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Kim Revis had just stepped into her office when the land line rang. Her mind had been on two things: lunch and cleaning off her desk, not necessarily in that order. The hollowed sound of a long-distance call drew her thoughts in a new direction. 

“Ms. Revis? This is Stephan Jarvis. I assume your boss mentioned I would be getting in touch.” 

Although technically, the director of the Golden Gate Museum wasn’t her boss, Kim didn’t bother to correct the man. Stephan Jarvis? The name sounded vaguely familiar. 

“Carlton said someone from the Camp Oro museum has been trying to reach me,” she said. “This doesn’t have anything to do with my grandmother, does it?” 

“Your grandmother? Oh, Margaret Revis. Only indirectly in that the museum owes her a debt we’ll never be able to repay. Actually, from what I know of your reputation, I’d be contacting you even if you weren’t related to that fine woman.”

Kim stifled a smile. Her grandmother hated being sucked up to. “What has Carlton been saying about me?” 

“That you know more about museum security systems than anyone else he has on staff. As much as anyone on the West Coast, in fact.”

Kim whistled, but so softly she didn’t think the sound carried clear to California’s mother lode country which was north of the Bay Area where she lived. “I try to keep abreast of the latest developments.” 

“That’s what this call is about, Ms. Revis. I’m chairman of the Comstock Museum board.” He took a deep breath. “We need you here.” 

She leaned forward. Her job seldom excited her. In fact, she’d been more than a little bored lately. “In Camp Oro? I don’t understand.” 

“I didn’t mention the specifics to Carlton because, well, I suppose it’s no more complicated than pride.” 

“Oh?” 

“Ms. Revis, I must be frank. I’m certain we have a diamond in the rough here. Through the efforts of generous long-time residents, volunteers, and staff, we’ve acquired a collection that rivals some of the largest metropolitan museums. Unfortunately, security hasn’t kept pace. We’ve come to regret that. Actually, regret is an understatement.” His voice caught at the end. 

“You want me to recommend a security system?” 

“We’d prefer to have you on-site—as soon as possible. That way you could quickly assess the situation and oversee the installation. If I may be frank, there’s no one locally with the necessary expertise.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “No one we can trust.” 

What’s going on? “Trust?” 

“I don’t want to say more over the phone. Ms. Revis, we need help. Your help.” 

“That’s a tall order. I don’t see how I can—” 

“How you can take the time? I’ve discussed this with your boss. Time is of— if you’re willing, he’ll agree to a leave of absence while we have you on retainer. I understand this isn’t the first time you’ve entered into that kind of arrangement.” 

“No.” Kim was intrigued by the urgency in the man’s voice, but her interest went beyond that. She’d promised her grandmother that she’d get the family home in Camp Oro ready to sell, but she hadn’t known how she’d accomplish that from a distance of several hundred miles, but maybe she could combine consultant work with the promise she’d made to the woman who was more mother than grandmother to her? “It sounds as if you’ve already put the wheels in motion.” 

“I had to. We don’t dare continue to open the doors to the public without an effective security system. It’s either make major changes or close the doors.” 

Uneasy, she rubbed her forehead. “You’ve had losses?”  

“Serious ones.” 

Kim tapped short nails on her scarred, durable desk. She felt charged and challenged in ways she seldom experienced. “Do you have theories regarding how the thievery, if that’s what it is, is taking place?” 

“I wish I did. I’m a volunteer. So are the other board members. Camp Oro has only three police officers. So far they haven’t come up with much. Their recommendation is that we update our security as soon as possible.” He paused. “Is there anything to prevent you from coming?” 

Like a personal life? Not really. “If Carlton has approved, we should be able to work something out. I need several days to wind things up here.” She paused and then said what she had to. “Mr. Jarvis? It’s possible we’ll learn things no one connected with the museum wants to consider.” 

“Unfortunately, I know what you’re getting at. To be honest, a great deal of blame and suspicion is going around. No one trusts anyone these days.” 
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Chapter One
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Kim took a deep, exploratory breath. There was no scent of disinfectant, nothing to give Cobblestone Manor the air of a nursing home. After a moment, she walked over to the middle-aged woman at the reception desk. “I’m here to see Margaret Revis,” she explained. “I’m not sure which apartment is hers.” 

