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      He’s jaded and hell-bent on leaving town. She’s sunshine and light and impossible to resist.

      

      Scott Pataki became an EMT to save lives, but ten years later, the stress of his job is killing him. He’s counting down to his escape from San Amaro Island to work on a cruise ship. Estranged from his family, there’s nothing holding him back. But when his big move is only a month away, the half sister he never wanted to meet, and her bulldog advocate, Mercedes, crash into his life.

      

      Mercedes Stone is a sucker for underdogs and lost souls. Though she’s drowning in responsibilities as a caretaker, a business owner, and a volunteer, she can’t ignore a homeless teenager’s plight. She’ll do anything to help her, including lock horns with Scott, the troubled but tempting half brother the girl’s determined to bond with. It doesn’t take Mercedes long to see he’s not the heartless jerk he wants everyone to believe he is.

      

      Scott feels his hardened heart softening, but he fights it, knowing he’s the dark cloud to Mercedes’ bright sunshine. Will he chase the peace he craves or figure out the best way to weather any storm is together?
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      Last night was gruesome.

      Scott Pataki poured himself a glass of whiskey, straight up. So what if it was a quarter after eight in the morning?

      Eyes closed, he downed half the glass, trying to expel the gory images from his paramedic shift. The motorcycle-and-cement-truck tangle had been bad enough. Grisly. Closed casket for sure. But to follow that up, not fifteen minutes after they’d gotten the ambulance cleaned and restocked, with a suicide call…

      Thirty-six more days was all he had to make it through. Then he would finally escape — if he was lucky, before the job ruined him completely.

      He swigged down the rest of the liquor, set aside the glass, and headed to the hallway, unsnapping his jeans as he went. Before he could reach his bedroom, the doorbell pealed through the quiet. He swore and resumed his path to the shower but heard the sound again not twenty seconds later.

      “At 8:26 a.m.?” he muttered, glancing at his watch. “Should be fucking illegal to bother someone at this hour.”

      He retraced his steps to the living room. If he didn’t get rid of whomever was out there right now, chances were they’d only come back in a few hours and interrupt his sleep. If he still had the ability to collapse like the dead and ignore it, there’d be no problem. But these days his sleep was as bothered as his waking hours.

      Jaw clenched, he whipped the door open, planning to celebrate ridding himself of the unwanted visitor with another shot. Two shots if it was a religious zealot trying to save his soul.

      If the teenage girl on his front step was a religion freak, they were getting younger. And tougher-looking.

      “Hi,” she said, sizing him up. Vaguely familiar, restless hazel eyes stared at him expectantly. Obviously she’d gotten the wrong apartment.

      “Can I help you?” he said impatiently.

      “You’re Scott Pataki, right?”

      “That’s me.”

      That she knew his name didn’t faze him. He was a paramedic. He met scores of people. He didn’t recall seeing this girl before though.

      “I’m Gemma Lawrence.” She said it almost as if she was challenging him.

      He looked her over thoroughly, racking his brains for a connection. She was only a few inches shorter than his six feet, with messy, coarse-looking dirty-blond hair that hung to her shoulders. Her face was bare of makeup, except for the dark eyeliner she’d look better without. Her sloppy, oversized sweatshirt was not only stretched out and wrinkled as though it’d been slept in for a month straight, but it was all wrong for the weather. The temperature on San Amaro Island this stifling June morning was already close to ninety-five degrees. Ripped, faded jeans and orange camo tennis shoes rounded out her out-of-season getup.

      “Dale Pataki is my father,” she added.

      Everything crashed to a halt in Scott’s mind.

      Oh, hell, no…

      Son of a bitch, yes. The eyes. That’s where he knew them from. Once you filtered out the too-heavy eye makeup, they matched his own father’s. The realization reared itself like a rabid pit bull that’d worked its way out of a too small backyard kennel.

      Scott fought the urge to slam the door and act as if the past sixty seconds hadn’t happened. Just as he’d been doing for ten years.

      Make that three shots.

      “Why are you here?” he asked.

      She glanced to the side, probably at one of his crazy-ass neighbors down the way, then back at him. “Hot out here.”

      “That’s summer in Texas for you.” Chitchat about the weather wasn’t going to win him over even if she hadn’t just uttered the name of the man that made his blood boil.

