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      This book is lovingly dedicated to the readers who've been with me from the beginning, always breathlessly waiting for the next installment, and to the new ones we've picked up together along the way. Every word I write, I write with you in mind, wondering what you'll think, whether you'll like it. I wonder if something I tossed in for you will make you smile, and if you'll get our inside jokes, and if I'll scare you, and if you'll cry at the end like I did. Every word.

      

      Thank you isn't nearly enough. I love you guys.

      

      Maggie
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      SIXTEEN YEARS AGO

      Carrie Overton had known her life was about to change forever. She just hadn't known how drastically. But when her headlights picked out the shape of a lone woman standing beside her car on the roadside, she knew something was wrong. It was the dead of night in the middle of nowhere. The woman was leaning on her rusty, lopsided car, one arm braced on the hood, the other, cradling her swollen belly. Her face bore a grimace of pain and no small amount of fear. And, in fact, when Carrie flipped on her signal light–though there was no one other than a family of raccoons to see it–some of that fear changed to visible relief. The woman–no, she was really little more than a girl, Carrie saw as she drove closer–held up a hand, as if to signal her to stop, though Carrie had already decided to do so.

      She pulled over behind the girl's car, a primer-colored breakdown-waiting-to-happen, shut her own engine off and got out. The normalcy of the night struck her as she walked quickly over to the girl. Her shoes crunched on gravel, crickets chirped as if nothing was wrong and night birds called out noisily every fourth step or so.

      "Car broke down?" she asked, almost hoping it was as simple as that, even though every instinct was telling her otherwise. And her instincts were probably better than most, since she was a doctor. A new one, yes, but a doctor all the same.

      The girl met her eyes and Carrie saw that they were wet. "I think I might be in labor."

      Carrie felt her own quick gasp, but just as quickly she grabbed hold of her nerves and replaced them with the quiet calm she had learned patients needed from their MDs. "Lucky for you I came along, then. I'm a doctor."

      "Are you kidding me?"

      "Nope. I'm on my way to start a new job at Shadow Falls General Hospital."

      "That's where I'm going, too!" the girl said, but then she whimpered and closed her eyes and hugged her middle. "God, that hurts."

      "Okay, breathe through it," Carrie told her. "Like this." And then she demonstrated, puffing short bursts of air from pursed lips.

      The girl obeyed and, as the contraction eased, Carrie opened the rear door of the girl's car and helped her in. "Come on, lie down on the back seat, where you can be more comfortable until I get us some help."

      "I think comfortable is impossible at this point." But the girl moved anyway. Not far, though. She took two steps, then bent double once more, almost falling to her knees this time. She began puffing those short breaths again and for the first time Carrie felt a real sense of alarm.

      Hunkering down to be at eye level with the now-crouching mother-to-be, Carrie asked, "How far apart are they?"

      "Almost constant," the girl whispered between puffs.

      "Okay. Okay," she said soothingly as she waited for the pain to pass. Then she moved the girl quickly into the back seat. Clearly, she was about to deliver a baby. Another birth pang came and went before she got the girl even half-undressed. Then Carrie had to leave just long enough to race to her own car and grab her bag. In seconds she was back, kneeling on the pavement beside the open car door.

      "It only started an hour ago. I thought I'd have time to get to Shadow Falls."

      "Most women would have," Carrie told her. "You're being an exception to the rule today. But don't worry. I can deliver your baby right here just fine. There's nothing to be afraid of."

      "Then why am I scared shitless?" the girl asked. "Unhh! Oh, God.”

      Carrie tried to project confidence and hide her own nervousness. She'd delivered babies before, after all. Not on deserted country roads in the back seats of barely roadworthy cars, but she didn't imagine many doctors had. She laid a calming hand on the girl's bulging belly and felt the baby move inside. It instigated a wave of sadness, but she tamped it down. "It's a miracle, you know. It's a miracle you're experiencing right now."

      "Miracles hurt!" Pant, pant, pant. "Have you ever–oh, hell!–delivered a baby before?"

      "Lots of them," Carrie lied. She'd delivered three, exactly three during her residency, but she'd never had to fly solo, without a nurse or sterile tools or gloves, not to mention a backup neonatal team standing by.

      ''I'd give anything not to have to do this," the girl moaned.

      "I'd give anything to trade places with you right now," Carrie told her.

      "You must be nuts, then–oh, hell, oh, hell, oh, hell!"

      "Not nuts, just broken. I’ll never be a mom."

      The contraction passed and the girl's expression eased. She studied Carrie's face. "You can't have kids?" she asked.

      Carrie met her eyes. "Nope. I was born with defective fallopian tubes and–"

      "Oh, shit! Something's happening. I have to push. I have to–"

      "Go ahead, push." Carrie got low and flattened her hands against the bottoms of the girl's feet so she would have something to brace against. The contraction eased, and the girl fell back, heaving a sigh.