The woman flattened her lips. “Do you have an appointment? Mrs. Revis usually rests in the afternoon.” 

“I don’t because I wasn’t sure when I’d arrive. She’s my grandmother.” 

An amazing transformation turned disapproval into something human. “Oh. You must be Kimberly. Margaret talks about you all the time. She’s so proud of you. You don’t know how delighted we are to have her living here. I don’t know how Camp Oro will be the same without her, but of course she can’t stay in her home alone anymore. She’s a delightful woman. So committed. So interested in everything that goes on. And, thanks to her friends, she still gets to Camp Oro every few days.” 

Kim held up a hand in an effort to restrain the woman’s enthusiasm. “My father and I think it’s wonderful that the county named that park after her. As I understand, she had a great deal to do with the area being left in its natural state.” She shook her head, tousling shoulder-length auburn hair that was overdue for a trim. “I’ll never accomplish half of what she has. Could you please tell me how to get to her apartment?” 

“I’ll do better than that, my dear. Much better. If you’ll follow me—” 

The animated woman led Kim down a long corridor that started at the back of the large entrance area. As they walked, Kim took note of the plush carpet under her feet, the fresh paint and healthy plants. Back when she was growing up, the manor had been an empty house on a barren hill that overlooked the town of Grass Valley. Now it was where the county’s well-to-do settled when they no longer could or wanted to live in their own homes. 

Before the woman could reach for the brass knocker, Kim stopped her. She needed a moment to prepare before facing the changes in the woman who’d raised her after her mother died. Grandma had sensed a grieving child’s moods better than the child did. She’d always known when the little girl needed to be hugged and when she needed time to herself. Maybe that was why she’d never fallen in love. Understanding another person on an instinctive level was a rare gift. 

“Tell me,” she said around the lump in her throat. “How is she doing?” 

“Oh, marvelous! It’s hard for her to get around, but she still goes to all her committee meetings. We try to make sure she paces herself, but it isn’t easy.” 

“I don’t imagine it is,” she said as she knocked. 

Five weeks had changed Margaret Revis, but the changes were for the better. Gone was the hospital gown and too-pale complexion. Margaret had recently had her hair done and her flowing lounging gown was a bold splash of blue and green. But the smile, free of pain, was what made Kim’s trip from San Francisco worth every mile. 

“You’re right on time, my dear.” Margaret grinned as she wrapped her arms around Kim and pulled her inside. Once she held Kim at arms’ length, her smile faded a little. Eyes glittering, she gnawed on her lower lip. Then she took a deep breath and put the smile back into place. 

“My goodness. All those bones are still there aren’t they? Thank you so much for bringing her here, Sandra.” 

“My pleasure,” Sandra gushed. “I’m delighted to see you two together. So, tell me, what is this visit about?”

“Later, later,” Grandma said firmly. “Right now I want to spoil my granddaughter, just the two of us.”

It was obvious that Sandra wanted to stay, but Grandma kept studying the open door until the woman took the hint and left. 

“That Sandra,” Grandma said as Kim enveloped her. “She wants to know everything that’s going on. Of course, so does everyone else here. No one has anything to do except gossip.” 

“Grandma!” Kim admonished. She turned her grandmother toward the light coming in from a sparkling picture window. “You’ll have everyone here involved in your projects inside of a month. Good. Your color’s back. You looked so washed-out in the hospital that it scared me.” 

“I was not washed-out. White isn’t my color, and I’ll never go to a hospital again if they won’t let me have my makeup. Let’s sit down dear. That darn hip still gives me trouble.” She lowered herself into an easy chair next to the couch and indicated that was where she wanted Kim to sit. “The doctor said I should use the walker. A walker! That’ll be the day. My exact words to him were, ‘I’m not about to let my granddaughter tell me she’s taller than me.’” 

Kim picked up the threads of the long-running argument between them. “But I am. I’m five-six. You’ve never made that, even on a day with low humidity.” 

“Who’s five-six? How someone who can’t drive a car without a booster seat worked her way up the ladder of success is beyond me.” 

“I was raised by a cutthroat businesswoman who taught me that nothing is impossible. Be honest, please. The doctor thinks you’re coming along all right?” 