      “Can I come in?”

      He eyed her warily, then inadvertently looked in the direction of the shower and bed he ached for. This problem wasn’t going to go away until he handled it. He stepped aside to let her in, glancing at his watch. “It’s past my bedtime. Make it quick.”

      As Gemma swiftly entered his apartment, chin up, he noticed the overstuffed backpack hanging from her shoulders and the black purse with metal accents that was big enough to hide a small child in.

      “Do you have a roommate?” she asked, looking around the living room, taking a couple of steps toward his video game system at the other end. She seemed to be scoping out the place.

      “Not anymore. What do you want … Gemma, was it?”

      She whirled around and pegged him with a determined, measuring stare. “Yes. Gemma. I always imagined you being friendlier.”

      He’d never imagined her being anything. Never thought of her as a real person. “Are you going to tell me why you’re here?”

      She looked at him for another moment, then became unusually interested in the thumbnail on her right hand. As Scott’s patience slipped, she raised her long lashes again as if daring him to look away first. “I need a place to stay.”

      “Why would you think you could stay here?” Scott uncrossed his arms and did his best to remain calm as she wandered to the window. In the silence, he fought an inner battle against the rage his father’s name stirred. Why today? He wasn’t sure he could handle that particular memory lane anytime, but today of all days, after his shittier-than-usual shift, he was at the end of his rope.

      When she didn’t immediately answer his question, he fired more at her. “Why aren’t you at home with your mom? Fort Worth, wasn’t it?”

      Her shoulders jerked slightly, as if she’d been absorbed in her thoughts. Seconds ticked by.

      “My mom kicked me out.” Her tone was indifferent, cool. She walked over to the old couch and sat. The only sign that she wasn’t totally at ease was a subconscious rubbing together of the fingers and thumb of one hand. With the other hand, she touched her abdomen purposefully. “I’m…pregnant.”

      Pregnant? He glanced at her belly, but between the army-green sweatshirt that sagged over her and the way she was leaning forward, he couldn’t see any telling bump.

      Though she looked mature for her age, she wasn’t much more than a child herself. Her skin looked soft and fresh, undamaged by the sun. Her eyes told a different story though.

      Scott opened his mouth to speak but couldn’t figure out what to say to her announcement. Instead, he lowered himself to the arm on the opposite end of the couch and chewed on his dry lip, at a loss. Anger he could handle, but her revelation dampened that from a bottled-up rage to more of a slow, steady boil. Sympathy was tempering it, in spite of himself.

      “Your mom kicked you out because you’re pregnant?” he asked unnecessarily.

      Gemma nodded. “In theory. Personally, I think she’s just been waiting for an excuse. Which works for me because I planned to leave after graduation anyway.”

      “Did you graduate?”

      “Close enough. The ceremony’s tomorrow. I don’t know how much you’ve heard about my mom, but she’s not terribly reasonable.”

      “I haven’t heard anything about your mom.” Nor did he want to. “How pregnant are you?”

      “Twenty-eight weeks.”

      He calculated the months in his head and looked again at her middle.

      “The sweatshirt covers it and I’m relatively small, I’ve been told, because of my height, but I assure you I wouldn’t make that up.”

      “Where’s the father?”

      Where was he coming up with these questions and why was he asking them? This was so far from being his problem and still…he couldn’t throw her out. Yet.

      The thing was, she damn sure couldn’t stay here.

      “He’s not in the picture.” Her answer came quickly.

      Scott had several things to say about Daddy-O leaving her high and dry, but he reminded himself again this wasn’t his problem. His concern was finding a place for her to go, someone to help her. He was in a bad state himself, but maybe not as coldhearted as he and everyone else thought.

      “Why did you come here?” he asked, softening his tone.

      He’d been aware, painfully aware, his dad had a child with another woman, but until now, she’d never had a face. It’d been easier to hate her before.

      “We’re in the same boat. It was you, our honorable father, who I haven’t talked to in almost four years, or the street. You win.”

      He tensed at the blunt reference — the use of our — to the reality that had caused him to walk away from his so-called family ten years ago. It didn’t bear thinking of, not now with this stranger sitting in his apartment. Not ever. “Why would you even come up with the idea of showing up here?”

      He’d never once had any desire to meet his dad’s other family.