      "Relax until the next one," Carrie told her. "Then we'll push again."

      "It's odd, me meeting you out here like this," the girl said.

      "We haven't officially met, though, have we?" Carrie pointed out. "I'm Carrie Overton.”

      The girl didn't respond in kind. She was gripped by another contraction, and then another, and the opportunity for conversation was gone, aside from the necessary bits. Breathe through it. Push harder.

      It wasn't long before the baby's head came into sight. And with the next push, the shoulders began to emerge. "You're so strong," Carrie said. "This is going to be over in no time. Two more pushes, maybe three."

      "I want it to be over with now!" the girl cried.

      "I don't blame you. Come on, push with me now."

      The girl pushed, and Carrie talked and comforted, and in short order she was holding a tiny, wriggling baby boy in her arms. He released a series of congested bleats, making her laugh softly. "A boy," Carrie said. "And he's got a great set of lungs on him, too."

      "Is he okay?" the girl asked. "I want him to be okay."

      "He's fine. He's absolutely...beautiful. God, look at him. He's perfect." Carrie sniffled, then tied off the cord, cut it and wiped the baby down as best she could with gauze and sterile water. She suctioned his nose and mouth with a small blue aspirator, wrapped him in her own jacket, and for just a moment held him in her arms, smiling down at his tiny face. When tears burned in her eyes, she blinked them away and gently placed the baby in his mother's arms.

      "You should try to nurse him," Carrie whispered. She couldn't speak any louder than that for the tightness in her throat. The idea of never being able to have a baby of her own was a constant twisting blade in her heart. She was on a waiting list to adopt, but her excessive work hours and lack of a partner worked against her. There was always someone a little more qualified. And she was glad there was. Vermonters, she thought, were good people.

      She knew she would be a far better mom than her own time-bomb of a mother had been. You never knew when she’d go off.

      "I can hardly wait to see what he weighs," she added, trying to change the subject of her own thoughts.

      She helped the new mother clean herself up, got her dressed and sitting upright, watched her trying to nurse and then nodded. "Okay, listen. There’s no cell service here, but there was a few miles back. I'm going to drive back there to call an ambulance–”

      “Do you have to?”

      “It’s still a ways to Shadow Falls. Anything could happen. He’s just barely born. It really is safer for you both to go by ambulance.”

      The girl lifted her face, her expression oddly detached. “You'll come right back here?"

      "Right back. I won't be more than ten or fifteen minutes at the most. And you'll be fine, I promise."

      "And the baby, too? He'll be fine, too, alone for that long?"

      Carrie tilted her head. "He won't be alone. He has you."

      "I could fall asleep or pass out or something."

      "I’ll be very quick. I promise." Carrie started to back away, but the girl reached out and gripped her hand.

      "This was supposed to happen. You finding me here. It was meant to be. I know it was." "Maybe so."

      "For sure. I knew a man once. Best guy I ever met. I wish I’d…but it doesn’t matter now. He always said everything happens for a reason. And that if you want something bad enough, it can happen, or...something like that."

      “I'll bet you wanted help pretty bad tonight. Maybe he was right." Then she titled her head and said, “Maybe I should put you both in my car right now. We’ll go find a signal and call for help together.

      The girl shook her head. "No. No, I…I don’t want to move yet. I’m…sore and tired. Just hurry back."

      "I promise. I'll be just as fast as I can."

      "Thank you," the girl whispered, and she squeezed Carrie's hand before she let her go.

      Back in her own car, Carrie held her tears in check until she got the vehicle turned around and was headed in the direction she'd come from. But then the dam broke and her insistent tears spilled over. She knew it was stupid, because there were other ways to have children besides giving birth to them. There were lots more babies in the world than there were suitable homes or families. Sooner or later, her name would make its way up the list.

      She drove through the darkness, watching her phone screen for bars, squinting to see better through the tears. She was starting a new life, a fabulous career in an idyllic New England town. She was buying the cutest little house she'd ever seen, and she had every intention of raising kids there someday. Someday she would have a child, and she would give it the kind of solid, stable home she'd never had. No way was her child going to be uprooted and moved from place to place every time its father got itchy feet. The Overton home would be a permanent one, a solid one, and it would always be calm and quiet. No loud screaming matches. No physical altercations with the neighbors. No temper tantrums from people old enough to know better. None of the drama she'd grown up with.

      Her child would have a safe, loving, happy existence, and a hometown. She'd always wanted a hometown.

      She was on her way to the one she'd chosen, she reminded herself. Part One of her dream, all but complete. And even though the waiting lists were long, and even though adoption agencies tended to give preference to married couples over single women, she would get her baby someday. She would.

      There! A signal.

      She pulled over and hit 9-1-1.