Kim settled into the new couch while her grandmother gave her a blow-by-blow account of her last visit with the doctor. Despite the immaculate condition of the apartment and Grandma’s improved health, Kim was vaguely disturbed. It wasn’t until she’d been in the apartment for at least fifteen minutes that she realized what was bothering her. 

Margaret Revis belonged in her own home with its lovingly cared for antiques, pictures of relatives both living and dead gracing the walls, her rose garden outside her bedroom window. “Don’t they let you have your own belongings? Where is your Victorian furniture? What about your collection of button boxes?” 

“The button boxes are in my bedroom at home. And the jewelry is, too. At least most of it is,” she said quietly. “I hope I can trust you not to wear it in the backyard.” 

“I’ll try to resist the temptation. What about your furniture?” The idea of her grandmother’s beloved mahogany desk sitting uncared for in the Camp Oro home saddened her. “What’s going to happen to it?” 

“You are a worrier aren’t you? I’ll be getting rid of this plastic stuff—” she jabbed a long finger at the bland furniture, “as soon as Mark finds someone who can bring it here without breaking anything.” 

“Mark? I thought I was—” 

“You’re in charge of the house,” Margaret interrupted. “That’s enough. I’m delighted with how things have turned out. Having you come here—” Her smile faltered. “Mark Stockton is my lawyer. And my friend. I told him not to bother about the furniture, but he insisted. And when Mark makes up his mind that he’s going to do something, the rest of us would be well-advised to stay out of his way.” 

Kim was uneasy about trusting her grandmother’s belongings to this Mark Stockton person. But Grandma had lived in Camp Oro for most of her eighty years. She’d only moved to Grass Valley because Camp Oro didn’t have the right facilities for a woman with her physical limitations. 

Something else—Grandma hadn’t been living in San Francisco like she had. As a result, Grandma trusted everyone. “Does this Mark person have a key to the house?”

“Of course. You’re not going to lecture me are you? You don’t know how relieved I am to have you out of the city. They must not have any good food there. Look how thin you are. Not only that, you’ve become so suspicious—” 

Not suspicious. Wiser. More aware. “Just because a man’s a lawyer doesn’t mean you can trust him with the family jewels.” 

Grandma laughed her hearty laugh. “You know I don’t care about that sort of thing. The jewelry has sentimental value, but I couldn’t care less about what it can be pawned for. You’d like Mark. He’s such a hardworking young man.” 

“How young?” 

“About your age.” Amusement glittered behind the older woman’s glasses. “Barely old enough to drive.” 

Kim knew it would be impossible to get her point across now that Grandma was in a teasing mood. Margaret Revis delighted in pretending her granddaughter needed someone to hold her hand when she crossed the street. “I see a broken hip hasn’t changed your disposition. I’m still your little girl, aren’t I?” 

To her surprise, Margaret turned serious. “You’re a long way from being a little girl. You’ve turned into the beautiful woman I knew you would. Still a little on the thin side, but everyone’s obsessed with being skinny now aren’t they?” 

Kim poked at her rib cage. “I can’t help that. I think I run off the fat. This job—” 

“Are you happy?” 

“Do I look sad? I’m not. I just wish you didn’t have to be here.” They’d always been honest with each other. Today wouldn’t be different. “You belong in Camp Oro. The town wouldn’t be a living replica of the gold rush era if it wasn’t for you.” 

“Don’t make me into a saint.” Although she spoke in a teasing tone, her hazel eyes didn’t reflect that message. “And don’t try to change the subject. I was asking about you, not me.” 

“I’m doing fine.” 

“Are you?” 

Kim knew where the conversation was heading. “I’m excited about what I’ll be doing here. I like the idea of working with a small staff, and it certainly sounds as if the museum needs help. Do you know the board chairman? I’d like to think I’m capable of providing the assistance they need.” 

“That isn’t what I’m talking about. I have no doubt you’ll teach the staff how to stop people from robbing them, although they’re such opinionated hardheads that if it was me, I’d can the bunch of them. How they’ve kept this away from the media is beyond me. Stephan isn’t bad, but he and the rest of the board haven’t gotten involved like they should. Darn it, I vowed not to pass on gossip. I’m talking about your personal life, my dear.” She indicated Kim’s left ring finger. 