      “You live on an island. We’re practically family. Sounds ideal to me.”

      “We’re not family.” Scott had once been perfectly content being part of a family of three — just him, his mom, and his dad. Then he’d found out the truth. Now the word family had very little significance to him.

      “Half.” She had a way of sounding removed from the argument, as though she didn’t have any stake in it, and yet there was a contradicting edge beneath her words.

      Scott swore as he shot to his feet. “Come on.”

      “What?”

      The unveiled spark of hope that flitted over her face got to him, but he wasn’t going to be her solution or her savior. Couldn’t.

      “I’ll buy you a bus ticket to get home.” He didn’t have much cash available, but he could spare a little if it would get her back where she belonged — and give him some peace. “Your mom is probably worried about you.”

      He expected her to protest, but she stared at him for several long, heavy seconds, all traces of toughness gone from her face. She rose wearily, straining under the weight of her backpack, and he wondered how long it’d been since she’d left home.

      Shaking his head, he reminded himself of who she was and led her to the door. A stop at the ATM was all he could do for her. His father’s love child wasn’t someone he could handle charitably, now or ever.

      Sometimes the person you pinned your hopes on wasn’t cut out to be a hero.
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      Mercedes Stone wanted to wrap this beautiful girl in a hug and protect her from the crazy world. Didn’t matter that Gemma seemed fully able to protect herself — at seventeen years old, she shouldn’t have to.

      She and Gemma had sat together for the better part of two hours on the pillow-covered love seat at Ruby Herman Women’s Services, founded by none other than her grandma, where Mercedes volunteered every other week. Four hours a month wasn’t much, and someday Mercedes would do more, but for now, Gram needed her at home. People like Gemma were the reason Mercedes burned to be more involved at the shelter, and ultimately to become the director. Helping women in need was much more her calling than her paying job of social-media marketing.

      Gemma had shown up in the middle of the afternoon after pocketing the cash her half brother had given her and tracking down the shelter on foot. Though she’d been reluctant to tell her story at first, Mercedes had eventually gotten her to talk more. To let some of it out. The girl, who had gone from defensive, crossed arms to leaning on the back of the love seat as if she needed it so she could stay upright, described herself as a loner. Mercedes was sure she’d been holding so much inside for so long that she wasn’t far from bursting.

      Gemma had kept her composure better than Mercedes, who’d become teary. She couldn’t help it. No one should have to deal with such a combination of bad luck, tough circumstances, and crappy parenting. How could her mother send her away during the hardest time of her life, when she needed love and support the most?

      Mercedes turned her Honda CRV in to the parking lot on Miller Street that Gemma indicated. “This is where your half brother lives?”

      The building, squeezed between two larger condominiums in the center of the island, was in need of upkeep. It was tough to find any place on San Amaro Island that was low-rent, but this neighborhood was about as close as you could get. And that wasn’t necessarily a good thing.

      “This is it. He’s in 6A.”

      Mercedes parked and turned off the engine. “You’re sure you want to try again?”

      “At this point, I don’t have a lot of options. I hope he’s done with his nap, though, otherwise I probably don’t stand a chance.”

      The clock on the dash read 7:22 p.m. At the end of their session at the shelter, Gemma’s growling stomach had snagged Mercedes’s attention. She’d discovered that today Gemma had consumed only a pint-size jug of milk and a bag of mini chocolate-chip cookies. Needing to get dinner for her grandma, Mercedes had taken Gemma home with her and made grilled cheese sandwiches for the three of them.

      Though Gemma had been reserved, she’d come out of her shell enough to answer Gram’s questions as they’d sat around the kitchen table, eating. Gram had been thrilled to meet one of the people her shelter was assisting. Her ability to form a bond with reluctant women was what had made her so successful, and something Mercedes strived to imitate.

      By the time Mercedes had called one of Gram’s daily caretakers for an extra shift so she could get Gemma settled somewhere, Gemma had loosened up considerably and even hesitantly hugged Gram on her way out the door.

      “You said he was going to bed at nine this morning,” Mercedes said lightly. “If he’s still in bed, he gets more sleep than a cat.”

      Gemma stared at the apartment building in silence, looking as if her mind was spinning. Plotting. Unfortunately, based on what Gemma had said about her half brother’s temperament, plotting might be exactly what was necessary.

