, adding to the roster. Rachel’s husband mentioned an old friend, a child psychologist named Mike Federov. Hale listed a couple of other officers and suggested contacting the fire department.

The conversation drifted to the terms of the auction purchase. An afternoon or evening—minimum three hours—that might range from a lavish date to a simple outing. Whatever suited the bidder and biddee, with the man paying the cost of the date.

The whole thing sounded very civilized, except that as more men stopped by and offered their names, Derek detected a competitive mood building. Joel went so far as to recommend they wear swim trunks.

Yolanda nixed the idea. “We’re a children’s center. Although I doubt there’ll be kids at this event, I’d like to keep things respectable.”

“I hope that doesn’t preclude a little showing off to get the highest bid of the night.” Joel shot those challenging words at Derek. “Not that I expect much competition.”

Rachel whistled her approval. “That sounds like a dare.”

Derek shrugged. “He’s deluded.”

Marta, he noticed, looked wistful. Now, what was that about?

“Would jeans and a T-shirt be too casual?” he asked her.

She studied him thoughtfully. “How about your uniform? Women love a man in uniform.”

“The chief might not go for that,” Hale interposed. “Especially if the Villazon Voice takes photos of our guys onstage.”

Derek shrugged. “Either a suit or jeans will be fine.”

“Then I’m definitely leaving you in the dust,” Joel replied. “I’m thinking about exercise shorts and a mesh shirt.”

Connie rolled her eyes. Rachel uttered a woo-woo noise.

“I’d like to schedule this a couple of weeks from now, toward the end of October,” Yolanda said. “Before people blow their money on the holidays.”

“What a great gift for the single gal on your list,” put in Rachel’s husband, Russ.

“I’m betting plenty of single gals will buy themselves a gift that night,” Connie mused. “Derek, you should charm Tracy Johnson into bidding on you and writing a story. She owes the department a little boost.” Tracy, editor and reporter for the weekly Voice, had long been one of the police department’s biggest gadflies.

“The chief would love reading a detailed front-page account of Derek’s shortcomings,” Joel joked.

“If she wrote an article about spending the night with me, she’d have to write a book,” Derek responded.

A chorus of good-natured catcalls greeted this boast. Although pleased at scoring points, in truth Derek loathed the prospect of being bid on like a prize bull. Worse, of risking an awkward stumble in front of an audience.

Well, he’d bluff his way through the ordeal. And who knew? Maybe he’d find the woman of his dreams.

But she’d be temporary. Because these days, that was all he wanted or needed.
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Marta wasn’t certain the Halloween costumes had been a good idea. Sure, they looked creative and colorful in catalogs, but that didn’t mean they’d sell in a hospital gift shop, especially since she’d unthinkingly assumed staff members would be among the main purchasers.

She’d argued back and forth with herself before ordering a small selection. On the one hand, patients arriving for major surgery might not appreciate seeing admitting clerks garbed as princesses or superheroes. Plus, the garments couldn’t be sterilized. On the other hand, surely the denizens of the children’s floor and the maternity ward deserved a little fun.

Ultimately, the employees would reach their own decisions. She’d already received an okay from the administrator.

With the lobby nearly empty on Thursday morning a week after the wedding, she used the time to snap a portable trellis-type support into place near the front of the shop. Perched on a stepstool equipped with side rails, Marta hoisted an array of capes and tunics into place.

She was almost finished when she spotted Elise Masterson striding out of an elevator. Even a uniform couldn’t hide the patrolwoman’s feminine shape, and scraping her honey-blonde hair into a bun barely muted the effect of her attractive features. Only her habitual scowl managed to quell the interested glance an orderly aimed in her direction.

Although Elise radiated Leave me alone! vibes, men continued to hit on her. Two years ago, she’d fended off the advances of then police chief Vince Borrego. Elise’s formal complaint had sparked an investigation that led to the chief’s early retirement and pitted several of the senior officers against her. Joel and Hale, who’d testified on her behalf, had also taken heat. The damage inflicted on the department’s reputation by that incident, as well as another involving prisoner abuse, still hadn’t entirely healed.

Marta was distressed to observe scrapes on the officer’s cheek and arms. “What happened to you?” she asked when Elise approached.

“Grabbed a toddler off a second-floor balcony and fell onto a rosebush. The nurse gave me a tetanus shot. The kid’s fine, by the way.” The officer paused to examine the costume display. “Do you honestly expect to sell these?”