“One thing at a time. If you’ll check my game plan, you’ll see I’ve set next year aside for getting married. I had to find a way to support myself first.” She stopped herself. It wasn’t right to make light of affairs of the heart around her grandmother. 

Margaret Revis had loved and lost two husbands. She’d been little more than a child the first time she fell in love. A month after she turned seventeen, she’d walked down the aisle on the arm of Jeromiah Jacobs, the owner of a logging operation who was fifteen years her senior. Despite the age difference, the marriage had worked. Margaret gave birth to their first child the week she turned eighteen. Two more children had come along in rapid succession. Margaret had cared for three babies, made a home for her family and enjoyed the benefits of being married to one of the area’s most successful men. 

It had been hard after Kim’s grandfather was killed when their youngest was only a few months old. But a year and a half later, Grandmother had married another wonderful man. Dow Revis had given Jeromiah’s children a home and his name. 

“Don’t worry about me,” Kim said. “I have a full life, friends. I date. I’d date more if I had the time.” 

“But I do worry about you.” Grandma winced as she changed position. “Sometimes I think it’s my fault.” 

“Your fault?” Despite having spent the past six hours in a car, Kim wasn’t so tired she didn’t pick up on the concern in her grandmother’s voice. “Just because you raised me doesn’t mean you have to snag me a husband.” 

“You don’t need help in that department. Unless today’s men are all blind, they’ll see you’re a lovely woman.” When Kim tried to protest, Grandma went on. “But, honey, sometimes I think I made a mistake by going on about what a wonderful marriage Dow and I had.” 

“And you and Grandfather, too. His death was such a tragedy.” 

“Some of that’s an old woman’s memories,” Grandma said softly, slowly. “Your grandfather was killed such a long time ago— Dow and I had our share of disagreements.” 

“Dad always said Dow was everything a real father could be. Still—it would have been easier for you if Jeromiah hadn’t been killed.” 

Grandma rose to her feet and slowly walked to the sliding glass door. She stood with her back to Kim, staring at the hummingbirds around the feeder hanging from the closest tree. 

“That’s history. I don’t want to be an old woman living in the past. Spinning fantasies—” She turned around, a bright if artificial smile on her lips. “I’m one old woman who’s going to live in the present.” 

“Are you sure this move is right for you? You don’t regret leaving home?” 

“Home. It’s four walls. An old house full of memories.” She sat before continuing. “What I had was precious. The house is alive with the memories Dow gave me, but I don’t need possessions to remember them.” 

After standing, Kim wrapped her arms around her grandmother’s shoulders. This woman had lived an incredible life. She’d been loved by two very special men. She had the strength to pull herself together after a devastating loss and had raised three healthy, well-adjusted children. “What a beautiful sentiment. You had a good marriage. Two of them. I just wish Grandfather—” 

“Don’t you worry about me. I want you to find someone of your own to love.” 

“I’d like that,” Kim admitted as she cradled her grandmother’s head against her shoulder. “It just hasn’t happened yet. Men like Grandfather or Dow might be a dying breed.” 

#
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MARGARET WAITED UNTIL Kim had been gone for the better part of an hour. In that time, she’d watched the shadows stretch up to the glass door and enter the room. 

She’d done wrong by Kim. In her love for a motherless child and her desire to pass on what Dow had given her, she’d given Kim a warm, solid background. She’d spun stories about a man who loved a woman enough to allow her to grow in ways many women of her generation weren’t able to. 

But she’d gone too far. She shouldn’t have told Kim as much as she had about the never-ending wonder of her marriage. And she shouldn’t have lied. 

It was dark, but when she got to her feet, it wasn’t to chase away the shadows. She reached for the phone and dialed a number, but after listening to it ring twice, she hung up. Shaking her head, she made her way to the glass door. She could no longer see the hummingbirds. There was nothing to distract her from the past. 

And from her lies. 