      “Okay, let’s go charm this guy.” Mercedes spoke with forced confidence, but she knew all too well how it felt to be alone, and hated that Gemma was in that dark place.

      They walked across the steamy lot to the building that, like many on the island, boasted an elevated first floor in case of flooding. When they reached the top of the first flight, Gemma took a left and headed to the end of the outdoor walkway.

      A radio blared from a unit on the opposite side. As Mercedes and Gemma arrived at apartment 6A, a woman flung open another door down the way, yelled something peppered with a fine variety of swearwords, then slammed the door shut.

      Mercedes watched the sloppily dressed woman hightail it down the steps as Gemma knocked.

      When Gemma’s half brother finally opened the door, two impressions struck Mercedes right away. One, he worked out regularly. Two, this guy lived hard.

      He was shirtless, his body lean and muscled. It was impossible not to admire his well-defined abs, pecs, arms. When she managed to drag her gaze upward, she registered his dark hair shaved down to almost nothing, as if he had better things to do than deal with too much of it. Though she doubted he was much older than she, his face carried the lines and roughness of either living or witnessing too much trauma.

      His disarming blue eyes, hollowed out by shadows beneath, penetrated hers for a long moment. There was an endearing little-boy sleepiness in them — until he caught sight of Gemma, standing to Mercedes’s left. The chill that instantly veiled his face was startling. Intimidating.

      “You? Again?” He directed the accusatory questions to Gemma.

      “Hi,” Mercedes said, stepping forward as if to protect the teenager. “Mercedes Stone. I’m with Ruby Herman Women’s Services.” She extended her hand and was surprised when he shook it, albeit brusquely.

      “Scott Pataki.” He turned back to Gemma. “I thought I put you on a bus this morning.”

      “You dropped me off at the bus depot,” Gemma clarified, unruffled.

      “I gave you a hundred bucks.”

      “I’ll give you the money back.” She opened her purse and started digging around in it.

      “Gemma came into the shelter this afternoon.”

      “So I gathered.” He took the cash Gemma held out to him and shoved it in his back jeans pocket. The movement caused his arm and chest muscles to flex and shift almost artfully.

      Mercedes yanked her attention back to his face. “We’d like to talk to you, if you have a few minutes.”

      “Be my guest.” His manner as he shoved the door open wider wasn’t quite as cordial as his words.

      Mercedes shot a questioning look at Gemma. The teenager had mentioned that Scott wasn’t overly friendly, but Mercedes hadn’t expected the blatant hostility. This was the brother Gemma wanted to bunk with?

      Gemma avoided her silent question as she led Mercedes inside.

      The living room was small, sparsely furnished, and cluttered, with a single bare window. The couch and coffee table seemed to be for show — it was obvious the other end of the room was more lived-in. In the far corner, a flat-screen TV that was practically bigger than Mercedes’s SUV loomed at an angle. Two low chairs that resembled bucket seats sat a few feet in front of the screen. Various electronic components, empty beverage cans, and video-game cases littered the floor in between.

      “Gemma tells me you’re a paramedic,” Mercedes said. She and the girl sat on the couch, as Scott directed. He remained standing. “I think I recognize you from the fire department awards banquet last month. I was there as Faith Peligni’s guest.”

      He’d caught her attention from afar that night, as he’d accepted an award. Something about his eyes, even from a distance, had drawn her in. Now that she was closer, she could see there was a haunted edginess to them.

      Scott nodded. “Faith’s okay. Look, Gemma and I talked this morning. I don’t know exactly what you want from me, but I can’t give it.”

      “Gemma’s traveled a long way to get here. She needs a place to stay for a few nights. We were hoping you could help us out with that.”

      “Why can’t she stay at the shelter? Isn’t that what it’s there for?”

      “We’re at capacity, unfortunately. Your fire department friends came after us once when we had one person more than allowed. Threatened to shut us down. We’re pretty careful now. I put her on the waiting list for a bed, but that could be weeks.”

      “What do you normally do when people show up and you’re full?”

      “Whatever we have to in order to find a place for them. First, we try to track down safe relatives or friends. Sometimes we work a deal on a hotel room. The director has been known to let women stay at her house in extreme circumstances. They come to us when they’re desperate for help. We can’t just say, ‘sorry, the inn’s full.’”

