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#1 New York Times bestselling author Sherryl Woods brings readers a classic tale of the Devaney’s… five brothers torn apart in childhood, reunited by love. Previously published in The Devaney Brothers: Daniel.

When a runaway teen surfaces at Molly Creighton’s tavern, Daniel Devaney’s job as a child advocate forces him to investigate…and to confront his tumultuous past with Molly. Though a tragic loss shattered their relationship four years ago, Daniel is now ready to accept responsibility for their breakup and make a fresh start.

Their overwhelming attraction is undulled by time, but Molly fears risking her heart again. Daniel vows to banish the shadows from her eyes and prove he is the man she needs him to be. And with his brothers and parents at last reconciled, Daniel’s deepest longing—for family—is almost fulfilled….
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				CHAPTER 1

				It was just past midnight on the longest day of the year for Molly Creighton. Each time this particular anniversary rolled around, it stole another piece of her. Her heart ached, and her soul…well, there were times like this when she thought she no longer had one.

				Over the years she’d come to accept the fact that life was unpredictable and sometimes cruel. She’d lost her parents at a very early age, but she’d survived thanks to the love of her grandfather. Jess had been a hard man, but he’d had a soft spot for her, and he’d raised her to believe in herself and to handle just about anything life tossed her way. There had been only one thing that had been too much for her, one loss that she hadn’t been able to push aside so that she could get on with the business of living.

				Oh, she went through the motions just fine. She ran Jess’s, the waterfront bar in Widow’s Cove, Maine, that had been her grandfather’s. She had a huge circle of acquaintances and a tighter circle of friends, but she didn’t have the one thing that really mattered. She didn’t have her baby.

				She blamed Daniel Devaney for that. Daniel had been the love of her life, though they were about as opposite in personality as any two people could be. Molly had always been—at least until a few years ago—a free spirit. She’d embraced life, because she knew all too well how short it could be. Daniel was an uptight stickler for the rules. He was logical and methodical. Maybe that was even what had drawn her to him. She’d enjoyed messing with his head, keeping him thoroughly off-kilter, almost as much as she’d thrilled to his slow, deliberate caresses.

				They’d known each other practically forever, though his family lived in a small town a half hour away from Widow’s Cove. They’d gone to high school together, where Daniel had been the star football player and she’d been the ultimate party girl, dating a dozen different guys before she’d finally gone out with Daniel. One date had put an end to her days of playing the field. One kiss had sealed their fate.

				Even though Daniel had gone away to college and Molly hadn’t, they’d been a couple, spending every free moment together. She thought she’d known his heart and his secrets, but she hadn’t known the big one, the one that would tear them apart.

				Finding herself pregnant four years ago, Molly had been ecstatic and had expected Daniel to be accepting, if not equally enthusiastic. Barely out of college and already established in a career he loved, he had been a do-the-right-thing kind of a guy, and he’d told her a thousand times how much he loved her. While they’d never discussed marriage, she’d believed that’s where they were heading. If this pushed things along a little faster, what was the big deal?

				But instead of reacting as she’d expected, Daniel had been appalled, not because he didn’t love her, not even because they were too young, he’d claimed, but because fatherhood had been the very last thing he’d ever contemplated.

				That was when he’d told her about the Devaney secret, the one that had ripped him and his twin brother, Patrick, apart, the one that had caused a rift so deep, Patrick hadn’t spoken to their parents in years now.

				As Daniel told the story, Connor and Kathleen Devaney had recklessly abandoned their three oldest sons in Boston and moved to Maine, bringing only Patrick and Daniel with them. For years they had raised the two boys as if the twins were their only children. Daniel had learned the truth only a few years earlier, when he was eighteen. He was still reeling from it.

				With a father capable of abandoning three of his sons as an example, Daniel told her, how could he even consider becoming a parent himself? Any child would be better off without a Devaney in its life.

				“I see too many kids whose lives are a mess because of lousy parents,” he’d added to bolster his argument. “I won’t do that to my own child.”

				Molly had tried to reassure him, tried to tell him that he would make a wonderful father—wasn’t he a child advocate for the state, after all?—but he’d flatly refused to take any role in their child’s life beyond financial assistance. He’d insisted that she—and their baby—would thank him someday.

				Rather than continue a fight she knew she couldn’t win, Molly had let her pride kick in. Convinced she could raise the child on her own and stunned by Daniel’s attitude, she had thrown his offer of money back in his face. Her baby would be a Creighton and proud of it.

				And maybe it would have turned out that way, if Daniel hadn’t broken her heart and her spirit. It was almost as if her body had understood what her heart had tried to deny, that a life without Daniel would be meaningless. The very night they’d tried to hash it all out, she had miscarried and lost her precious baby.

				It was Daniel’s brother Patrick who’d taken her to the hospital on that terrible spring night four years ago. It was Patrick who’d held her hand and tried awkwardly to comfort her. It was Patrick who dried her tears each year on the anniversary of that devastating loss. He’d been by earlier in the evening to check on her before going home to his wife. If she’d asked tonight, Patrick would have stayed.

				As for Daniel, he and Molly hadn’t exchanged a civil word since that awful night. She doubted they ever would. She blamed him almost as much as she blamed herself.

				Unfortunately, that didn’t mean she’d stopped loving him. Not a day went by that she didn’t think about him and what they’d lost—not just a child, but an entire future. Seeing Patrick, who looked exactly like his twin, was a constant reminder. Not that she needed one. Daniel was so much a part of her, she could have conjured him up entirely on her own.