      The phone screen went black, a small lightning bolt in its center. The battery was dead. “No!” She opened the console, the glove box, but there was no charger in sight. She always kept a charger at hand. She was starting to panic. It had been ten minutes. The girl had been so scared.

      All right, never mind. She didn’t need an ambulance. She would just bundle the mother and baby into her car and take them with her to the nearest hospital. Shadow Falls was still two hours away, so she hoped there was one far closer.

      Returning to her car, she reversed out of the empty driveway and headed back to where she'd left the young woman and her son.

      When she got to the spot, however, the primer-colored sedan was gone.

      A jolt of alarm shot through her as she drove nearer, wondering if she had the right spot, but she was sure she did. There was her jacket, the one she'd wrapped the baby in, lying in the grass along the roadside, right near where she was sure the other car had been parked. Her headlights picked out the pale green fabric. Carrie pulled over and stopped. Surely that young woman couldn't intend to drive the rest of the way on her own, could she? She'd just given birth, for heaven's sake. She needed rest, and the baby needed....

      The jacket was moving.

      “Oh, no," Carrie whispered. "She didn't..." She wrenched open her door and hurried out, hopping the slight ditch to where her jacket lay, still wriggling.

      Almost afraid to look, she bent and unwrapped the fabric. The tiny newborn lay inside, pink and healthy and squirming.

      "Oh, God, she left you. How could she? How could anyone?"

      Carrie gathered the baby, jacket and all, into her arms, then felt the rustle of paper as she rose. A note, written on the back of an old envelope with the address torn off was stuffed in a pocket of the jacket.

      

      Carrie,

      His name is Sam. I hope you'll let him keep it.

      We were supposed to meet so I could give him to you. That's what I meant by what I said before. You've been wanting a baby and now you have one. I've been wanting a solution, and you were it for me. This was meant to be. That man I knew was right. I always knew he was special.

      My Sam is all yours now. And don't worry. I won't change my mind about this.

      Ever.

      

      The note was unsigned. Carrie folded it and tucked it into her jeans’ pocket.

      Then, snuggling the baby close to her chest, she walked back to her car. She looked up and down the deserted stretch of country road, but she didn't see any sign of the girl or her car. No headlights approached, announcing that the new mother had come to her senses.

      And then she looked up at the sky, silently asking the stars overhead what she was supposed to do next. As she stood there in the night, a star shot in an arcing path right over her head.

      Like an answer. Like a wish.

      The infant cried softly and Carrie stared down into the blue, blue eyes of a newborn baby boy. She smiled.

      "Hi, Sam," she said softly. "I think maybe...I think maybe I'm going to be your mommy. What do you think about that?" She was almost trying out the notion, testing the words as she said them. They felt good. They felt perfect.

      She didn't know how she would pull this off, find the mother and make it legal, she supposed. Somehow, she would find a way. Somehow she could make this work. Somehow...

      Somehow, in one night on her way to her new life, her dream had come true. Whoever that man was who'd told the girl that if you wanted something badly enough, it could happen, must have been wise, because this felt like a gift. Like it really was meant to be.

      Bending, she pressed her lips to baby Sam's forehead as tears, happy ones this time, rolled down her cheeks. "I'll find a way to make this work out, Sam. I promise. And I will be the best mommy you could ever wish for."
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      PRESENT DAY

      "Go, Sam! Woohoo!" Carrie pumped her fist in the air when her lanky teenage son nailed the soccer ball with the inside of his size-ten foot, sending it like a bullet past the goalie and into the net. He glanced her way, gave her a half smile that didn't reach his eyes, then tapped the yellow band on his arm to remind everyone watching who that goal was for.

      As she sat down again, Carrie was embarrassed by her outburst. It was inappropriate, given the circumstances.

      The game continued and she looked around at the other spectators. Parents and other locals, mostly, lined the bleachers at the edge of an extensive and well-groomed field behind Shadow Falls High. School hadn't yet started, even though pre-season games and practices had begun for soccer, track, and cheerleading.

      September in Shadow Falls, Vermont had a familiar scent and a distinct feel to it. You'd know autumn was coming even if you couldn't see or hear a thing. The leaves were just barely beginning to turn. The sun was just as bright as it had been all summer long, but not as hot anymore, and the breeze had a brisk snap that was missing in the summer months. Fall was rolling in. You could feel it, taste it in the air.

      But there was something besides autumn hanging in the air around Shadow Falls. There was a pall that was hard to miss. A lingering darkness that hadn't let up for five days. It only grew, in fact. Every day that Kyle Becker didn't come home, Shadow Falls got a little grimmer, a little grayer.

      Even the tourists must know the reason for the town's unusual, melancholy mood by now. It was hard to miss, with the teen runaway posters stapled to every telephone pole, fence post and unsuspecting maple tree, and the thrice-daily gathering and dispatching of volunteer search parties in front of the old firehouse, just in case something had happened to him, a possibility no one wanted to contemplate too intently.