      “And that’s where you think I come in.”

      “Technically, you do fit in the ‘relative’ category.”

      “And you think I’m a safe option?”

      Mercedes tilted her head, attempting to hide how much his comment took her aback. He was messing with her, she realized as she scrutinized him. If he presented any true, intentional danger to Gemma, he wouldn’t have said that. But the minute she was out of his sight, she’d get the lowdown on Scott from Faith.

      “I think you want me to believe you’re worse than you are,” she said.

      “Paramedics are supposed to save lives,” Gemma said. “Not endanger them.”

      “That’s the idea, anyway,” he said, turning away, looking longingly toward what Mercedes assumed was the kitchen. He shook his head slowly before facing them again. “I’m not your guy. I’m leaving town soon.”

      “How soon?”

      “Next month.”

      “Where are you going?” Gemma asked, a quiver in her voice a sign she might be losing her cool for the first time since they’d arrived.

      “Taking a job on a cruise ship as a scuba instructor. Can’t get here soon enough.” He didn’t sound excited exactly. More … desperate. As if he was running away.

      “We’re just asking for a few days, Scott. She’s pregnant and exhausted. She’s your half sister.”

      His jaw tightened. His face hardened into a wall — a wall that Mercedes realized immediately she wasn’t going to be able to get through tonight.

      She was determined to find Gemma a comfortable place to live, but this was not it. Not right now.

      If Scott didn’t want his half sister to stay with him, she wouldn’t.

      “Okay,” Mercedes said, straightening.

      “Okay what?”

      She halted. “You don’t want her here. We’ll be out of your hair.” She didn’t bother to hide her annoyance.

      “Where are you taking her?” Scott asked.

      “She can stay with me.”

      Gram wouldn’t mind, and would’ve been the first to invite Gemma to stay. Between the two of them, they’d brought home countless “strays,” as Mercedes’s friend Nadia had affectionately called them over the years. Both human and animal. Helping those in need had been her grandmother’s way of life for as long as Mercedes could remember.

      Scott chuckled in disbelief. “Really?”

      “Of course, really.”

      “All this is in the normal scope of your volunteer work?”

      Irritated by the doubt in his voice, she said emphatically, “There is no ‘normal.’ My role at the shelter is to assist those who come to us in any way I can. Even if I wasn’t a volunteer, I can’t imagine turning Gemma away.” She smiled at the teenager and touched her forearm affectionately, wanting to make sure she didn’t feel like a burden of any kind. “I’d think you would understand that, being in emergency medical services.”

      He stared at her, arms crossed, unswayed by her words. Mercedes shrugged and gestured to Gemma, noting the determination on her face.

      She also couldn’t understand how Scott could reject Gemma, who was still a child in some ways and yet faced such adult circumstances. Mercedes would ensure that she was taken care of. If that meant Mercedes and her grandmother had a new roommate, then it was time to make up the guest bed.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as they were gone, Scott unleashed a vulgar word into the accusatory silence of his apartment. He entered the kitchen and eyed the bottle of liquor on the counter. Taking a swig straight from the bottle, he closed his eyes as the liquid warmed his throat. It wasn’t enough, though. He needed to burn off…something. Rage. At the women who thought he had some kind of duty to take in a complete stranger. At his deceiving, faithless father. At himself, for being unable to bring himself to help a girl who so plainly needed a break.

      Scott pounded his fist on the counter, making the bottle rattle. He carried it to the bar and settled on a stool to drink away the anger.

      If he didn’t, it was going to eat him alive.
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      Mercedes closed her laptop, sank into the pillows propped against her headboard, and groaned to herself, exhausted. It was ten after four in the morning. Higgans, her lazy but devoted orange tabby, yawned and stretched at the foot of the bed, displeased with the disturbance.

      She’d finally caught up on emails — a bunch for work and a few personal ones. She had to start getting to bed earlier, but it seemed she couldn’t make real progress on anything — housework, correspondence, even some of the non-pressing elements of her job — until after ten. Daytime hours were filled with client phone calls and the occasional meeting, planning and carrying out social-media marketing plans, taking care of her grandma, and fielding curveballs. She was perpetually thankful she worked from home and could be flexible. In fact, after Gram’s stroke, she’d put several months of extreme effort into making that a reality.