The second time she picked up the phone she completed her call. The sound of Mark Stockton’s voice calmed her a little. 
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Chapter Two
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Kim’s thoughts were going in three directions at once as she got into her car and started down the private drive that would take her from her grandmother’s house to one of Camp Oro’s narrow streets. She was on her way to her first meeting with the museum’s staff members and determined to be as prepared as possible given what little she knew. Although she’d served as a consultant before, this was the first time the request for her services had been prompted by desperation and embarrassment. According to Stephan, the losses, although each one relatively minor, added up to thousands of dollars. 

The museum should have had a decent security system installed long ago, but the staff wasn’t unique when it came to its failure to do so. Many museum personnel shied away from anything that made their structure look like a fortress. Unless she was mistaken, even with the thefts, she’d have her work cut out for her convincing the employees that an open-door policy was dangerous. 

Maybe she should have talked to the local police first, she was thinking as she reached Rich Gulch Street. She jerked to a stop in front of a gaping hole where the street when she’d gotten home last night. 

A number of elementary school students were standing off to one side, jostling each other for better view of the large, dark pit. A city work truck was parked nearby, but the two men leaning against the truck seemed more intent on responding to questions than doing anything. A trio of men Kim had seen lounging outside the Camp Oro Tavern Saturday night were closest to the cracked and buckled pavement. 

Shocked, she parked and exited her car. As big as the hole was, her vehicle was trapped. As she shut her door, she heard one of the tavern loungers ask his companions if they were sure the TV station had been alerted. 

“I told you,” the men with the least amount of hair snapped. “They’re coming. Bringing cameras. This is the biggest news the town’s had in a while.” 

“I told ’em. Told ’em it was going to happen again.” 

“Sure you did. Look at that thing! That’s the biggest damn cave-in we’ve ever had.” 

Kim stifled the impulse to interrupt the conversation so she could ask questions. If their lighthearted mood was any indication, they wouldn’t give her a straight story, assuming they knew. 

This was incredible! She was going to be late for her first day of work because one of the main streets had caved in and she couldn’t leave her driveway. A section of Rich Gulch Street some twenty feet in diameter had collapsed. 

When a couple of well-dressed women joined the growing crowd, Kim left her car and came close enough so she could catch what they were saying. “Do you think the mayor knows?” one asked the other. “It’ll take him a year to decide what to do.” 

The other woman laughed in agreement. “I served on the budget committee last spring. The town doesn’t have the money to deal with this.” 

They can’t just leave it! Kim nearly blurted. Someone had to be in charge. She could ask the women if there was a public-works foreman or how she could get in touch with the mayor. That’s what she’d do. She’d present her case to the mayor. 

Kim started walking around the hole, angling toward the women but stopped before she reached them. Was the hole getting larger? Now that she was within a few feet of it, she could see asphalt lying in huge chunks at the bottom of the pit. She estimated the depth at somewhere between ten and fifteen feet. It was so dark down there it was hard to be sure. 

Kim took another step before the strength left her legs. Fascinated, and fearful, she gave up the battle. She still sensed the presence of others, but their voices made no sense. She was communicating with the cold, dark pit, being pulled emotionally as well as physically toward it. 

She inched a little closer and dropped to a squatting position. This was a hole in the ground. A freak of nature in the middle of civilization. Something easily explained. 

Something capable of reaching out and sucking her into it.

“You better get back, lady. The rest of it might go.” 

Darn it, she knew better than to stand on the cracked and tilting asphalt that ringed the hole. There might be solid earth beneath the asphalt but there might be nothing. Still unnerved, she straightened. 

Closer. Come just a little closer. 

Thoroughly shaken, she scrambled backward. Sweat broke out on her neck and shoulders, making a lie of her desperate attempt to deny what she’d heard or thought she’d heard. No one else was staring, white-lipped, into the hole. 

She was the only one who’d heard the invitation. 

She was relieved to see the TV station vehicle arrive. Balancing a large camera on his shoulder, a middle-aged man got out. He was accompanied by a young, professionally made-up woman and a blandly handsome man of the same age. This was a newsworthy event. Something that would be explained during the evening news. Certainly not something to keep her awake at night. 

“Does anyone know how many times this has happened?” the TV woman asked one of the employees. “Wasn’t the last cave-in over by the post office?” 

“Winter before last,” the bald man from the tavern volunteered. “Just after Christmas.” 