      Every player on both soccer teams, the Blackberry Chargers as well as the Shadow Falls Vikings, wore a yellow armband to show unity in hoping the missing sixteen-year-old would come home soon. He’d been gone for five days.

      "Nice boot," someone said nearby.

      Carrie looked up to see local cop Bryan Kendall in uniform, sitting four feet to her right. "It was, wasn't it?" she said. "How are you, Bryan?"

      He shrugged. "Been better."

      "I imagine you're over your head in wedding plans about now, aren’t you? What have you got, six weeks to go?"

      "Just under. But it's not the wedding plans weighing me down. Though I gotta tell you, I'd just as soon elope and get straight to the honeymoon."

      "I'll bet."

      "It's Kyle Becker.”

      She nodded. "The timing couldn't be much worse, could it?"

      "Not much. Tough checking out every stranger in town at the kickoff of leaf-peeper season."

      She nodded in sympathy as she scanned the bleachers, spotting a few unfamiliar faces among the locals, even here. Not many. The tourists preferred winery tours and foliage photo-ops to high school sporting events. But a few of them had discovered the soccer match and settled in to watch. One in particular caught her eye. He sat a few rows down and off to the left, and he was immersed in a supermarket tabloid with Shadow Falls' latest scandal splashed on its front page.

      

      Dead Woman Misidentified for More Than Sixteen Years.

      Anonymous Source Puts Up Half-Million­Dollar Reward for Her Missing Baby.

      Carrie closed her eyes and wished the story of her son's birth mother would just go away already. But it was everywhere. And the idiot offering the reward wasn't helping.

      All those years ago, the dead woman had been identified as Sarah Quinlan. It was only in the past few weeks that her true identity, Olivia Dupree, had been revealed. That had renewed interest in the case, and the additional information that the dead woman had given birth only weeks prior to her murder had given the story legs.

      No one in Shadow Falls had known the murdered woman had been pregnant or heard anything about a baby, but now everyone in the U.S. of A. suddenly seemed to be interested in speculating on what had become of the child. Especially with a huge reward thrown into the mix.

      Carrie hadn't known the dead woman's name when her body had been trundled into her hospital's morgue for autopsy. But she'd recognized her face. It had been only six weeks since she'd last seen her, after all. She'd been searching Shadow Falls for Sam’s birth mother, hoping to get her to sign adoption papers that would officially make Sam Carrie's own. On that horrible day, she'd realized it would never happen.

      Carrie alone knew what had become of the dead girl’s missing baby. He'd just scored a goal on the soccer field, and he didn't even know he was adopted.

      "You know that guy?" Bryan asked.

      Carrie blinked and realized that her eyes were still glued to the tourist with the tabloid. He had long, honey and caramel hair pulled back and held with a black rubber band. He had whiskers, too. Not a beard, exactly. Just a neatly trimmed layer of bristles that was probably supposed to be sexy.

      Okay, it was sexy. Just not to her.

      He wore jeans and a T-shirt with several guitars on the front of it and some words underneath, but she was too far away to read them.

      "Carrie?" Bryan nudged.

      "No, no, I don't know him. He looks like a hippie."

      "Nah, hippies travel in groups." He was trying to be funny.

      She wasn't laughing. "So maybe he's a lone hippie. Can't say I approve of his reading material."

      "He probably doesn't care." Bryan nodded in a direction slightly farther left. “That one's reading the same thing, but since he's wearing a buttoned-up suit, you probably don't find it as offensive."

      She looked beyond the long-haired man to where Bryan had indicated. Another man sat there, light brown hair in a neat cut that seemed a little too short and too severe for his face. It was a nice face, though. He had a deep tan that stood in sharp contrast to his pale brows and even paler blue eyes, giving him a striking appearance. And his suit was impeccable, not to mention expensive.

      "It's just as offensive. Though I'm more surprised to see an intelligent-looking guy like that reading it."

      "I think he looks like an Oompa-Loompa."

      She elbowed Bryan in the rib cage but had to laugh and it broke a little of the tension. "You're just not used to seeing sun-worshippers at the peak of their color."

      "The man is orange."

      "He's not orange. He's deeply tanned. And he looks harmless. The hippie, on the other hand–"

      "Doesn't look the least bit suspicious to me," Bryan said.

      "Never trust a guy with a ponytail," she told him. "If you're still checking out tourists, I suggest you move that guy to the top of the list."

      Bryan rolled his eyes. "I don't seriously think we're looking at a stranger abduction here, Carrie. Do you?"

      "Of course not. Kyle's sixteen. Same as Sam. God, it's hard to believe they're only two years from legal, isn't it?" She sighed. "Anyway, it was a bonehead move on Kyle's part to leave without a word. But–”

      “But?”

      “Sammy says Kyle would never run off without telling him. They’re best friends."