      She reached over and set her computer on the floor by her bed, too tired to put it away properly. Normally she worked at her desk in the dining room she’d converted into an office, but she hadn’t wanted to creep around in the wee hours and disturb Gemma, who’d fallen asleep as soon as Mercedes had gotten the guest bed made up.

      She turned out the light and relished the sudden darkness. As she rolled over, she heard a faint noise somewhere in the house. She froze and tried to identify what she’d heard.

      The back door clicking shut, she realized.

      Her pulse kicking up, she rolled out of bed, more awake than she’d been for hours. She hurried down the narrow staircase and veered off toward Gram’s main-floor bedroom. Before she got to the slightly open door, she could hear her grandmother snoring, and her shoulders relaxed some, figuring the noise must have been Gemma.

      She crept to the back door and pushed the curtain aside to look out through the screened-in porch to the backyard. It was too dark to see anything, but the door was unlocked. Mercedes let herself out and scoped the pavement surrounding the modest swimming pool. Gemma sat on the edge in her pajamas, her back to Mercedes and her feet dangling in the water.

      “Hey,” Mercedes said in a hushed voice, crossing the few yards between them. “Couldn’t sleep?” When she arrived at Gemma’s side, she sat cross-legged next to her.

      Gemma shook her head. “Cats.”

      “Oh, no, did they wake you up? Wasn’t the door closed?” Higgans was in Mercedes’s room but it was hard to guess where Spike was prowling.

      Gemma sneezed twice and nodded. “I’m allergic.”

      “You didn’t tell me!” Mercedes said. “I’m sorry. They’ve always claimed the guest bed as their domain. It must be full of hair, even though I changed the bedding.”

      “Dander,” Gemma corrected. “It’s okay, I should’ve known. I can’t be in a house with a cat without sneezing my brains out, sometimes wheezing. I was too tired to care. Hoped I’d be okay.”

      “And I have two of the beasts. You don’t stand a chance. I can clean everything, vacuum everywhere. As soon as Gram wakes up in the morning.”

      Gemma shook her head. “It wouldn’t do any good. My mom moved us in with a guy, charming jerk that he was, a couple years ago. He had one cat and I tried cleaning everything in existence. Believe me, that was a job, but it didn’t work. I was on allergy pills twenty-four seven. It’s nice of you to offer though.”

      “That’s awful.” Mercedes’s mind spun as she tried to come up with a solution. Though they hadn’t discussed how long Gemma would stay, she’d assumed it would be longer than half a night. She sensed Gemma wasn’t done with her half brother, but the last thing Mercedes wanted was for her to feel more pressure. There had to be a way to make staying here work, short of giving up her pets. “We could get a new mattress, get rid of all the old bedding. Keep your door closed…”

      Gemma sniffled and leaned forward to dip her hands in the cool water. “There’s no way to get rid of all the dander, no matter how clean your house is. It spreads. Gets in the ductwork.” She sneezed three more times and followed it with a mild curse.

      “Frustrating.” Mercedes threw her head back and gazed at the stars, cradling her knees to her chest. “I’m sorry, Gem. We’ll figure out something for you.”

      For several seconds Gemma kept her eyes on her hands, still gently splashing. “I know Scott has room. He used to have a roommate, so there has to be a second bedroom. He just needs to be convinced to give me a chance. That would buy me a month.”

      Mercedes stopped herself from saying the first thing that came to mind — namely, that Scott wasn’t nice and she couldn’t understand why she’d want to live with him.

      “You’re a seventeen-year-old girl and he’s—”

      “A twenty-eight-year-old paramedic with a chip on his shoulder.”

      “That sums him up pretty well. He must have a lot of things stressing him out.”

      “One of those things we have in common — a jerk of a father who screwed us over.”

      “Scott doesn’t come across as the type who’s going to sit and discuss what upsets him.”

      “Which works perfectly because I’m not either,” Gemma said. “I’ve wanted to meet him for a long time. I’ve come all this way. I’m not going to give up so easily.”

      “Why is he so important to you?” Mercedes managed to keep her voice nonjudgmental. “You’ve never even talked to him before yesterday, right?”

      Gemma was quiet for some time. Pensive. “My family has been a mess since I was born, thanks in part to my dad. Scott was in the same situation and was able to walk away. Make his own life. I want to do that, Mercedes.” There was steel beneath her words. “Ever since I learned of his existence, I’ve admired him for getting out. Envied him.”