“Sure.” Marta refused to let the other woman’s negativity discourage her. “Can I interest you in a set of fairy wings?”

“As if I’d be caught dead in getup like that!” Elise snorted.

“Seriously, we should all wear costumes tomorrow night at the auction. I mean, Halloween is next week.” As volunteers at Villa Corazon, Elise and Marta had offered to assist at the auction, for which they expected a capacity crowd. “They’d add to the festive air.”

“I’ll be there to help direct traffic, not put on a show” came the dour response. “Speaking of shows, I’m curious to see how those macho types react to being ogled and whistled at.”

“They ought to love it.” Marta assumed Derek would be in his element.

“They imagine they’ll love it. In reality, that kind of treatment is demeaning.” Bitterness underscored Elise’s tone. “I spent my high-school years playing up my appearance. What did it get me? Pursued by guys with sex on their minds and resented by the girls.”

As an adult, Elise appeared to have gone overboard in the opposite direction. Marta gathered that, except for tutoring on Saturdays, the officer spent most of her free hours at the gym. She could use both a more positive mind-set and a few girlfriends.

Impulsively, Marta said, “If you aren’t busy on Sunday, why don’t you join Connie and Rachel and me for dinner.” Fearing Elise was about to refuse, she added, “It’s my birthday. But don’t bring a gift! We’re just getting together for fun.”

The woman’s expression softened. “I’d love to. I don’t get out nearly enough. But aren’t you having a party?”

The previous year, for Marta’s thirtieth birthday, her friends had outdone themselves with an ice-cream potluck and a ragtime-piano player. She didn’t expect that sort of effort this year, especially in view of the fact that both had married and become adoptive mothers within the past six months. “It’s my thirty-first birthday. Not a milestone like last year.”

“I appreciate the invitation,” Elise said. “Where and what time?”

Marta was providing details when a movement by the elevator bank caught her eye. She couldn’t deny a tingle of excitement at the sight of Derek’s familiar saunter.

Since the wedding, he’d stopped by to say hello a few times but seemed distracted. She’d missed his laughter and joking.

Perhaps dancing together that evening hadn’t registered on his radar. For Marta, the experience had fueled her dreams ever since. Despite how often she told herself that it meant nothing, that he’d singled her out because they were both wedding attendants and not for any personal reason, she relished the memory.

She’d dared to fantasize for a few insane hours about bidding for him at the auction. The point was to raise money for the center, and no one would take her interest seriously, least of all Derek. Still, if her true feelings showed on her face, she might permanently damage their easy camaraderie. Besides, who could afford him? Books and tuition, combined with Southern California’s notoriously high rents, already strained her budget. Whoever was going to win a fabulous night with Sergeant Hit-and-Run, it wouldn’t be her.

Elise indicated a college-age volunteer, who beamed in Derek’s direction while ferrying a wheelchair across the lobby. “It’s disgusting the way women fall for that alley cat.”

“I can’t understand it, either.” Fortunately, Elise missed the irony in Marta’s comment.

Derek didn’t appear to notice the admiring volunteer. Instead, he paused to speak to a middle-aged couple waiting on a couch. On a visit to the gift shop earlier to buy a magazine, they’d explained that their son was in surgery.

“I’m heading out on patrol,” Elise said. “If I delay too long, the guys might think I’m really injured.”

“You are really injured!”

“Just bruised. Trauma on the job requires a trip to the psychologist.” Her friend shuddered. “Don’t care to get my head shrunk, thank you.” She scooted off.

Derek was still conversing with the couple. Torn between an eagerness to talk to him and a determination to quit breaking her own heart, Marta resumed arranging the costumes. She studied a pirate hat and eye patch, trying to decide where to hang the costume.

“Planning to wear that?” Derek’s voice startled her. He must have sneaked up on her.

She recovered fast. “I set it aside for you. Fits your personality, wouldn’t you say?” She held out the hat and patch.

After a moment’s hesitation, Derek took them. He slid the elastic around his head until the patch covered his left eye, then adjusted the hat. The rakish effect emphasized the strong lines of his face and the humorous quirk of his mouth.

He studied his reflection in a mirror mounted on the display. “Maybe I should wear it to the auction.”

“Your fan club will love it,” Marta agreed.

“Don’t have one.”

“Sure you do,” she invented. “Derek’s Damsels. Their website is full of
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