      "You think he's right about that?" Bryan asked.

      She looked across the soccer field at her son. "You know how kids are at this age. It's all about the drama. And my Sam’s second favorite activity is drama club."

      "He kicked ass in The Wizard of Oz.”

      She smiled, remembering. "He's a natural. I think he could be a professional actor if he wanted to."

      "I agree. I also think he watches too many true crime stories."

      "I hope that's it," Carrie said. "I just don't want to believe child abduction is something that can happen here in Shadow Falls." She watched Bryan's face as she spoke, hoping for some kind of acknowledgement that he agreed it couldn’t happen here.

      But he looked away as he said, "I just wish we'd get a lead on Kyle so we would know one way or the other."

      Her heart skipped a little. "Are you saying there's a chance Sam's right? That Kyle didn't run away?"

      He shrugged. "There's no evidence that anything happened to him. Every indication is that he took off. I just wish he'd call his family already. It's cruel, putting them through this. They're good people."

      "I never thought of Kyle as a cruel kid," she said.

      Bryan averted his eyes. "Yeah, I know. It’s out of character. That's bothering me."

      It sounded as if Bryan might be rethinking the current theory about Kyle's disappearance, and that realization sent a chill up her spine. But before she could question him further, she saw his eyes widen and followed his gaze to the field just in time to witness a teeth-jarring impact between a player and the ground. There was no one near the kid, so obviously no one had hit him. He was clutching his chest and his mouth was open wide.

      "Gotta go!" Carrie grabbed her medical bag, always nearby at sporting events, and bounded between spectators to get to the field.

      The crowd was on its feet but parted to let her through. She was fast, but calm. This happened on a fairly regular basis, and it was usually nothing. As she cleared the knot of players and parents being held at bay by coaches and refs, she saw the boy.

      The kid on his back was Marty Sheffield and he had a full-blown asthma attack going on. She could tell his pulse was skyrocketing; his eyes were rolling back already, and his lips were blue.

      "Okay, Marty, easy now. Easy." She yanked an inhaler from her bag. She also kept one in her glove compartment and two at her house. The number of asthmatic teens was ridiculous and seemed to be growing all the time.

      “You're gonna be fine," she said automatically as she knelt beside the fallen boy, held the inhaler to his lips and gave him two short bursts. He tried to suck the medicine into his lungs, but she didn't think much got through.

      "Are you sure?"

      That was a new voice. Male and not local, because she knew all the locals.

      "I know CPR if you need–"

      "He's breathing and his heart is beating." Carrie lifted her eyes and damn near gasped aloud when she saw the hippie from the bleachers kneeling on the opposite side of the prone player. His eyes were an interesting mingling of green and brown, and they were full of concern as they looked right into hers. He was far better looking than he'd seemed at first glance. Not that she had time to think about that.

      "What are you doing down here? Do you know this kid?"

      "No, but I–"

      "Then you should go back to your seat with the rest of the spectators."

      He lifted his brows as if mildly offended. "Happy to. I just thought you might need an extra pair of hands, with every firefighter and EMT in town out searching for that missing boy."

      He was paying attention to local news, wasn't he? She fished a premeasured dose of epinephrine from her bag, tore off the cellophane wrap and jabbed the needle into Marty's arm.

      The man with the perfect jawline and cheekbones started to rise, but she said, "Hey, hold up a sec. You're right. I might need you." And then she looked past him, her entire focus on Sam who was hurrying toward her. Sweat had smeared the black smudges underneath his eyes, making him look even more menacing to the opposing team, she supposed. If a kid like Sammy could ever look menacing, anyway. He was just good, through and through. She saw his massive red SUV sitting nearby and realized he must have run to the parking lot to get it, then driven it out onto the field to transport his teammate if a trip to the E.R. turned out to be necessary. Now he held up the keys.

      "Can you drive, so I can tend to Marty?" she asked the stranger.

      "Sure."

      She ran a hand over Marty's forehead, lifting the sweat-damp hair away. He was semiconscious and breathing a little easier, though his airway sounds were still terrible. He was whistling louder than the referees had been. She waved the coach over. "Get him into the back of Sammy's Beast," she said, using their nickname for the Ford Expedition Funkmaster Flex Edition that was Sammy's pride and joy. The coach and the stranger worked together to lift Marty into the cargo area.

      "I can't believe this," Sam said, standing at the rear of the vehicle, looking in at his friend. "First Kyle goes missing, and now Marty–"

      "Marty's had asthma attacks before and he'll have them again, hon, but I guarantee you, he's going to be fine."

      "I've never seen him this bad, Mom."

      She peered under Marty's eyelids. "He'll be fine–really–but I'll be at least an hour. Finish the game, okay?"