      “After meeting him, I’m thinking living with him might not be as rosy as you’ve always imagined.”

      “No.” Gemma shook her head adamantly. “I don’t expect rosy. I don’t know… Maybe I kind of like the idea of having an older brother.”

      The words were understated, but the loneliness that drew her features downward yanked at Mercedes’s heartstrings. She sensed it was difficult for this girl to admit needing anyone or anything.

      “Feeling alone is hard,” Mercedes said. “I’d loan you my sister anytime.” She tried to lighten the mood a little.

      “How old’s your sister?”

      “Four years older than me. Thirty-one. We’re not very close. She’s making her annual visit to Texas in a few days. And in truth, I wouldn’t do that to you.”

      Gemma pulled her hands and feet out of the water and lay on her back on the pavement, gazing up at the sky, her jaw set. “Maybe I’m being dumb wanting to go back to Scott’s, but one brush-off from him isn’t enough to scare me away.”

      Mercedes lightly brushed Gemma’s arm as she studied her. “It’s not dumb if you really want to get to know him.”

      “I didn’t find out about Scott and his mom until I was twelve,” Gemma said. “My dad didn’t live with us and only spent a few days a month with us. They told me it was because of his computer-sales job. That he had to live in Houston because of it. My mom has never been a stellar parent and I used to cling to his time with us. Never questioned the oddity.”

      “I can understand that. My dad died when I was ten,” Mercedes said. “Motorcycle accident. After that, I would’ve given anything to have him back even part-time.”

      Gemma rolled to her side on the pavement and faced her. “That’s rough. I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Thanks. It’s been a long time.” Unfortunately, time had never made that hole in her life go away. “So what happened when you found out the truth?”

      “Ugly, ugly blowup. I was pissed at the world. Hated my mom — would you believe she knew he was married the whole time? I detested my dad and wanted nothing to do with him. But when I found out about Scott…” She sat up a little clumsily because of the extra weight in her belly, bracing herself on her hands behind her. “I imagined him as an ally.”

      She smiled forlornly and Mercedes realized that was the first time she’d seen even a hint of a grin on Gemma’s face. She really was a pretty girl when you got beyond the sullenness and stress. Especially once she washed off the dark eyeliner.

      “After that, I kind of stalked him online. Found a bunch of mentions of him in old articles about his high school sports teams. Later as a paramedic, first in Houston, then here. Kind of crazy, I guess.”

      “No.”

      “I built him up in my head as having the ideal life.”

      “There’s no such thing.”

      “I know that,” Gemma said. “But I’d like to give his way a try.” She sneezed and took a tissue out of a pocket in the hoodie she wore over boxers covered with stars. “He might have a mean bark but I’m betting he’s okay when you get past that.”

      “You could be right.” Faith, Mercedes’s firefighter friend who worked with Scott, had said as much when Mercedes had questioned her. “Are you sure you want to deal with the bluster though?”

      She nodded. “I need a place to live.” She stated it as simply a fact, emotions aside. “You don’t have to go with me. I’ve got this,” Gemma said.

      “I’m not letting you go by yourself.”

      Gemma tilted her head in surprise, stared at her as if waiting for her to rescind the offer, and that’s when it really hit home how used to being alone Gemma was…how she expected to fight her battles on her own.

      No more. She was seventeen and, though she seemed several years older, not quite a legal adult. Everyone else had left her to her own devices. That wasn’t okay with Mercedes.

      “I don’t know that he’d be my first choice for a roommate, but if that’s what you want, we’ll convince him to let you move in.”

      Gemma let that soak in, bit her lip against a grateful smile, and lowered her gaze to the ground. After a few seconds, she looked back at Mercedes. “You know, I debated for over an hour whether to walk into the shelter yesterday or not. It’s not really my way. But you are one pretty cool chica, Mercedes.”

      Mercedes squeezed Gemma’s arm and tried to ignore the jitters the thought of going back to Scott’s elicited. Yes, he was an intimidating guy, but that wasn’t it. Not entirely.

      There was something about him that…got to her. In spite of his efforts to scare everyone away, or maybe because of them, something about him intrigued her, beyond her general tendency to get involved when someone seemed troubled, as he most definitely did. It must have something to do with those eyes.