“It was not near Christmas,” his companion contradicted. “It wasn’t even Thanksgiving yet.” 

“Whadda you know? It was, too, Christmas. Cold as you know what, with so much fog it was a couple of days before anyone noticed that the parking lot had caved in.” 

“Says who? You make up more stories than my cat has kittens. The one by the post office wasn’t near as big as this. If you ask me, they ought to turn it into a swimming pool.” 

Kim watched as the TV woman tried to extricate herself from the discussion between men who obviously considered themselves experts on cave-ins. The male reporter asked several people how to get in touch with the mayor. From what Kim gathered, being the mayor of Camp Oro was a volunteer position. 

“He’ll turn it over to Mark anyway,” one of the two well-dressed women said. “That’s what they pay him for.” 

“Forget Mark,” her companion laughed. “You and I have to get to work.” 

“Forget Mark? That’s easier said than done.” 

Kim was trying to remember where she’d heard the name Mark when the made-up woman called out a hearty hello and signaled that she wanted someone to join her. Kim glanced in the direction the woman was looking. The man making his way through the crowd was notable for two reasons: he was the only one moving with a sense of purpose and he was—was magnetic the right word? He was too far away to make out his features. One thing she was sure of, he was tall with broad shoulders.

“Did you just get here?” the TV woman asked. Planting a hand on her hip, she smiled at the newcomer. 

“I got a call a while ago, but I was with a client. It didn’t take you long to get here.” 

“You know how it is.” The TV woman switched her weight to her other hip. “Slow news day. If nothing else comes up, this’ll be the feature.” 

“All right. Let me get some information. Then I’ll tell you what I can.” 

The woman glanced at her watch. “I’m supposed to meet with a woman in a little while. Cliff can film the cave-in now, maybe see if anyone saw it happen. We’ll take some shots of you measuring the hole or something. You can fill me in on the details later.” 

“I don’t want to be misquoted the way I was the last time.” 

Kim felt like an eavesdropper but she couldn’t leave. Mark wore a crisp white dress shirt but no tie. He had on jeans that followed every line of his narrow hips and solid thighs. His black hair was short and thick, perfect for a woman to run her fingers through. A chest—oh, lordy, a chest that—and his shoulders, his... 

“All right,” Mark said, breaking into her almost X rated thoughts. “Take your shots. We have to get some barriers around this.” 

“Where’s the cops?” a man standing near Mark asked. “What do we pay taxes for if there’s no cop around when we need one?” 

Mark turned quickly. Kim got her first clear look at his eyes, deep and smoke green as the swimming hole she’d spent summers in as a child. His expression demanded respect. “There’s no cop on duty this morning because you, and others like you, decided the town didn’t need full-time police protection, Howard. If you had your way, we wouldn’t have a public-works crew, either.” 

“Hey,” Howard spluttered. “You can’t talk to me like that.” 

Mark’s broad shoulders were more than a match for the other man’s expanded belly. “I don’t have time to listen to you complain.” 

Stunned, Kim took a backward step. She expected a man who looked like he commanded respect simply by existing to speak in carefully modulated tones. Instead Mark was boldly returning the other man’s glare. And winning. 

Howard was still spluttering, but no one paid him any attention. Instead the crowd’s interest settled on Mark as he conferred with the public-works employees. The workmen understood the need to put some kind of barrier around the cave-in but were in disagreement as to the effectiveness of what was in their truck. When Mark suggested no trespassing ribbons compliments of the police department, they immediately agreed. 

With that settled, the reporters turned their attention to the onlookers. So far no one had noticed that her vehicle was trapped. She’d have to call that to someone’s attention, probably Mark’s. 

As soon as she’d figured out what to say and how to control her voice. Darn it, she hadn’t felt this uncomfortable around a member of the opposite sex in forever.

She was close to the hole, could feel its drawing power. Half hoping no one was making note of what she was doing, half not caring, she put another ten feet between her and the darkness. Only then did she glance at her watch. She’d been here the better part of a half hour and was more than fashionably late. 

But first—

Her mouth dry, she approached to Mark who was on his cell phone. She stopped when she was less than a yard from him. He smelled of spicy aftershave. She supposed she should be relieved because his closeness distracted her from the cave-in hold, but there was something undefinable about the man. Something intriguing. 