      "Yeah. Yeah, okay," Sam promised. By that time, Sadie, Sam’s blue-eyed blond-haired cheerleader girlfriend, was at his side, looking worriedly into the back of the SUV.

      "Mom says he'll be okay,” Sam told her.

      "Thank God." She sent Carrie a hopeful look. "Take good care of him."

      "You bet I will. His parents are over there," she said, pointing at the parents, who were still making their way to the field. Carrie gave the worried pair an encouraging wave. "Tell them it’s just an asthma attack and to follow us to the hospital, okay? Try not to scare them."

      "Sure, Carrie," Sadie replied.

      Carrie spotted the hippie, still standing nearby. "Give that guy the keys, Sam. He's driving."

      Sam looked at the guy doubtfully but tossed the stranger the keys anyway. "Go easy on my wheels, bruh," Sam said, and then made a fist and gave the stranger a knuckle bump.

      The man looked a little puzzled, not by the knuckle bump, but by Sam's words. Still, he closed the back hatch after Carrie climbed inside, then moved around to get behind the wheel.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Gabe felt as if he'd stepped into some kind of alternate dimension. He was driving a forty-thousand-dollar vehicle that apparently belonged to a teenage kid. More bizarre than that, he was inexplicably attracted to the beautiful woman in the back who was, by all appearances, exactly the opposite of his type in every imaginable way. How could he not be? She was confident, capable, and completely comfortable with herself.

      He had come to this small New England town in search of a sixteen-year-old who might be his own child, only to immediately learn that just such a kid was missing and a presumed runaway, and now another one was having a serious medical crisis right before his eyes.

      Not that the posters of Kyle Becker bore any resemblance to anyone in his family. If you could call it a family. Nor did the kid in the back. Hell, the gorgeous lady doctor's apparently spoiled son looked more like him than any teenager he'd seen so far.

      But he couldn’t get all worked up over every sixteen-year-old kid in Shadow Falls, male or female, who bore a slight resemblance to him. That would be useless. He'd come to this town to talk to the professor who'd been living as Livvy–scratch that, as Olivia Dupree–all this time. His Livvy, the real one, the dead one, had almost never used her full first name. He was in Shadow Falls to see what the professor knew about his dead ex-lover. Not to stalk teenagers.

      Since the good professor was out of town, he would just have to wait and bide bis time.

      Gabe lived his life by a certain code, and while it wasn't one that most people would agree with or even understand, it worked for him. He believed thinking positively would bring positive experiences. He believed being kind to others would bring kindness into his own life. He believed that what was meant to happen tended to happen, if you didn't go around trying to force it. Trying to force things to happen usually only managed to get in their way instead. Pushing too hard would prevent what you were pushing for. He'd seen it happen time and time again.

      If he was meant to find Livvy's baby—a teenager now, then all he needed to do was relax about it and keep his eyes and ears open.

      And yet he couldn't help but feel an inordinate amount of worry for the injured kid, and even more for the missing one. More than he would have felt a few weeks ago, before he'd read the news that had convinced him he might have a child somewhere in Shadow Falls.

      He could imagine how those parents must feel about now. He knew how he had felt, after learning that the girl he'd lived with for eight months more than sixteen years ago had been killed only six months after she'd left him, and that she'd given birth a few weeks before her death. And that no one knew what had become of the baby.

      It was like grieving for the loss of something he'd never had.

      Or...crying over something he never knew he had. Damn, that was a good line. He needed to write that down.

      "When you hit Main Street, take a left," the doctor called.

      Gabe looked back at her. She had a cell phone to her ear and was muttering stuff about "the patient" to whoever was on the other end. Someone at the hospital, he presumed. Looking at her, he got that tight feeling in his belly that always made him nervous as hell. He didn't like being nervous. It wasn't his natural state. "Got it," he said. He took the left, then said, "How far to the hospital?"

      "Ten minutes if the traffic's bad. Five if it's good. And by traffic, I mean kids on bikes, tourists on foot and the occasional misbehaving bovine. It's actually only 3.1 miles, but that's as the crow flies. Still, it would have taken longer to wait for one of the volunteer firefighters to get back to town and drive the ambulance out there than to drive him ourselves, so–"

      "Do you always answer a four-word question with an essay?"

      She frowned, lifting her head to meet his eyes in the rearview mirror. "It was a five-word question."

      "I stand corrected. Still–" He broke off when he heard motion and glanced back to see the boy twisting and thrashing.

      "Should I pull over? You need a hand?"

      "I'll let you know." She leaned over the boy and her curly, red ponytail leaned over with her. ''Take it easy, Marty," she said. "You're okay. You just had a nasty asthma attack, but you're just fine. You have to try to relax, though. Relax and breathe slowly."

      Her voice was like silk, Gabe thought. Soft and comforting at the same time it was firm and strong. It would be tough to argue with a voice like that.

      "Right at the next light," she said.