      At this point in her life, when her first responsibility — very willingly on Mercedes’s part — was to her dependent grandmother, she couldn’t afford to be intrigued or sidetracked by any man’s eyes or troubled soul or anything else.

      But this wasn’t about her, Mercedes reminded herself. And if taking care of Gemma meant facing Scott Pataki again, she’d do it. No problem whatsoever.
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      Scott knew who was at the door before he answered it. And yet he opened it anyway. “You get an A-plus for persistence.”

      “We brought lunch.” Mercedes held out a large paper sack that smelled of Mexican food and said Ruiz’s on the side.

      Food wasn’t going to sway him. He was about to tell them that when Mercedes pushed past him into the living room.

      “Mind if we invade your kitchen?” She was too cheerful as she stood distractingly close.

      “Yes. I do.” The kitchen wasn’t fit for any visitor, let alone this woman who probably groomed her kitchen as well as she groomed herself. Say whatever else you wanted to about her, but she did make herself pretty and smelled nice too. Like … springtime. He couldn’t say what that meant, exactly, except the scent took him back to a time when life was easier. Lighter. He scowled at the thought.

      “Here’s fine, then.” Mercedes shared a conspiratorial look with the teenager and helped herself to the couch and coffee table.

      She must have found her stubborn, pushy mojo overnight. Wasn’t he lucky?

      She’d dressed casually today, wearing short jean shorts and a white tank with the women’s shelter logo on it instead of the preppy tailored clothes she’d had on yesterday. She was average height with nicer-than-average curves he couldn’t help noticing. Her dark wavy hair was everywhere, though she’d tried to control it by pulling the front parts back with a clip. Her calculating smile at Gemma highlighted prominent cheekbones and drew his attention to her glossy lips.

      If she wasn’t so bent on steamrolling him about being this girl’s knight in shining armor, he might have given thought to getting to know her on a more personal level. Short-term, of course.

      “We got a baker’s dozen plus chips and salsa. There’s plenty for you,” she said.

      “I’m not hungry,” he lied. “But don’t let that stop you.”

      They missed the sarcasm completely … or didn’t care that they weren’t welcome. Gemma, lacking the awful eye makeup today, curled up on the near end of the couch, tucking her feet under her, and Mercedes bent over the bag to unpack it, giving him a shot of cleavage she hadn’t been sporting the day before. When she straightened, she caught him getting an eyeful. She quickly darted her glance away, looking slightly disconcerted. Nervous.

      “I’m starving.” Gemma tossed a piece of fish that had fallen out of her tortilla into her mouth. “So.” She leaned forward, chewing, then licking sauce off her finger. “About your spare bedroom…”

      “I never said I have a spare bedroom.”

      “Do you?” Gemma asked.

      He had to admit a little admiration for her guts and directness. He leaned against the wall, realizing these two had every intention of drawing things out. “Yes.”

      “I can give you two hundred dollars if you let me stay here till you leave. Plus, I’ll clean. You’re going to need that before you move out.” She shot a concerned look around her as she raised her food to take another bite.

      “Where’d you get two hundred dollars?” he asked.

      “I brought it with me.”

      “And yet you took my money for a bus ticket?”

      “I gave it back.”

      He couldn’t argue with that. “I thought Mercedes had come to your rescue.”

      Mercedes became absorbed in dipping a chip in salsa.

      “That’s not going to work out,” Gemma said.

      “She’s allergic to my cats,” Mercedes said as if she felt guilty. “Poor girl ended up sleeping outside on one of the loungers for half the night.”

      “I’ve slept in much worse places, trust me.” Gemma brushed her shoulder-length hair behind her ear, a dangly bracelet jingling with the movement.

      Both women watched him expectantly. He could feel their gazes burning into him.

      What was his hang-up, really? What did he care who slept in the other room, as long as they didn’t bug him? The rent money couldn’t hurt. And yet … this wasn’t someone off the streets with no ties to him.

      “You’re a minor,” he said stubbornly.

      “Technicality. I’ll be eighteen soon. The first of August. I’m going to be a mom, Scott. I can take care of myself.”

      Scott pushed himself off the wall in disbelief. “Are you planning to keep this baby?”

      Gemma
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