“Excuse me,” she said. I need to talk to you.”  

“Oh?” 

“About my car.” 

“In a minute.” He indicated his phone.  

“I’m sorry, but—please.”

He frowned. At least he started to. Then his features settled into an expression she couldn’t read. 

“I’ll get back to you,” he said to whoever he was talking to. He didn’t wait for a response before ending the call. Saying nothing, he looked down at her. 

Something zinged in her, an unnerving sensation that put her on edge. Darn the man! If he was taking advantage of his impact on the opposite sex, she’d make it clear he wouldn’t get away with that approach around her. 

“I have a problem,” 

“Oh?”

“My car.” She pointed. “I can’t move it until the hole’s been filled in.” 

He looked in the direction she was indicating. “For crying out—Look, I’ll try to do the TV thing before the mayor shows up. Hang on a bit.” 

Kim couldn’t decide whether that was an order or a request. Either way she had no choice but to wait. The heavily made-up woman asked him to move closer to the hole. She thought he might object but he only shrugged and complied. From the looks of things, everyone knew who he was. Did he ever want to be left alone or was he accustomed to being the center of attention?

He wasn’t wearing a wedding ring but that might not mean anything.

Where did that thought come from?

“From what I understand,” Mark was saying as she brought herself back to reality, “a crack in the pavement was first noticed by kids waiting for their bus. By the time they’d decided to tell someone, this section—” Mark pointed “—had broken off. It landed in the tunnel.” 

“This isn’t the first time this has happened in Camp Oro,” the TV woman said for her audience’s sake. “Would you please explain what causes such things?” 

Kim didn’t listen to Mark’s response. Living in San Francisco had led her to believe that men either had their hair styled at upscale establishments or had it attacked during the annual sheep shearing. Mark had a head of thick black hair a stylist would kill to get his hands on, yet she wouldn’t be surprised if he went to the same barber he’d used for years. His shirt and jeans were designed for a casual work day. Although not new, the items fit magnificently because Mark had the physique to make anything look good. Hopefully a woman didn’t take responsibility for what he wore.  

He was clean shaven. As he tilted his head, she noted a white line along his jawbone and imagined a childhood battle. His hands were too large and square to fit the stereotype of a politician. She’d love to see him shirtless.  

The thought startled her. She’d never been a voyeur. More often than not she had an excuse for not joining other single women for a night on the town. What interested her was the inner man, not the outer package. At least that’s what had interested her before this morning. 

“Do you have any estimates of when the street will be repaired?” the TV woman asked. 

Mark shrugged and gave a noncommittal answer about having to confer with the city council—for a start. 

The TV woman pushed for more of a timeframe, but he obviously wasn’t going to be forced into anything. “You know how these things go, Nora,” he said. “Besides, don’t you have another interview?” 

“I can reschedule.” Winking, Nora patted his shoulder.  

He backed away. “I can’t.”

Kim silently applauded Mark’s ability to control the situation. Everyone, it seemed, wanted a piece of him. The town expected him to take charge. But, maybe that wasn’t the role he wanted.

Not that it mattered where she was concerned. 

“Do you remember me?” she asked as she positioned herself in front of Mark. Nora remained close. “The woman without transportation.” 

Mark looked down at her. “I’m sorry.” 

“So am I.” She should have worn heels instead of the flats she figured she’d need if she was going to spend the day touring the museum. Yet, more than height was tipping the balance in his favor. “I’m in a bind.” 

“That you are. Unless you can get a crane to hoist your car over the cave-in, you’re stuck.”  

What do you mean, I’m stuck? This hole—” She pointed without taking her attention off Mark. “Is your responsibility.” 

“Mine? Where did you get that idea?” 

“I— it’s obvious you’re in charge.”  

“It isn’t my cave-in. Just like it isn’t my town, although a lot of people would like to dump everything in my lap. Look, I’ll have the mayor get in touch with you.” 

Mark’s brusque dismissal got to her. He probably believed all women surrendered to his sexual charm, but he was wrong, at least he was with her. Facing a new job, spending the weekend alone in a house that had once held a three-generation family, the uneasy sensation
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