      "What?" He was totally off track. “Oh. Got it. I see the signs now, anyway."

      "Good. When you see the hospital on the right, go to the second driveway. That takes you right to the E.R."

      "Okay."

      "Easy, Marty. We're almost there."

      "Doc?" The kid's voice was slurred. "Doc O?"

      "Yeah, it's me."

      "Am I real bad, then? I am, ain't I?"

      "Your grammar is in critical condition, but your body is fine."

      "It is? I think I hit my head."

      “I’ll take a look, but I wouldn’t worry. Your head’s the hardest part of you, kid.''

      The boy laughed softly and Gabe found himself smiling behind the wheel. He turned and drove slowly around to the E.R., stopping in front of the double doors.

      The doors opened and two men with a gurney between them came straight to the back of the SUV. They didn't do a double take when they saw the huge limited-edition Ford, so Gabe assumed they were used to seeing it.

      He didn't like flashy cars, himself. He didn't usually like the people who drove them, either. And yet he found himself enjoying both this machine and the woman inside it.

      She got out and started to follow the gurney and her patient inside, but at the last minute she glanced over her shoulder at him. "You can park it and wait or take it back to the soccer match. Thanks for the help."

      "You're welcome." She was gone before he could add, “I’m Gabe, by the way." Not that she probably cared what his name was.

      However, it occurred to him that if anyone knew about the population of Shadow Falls, teenagers included, it would be the local doctor. And depending on how long she'd been there, she might know even more than that.
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        * * *

      

      Carrie emerged from the treatment room and was met in the doorway by Marty's parents. "He’s fine. I promise," she said.

      Janine Sheffield sagged in visible relief. Jerry, her husband, closed his eyes. "Can we see him?"

      "Absolutely. And you can take him home, too. He has a mild concussion. Hit his head when he went down. Keep an eye on him overnight. Give him another nebulizer treatment tonight, and one in the morning. No sports for at least a week. I don't expect any problems, though." She took a step back and held the door open for them.

      They headed in, and Carrie let the door fall closed, then spotted the handsome stranger sitting in the waiting room. He looked up and met her eyes. "You waited," she said, surprised.

      "I didn't want to leave you stranded. The kid's okay, I take it?"

      "Yeah, he'll be fine."

      "I'm really glad to hear that."

      He meant it, she thought. Okay, so he was a hippie, but that didn't mean he couldn't like kids. Carrie frowned. And he was a stranger in town and there was a kid missing. Was that anything to worry about? She had to wonder. But no, she was not going to start buying into the kids' dramatic theories. Kyle had run away, end of story. The searchers wouldn't find anything in the woods. Kyle would turn up sooner or later, and Carrie would be near the front of the line to give him a good lecture about the needless scare he'd given the entire town, to say nothing of his poor parents. They should ground him for a year.

      Meanwhile, the good-looking stranger was still waiting there, and looking better by the minute. The more she looked at him, the handsomer he got. What was up with that?

      "If you're all set here, come on," he said, "we should get back to the game."

      "Match."

      "Sorry?"

      "In soccer it's a match, not a game." He lifted his brows.

      She closed her eyes and shook her head. "Sorry. I'm irritating that way. Come on." She turned and started for the exit doors. "Where did you park The Beast?"

      "I took a chance and put it in a reserved spot," he said. "I figured with wheels like that, everyone would know they were yours."

      "Not mine." She held the door open until he joined her outside, then fell into step beside him. "My son's. It's his pride and joy."

      "I'll bet. Not too many kids can afford to drive around in something like that." He extracted the keys from his pocket, aimed the key ring at the shiny red SUV and hit the unlock button.

      "Oh, he can't afford it, either, even though it’s old, believe me. It was a gift."

      He held out the keys, but she shook her head. "Do you mind driving? I'm not real comfortable maneuvering something this size just yet. He hasn't had it all that long."

      He shrugged. "So it was a recent gift, then."

      She nodded, then got in the passenger side and fastened her seat belt. The stranger got behind the wheel, stuck the keys in the ignition and then paused and turned to face her. "I'm Gabriel Cain, by the way."

      She smiled because it was so ludicrous that they hadn't even exchanged names. "Carrie Overton." She clasped his hand. It was warm as it closed around hers. Big, too. His grip was firm and sort of lingering. He had elegant fingers. Long and somehow graceful. She looked at them for too long, then looked away when she realized it. "Thanks again for the help today."

      "You're welcome." He looked at their clasped hands for a moment, a frown creasing his brow and she felt uncomfortable enough to break the contact. There had been a little hint of attraction just then, she thought. And this guy was not even close to her type.

      He started the engine and backed out of the parking spot.

      "Gabriel Cain," she said as he drove. "Why does that name sound familiar?"

      He shrugged. "So how does a kid your son's age–what is he, seventeen?"

      "Sixteen," she said.

      "Sixteen." He nodded. "So how does a kid of sixteen rate a gift like this? You're quite a generous mom."

      "No way did I buy this for him."

      He looked surprised. "His father, then? Let me guess. He's trying to earn brownie points to make up for the divorce."

      She frowned at him.

      He shot her a sheepish look. "Sorry. Too personal, huh? I just noticed you aren't wearing a ring, so I figured–"

      "You figured wrong. And if you're thinking my son is a spoiled rich kid, then you've got that wrong, too. He's a great kid. Exceptional. And believe me, he earned this baby, or I wouldn't have let him accept it."

      He swallowed hard. Then he said, "Sorry if I hit a nerve. You're right, that was what I was assuming. I should know better than to judge anyone by appearances. You have my apologies."

      She blinked, realizing she'd been judging him by his appearance from her first glimpse of him. "I didn't mean to snap. It's been a long week. The truth is, he risked his life to save someone else’s. He was injured. She was grateful. She gave him the SUV to thank him."

      "That sounds like a fascinating story."

      "It is. Olivia–I mean Sarah–God, I’ll never get used to that–was probably a little too generous. But she really wanted him to have it, and I couldn't say no."

      He paused for a long moment, then cleared his throat and said, "You're talking about Sarah Quinlan, aren't you? The professor who's been living as Olivia Dupree for the past sixteen years."

      She shot him a quick sideways glance.

      "Sorry. It was all over the news. Pretty hard to miss."

      "Probably. "

      "So, you know her, then? The professor?"

      "I know her, yes."

      He compressed his lips as if in thought and then said, “I don't suppose you could introduce me? I'd really like to talk to her."

      She lifted her brows. "God, don't tell me you're another reporter!"

      "No, I–"

      "Do you actually write for that rag I saw you reading at the soccer match?"

      "That's not it at all."

      "No? Then why do you want to meet her?"

      He shrugged. "It's personal."

      She narrowed her eyes at him. "Well, it's impossible, anyway. She's on her honeymoon. Sam and I are keeping an eye on her place while she's away. She took her horse-sized dog with her, thank goodness."

      He blinked twice, then looked at her. "Sam?"

      "My son."

      "Oh." He cleared his throat. "Is that a family name? "

      "It's just a name." She lowered her eyes. "You know, the tabloids have it all wrong. Oliv-Sarah is a terrific person. She had a good reason for using a dead woman's identity all that time. Her life was in danger."

      She got the feeling he wasn’t really listening to her. He kept his eyes averted. "I read that the dead woman left a baby behind somewhere. Didn't the professor care that she might be robbing some family of all they had left of her?"

      "She didn't know about the baby until a few weeks ago. All she knew was that the real Olivia was alone in the world. Just like she was.”

      "I see."

      She drew a breath and tried to calm her racing nerves. God, if anyone ever found out that her Sam was the dead woman's missing child, she would lose him. She would lose the most precious thing in her world, and no doubt her job and probably her medical license along with him. Not that those things mattered. Without Sam, she wouldn't have anything, anyway. He was everything to her.

      And this man seemed far too curious about local gossip for her peace of mind. He pulled into the school parking lot, which was abandoned by then except for a VW Bus with an insane paint job. The soccer match had long since ended, and she didn't even know which team had won.

      She looked at the bus with its wild swirls and crazy colors, and said, "I take it that's yours?"

      "Yup. You like it?"

      "Are Scooby and Shaggy waiting inside?"

      He smiled at her, a genuine smile that made her catch her breath as the dimples in his cheeks

      deepened. "I haven't found a dog yet that likes to travel as much as I do."

      "So, you're a drifter."

      "If you want to call it that."

      She looked at him curiously. "Just what do you do, Gabriel Cain?"

      “I write songs,” he told her. And then he got out of the SUV and walked toward his bus. When he opened the driver's door, she saw a guitar resting on the passenger seat. He lifted a hand to her just before getting in. "I'll see you around, Carrie Overton."

      She paused, then got out and went over to his van. He'd closed the door, but the window was down.  "Folks have been gathering at the old firehouse three times a day to go out searching for Kyle Becker, the missing boy. Next shift gathers at four. I'm sure they'd welcome another volunteer."

      He nodded. "I'll be there."

      "Good."

      He started his motor and put the bus into gear as music spilled from its speakers. James Taylor. Good stuff. Then he drove away and left her wondering why she'd delivered the spontaneous invitation to the kind, intelligent, kid-loving hippie drifter who listened to James Taylor and drove the Mystery Machine.

      He might not be her type, but she had to admit, the man was interesting. And damn good-looking. If you were into that long-haired, unshaven look. Which she, she reminded herself, was not.

    

  



OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/kiss-me-kill-me.jpg
MAGGIE SHAYNE








OEBPS/images/logo-re-design.jpg
OUVERHEBERBOOKS