				She sighed heavily and took one last cursory swipe at the bar with her polishing cloth.

				Suddenly a faint noise in one of the booths caught her attention. Widow’s Cove wasn’t exactly a haven for criminals, but Molly instinctively picked up the nearest bottle as a weapon and slipped through the shadows in the direction of the noise.

				She had the bottle over her head and was ready to strike, when a petite, dark-haired girl, no more than thirteen or fourteen, emerged from the booth, alarm in her eyes and her mouth running a mile a minute with a tumble of excuses for being in Jess’s past closing.

				Molly’s heart was still slamming against the wall of her chest as she lowered the bottle and tried to make sense of what the girl was saying. The rush of words was all but incoherent.

				“Whoa,” Molly said quietly, reaching out, only to have the girl draw back skittishly as if she feared she was still in danger of being hit.

				Molly set the bottle on the table, then held out her empty hands. “Look, it’s okay. Nobody here is going to hurt you.”

				The girl stared back at her, silent now that the immediate threat was over.

				“I’m Molly. What’s your name?”

				Nothing.

				“I’ve never seen you around here before,” Molly continued as if the girl had responded. “Where are you from?”

				Still, the only response was that wide-eyed, solemn stare.

				“Not talking now? Well, that’s okay, too. It’s a pleasant change after spending an entire evening with a bunch of rowdy men who can’t shut up, yet have very little to say.”

				The girl’s mouth twitched slightly, as if she were fighting a smile. Molly grinned, sensing that she’d found a kindred spirit.

				“I see you know exactly what I mean,” she continued. “Are you hungry? The grill’s shut down, but I could fix you a sandwich. There’s ham and cheese, tuna salad or my personal favorite, peanut butter and pickles.”

				“Yuck,” the girl said, her face scrunched up in a look of pure disgust.

				The reaction made her seem even younger than Molly had originally guessed.

				Laughing, Molly said, “I thought that might get a response from you. So, no peanut butter and pickles. You are going to have to tell me what you do want, though.”

				The girl’s shoulders finally relaxed. “Ham and cheese, please.”

				“With milk?”

				“A soda, if that’s okay.”

				So, she’d been taught some manners, and from the look of her clothes, she’d been well provided for. They were wrinkled, but she was wearing the latest teen fashions, low-riding designer jeans and a cropped shirt that revealed an inch of pale skin at her waist. Her sneakers were a brand that cost an arm and a leg.

				“I have money to pay for the food,” the girl said as she followed Molly into the kitchen.

				“This one’s on the house,” Molly told her as she made the thick sandwich and found a can of soda in the huge, well-stocked refrigerator.

				The girl took the sandwich and drink, then regarded Molly uncertainly. “Aren’t you going to have anything? You didn’t eat all night.”

				Molly regarded her with surprise. “How do you know that?”

				“I was kinda watching you,” she admitted shyly.

				“Really? Why?”

				“I thought maybe if I could pick up on what goes on around here, you’d think about giving me a job.”

				“How old are you?”

				“Eighteen,” the girl said brazenly.

				Molly frowned. “I don’t think so. How about fourteen?”

				“Close enough,” she responded a little too eagerly.

				“Which means you’re only thirteen,” Molly concluded, sighing heavily. Not that fourteen would have been much better, but thirteen definitely meant trouble.

				“But I look eighteen,” the girl insisted. “No one would have to know.”

				“I’d know,” Molly said. “I try really hard not to break the law by hiring minors to work in the bar.”

				“Couldn’t I at least bus tables or help you clean up after the bar closes? I could mop the floors and wash dishes. No one would even have to see me, and that wouldn’t break any laws, would it?”

				Technically, it wouldn’t, but Molly knew better than to take on an obvious runaway, not without having some facts. And something told her this child was so anxious to make herself indispensable that she’d eagerly attempt all sorts of things that would break every rule in the book.

				“Here’s the deal. You tell me your name and your story. Then we’ll talk about a job.”

				“Can’t talk with my mouth full,” the girl said, taking a bite of the sandwich to emphasize the point.

				Molly shook her head, amused by the delaying tactic.

				The girl gobbled down the rest of the sandwich, then looked longingly toward the fixings that were still on the counter. Molly made her a second sandwich, then held it just out of reach.

				“Your mouth’s not full now, and I’m waiting,” she prodded.

				The teen studied Molly’s face and apparently concluded that her patience was at an end. “Okay, my name’s Kendra,” she said at last.

				“No last name?”

				She shook her head, a touch of defiance in her eyes. “Just Kendra.”

				“Where’d you run away from, Kendra?”

				“Home.”

				Molly grinned. “Nice try. Now give me some specifics.”

				The girl sighed. “Portland.”

				“Do you have family in Portland that’s likely to be going crazy looking for you?”

				She shrugged. “I suppose.” Though she attempted to achieve a look of complete boredom, there was an unmistakable trace of dismay in her eyes.

				“Then call them,” Molly said flatly. “If you want to stay here, that’s not negotiable. They need to know you’re safe.”

				Huge tears welled up in Kendra’s eyes. “I can’t,” she said, then added with more belligerence, “I won’t.”

				The ferocity of her response triggered all sorts of alarm bells. “Did someone at home hurt you?”

				Kendra’s eyes widened as Molly’s meaning sank in. “Not the way you mean. No way,” she said.

				She sounded so genuinely horrified that Molly couldn’t help feeling relieved. “Then what happened?” she asked, trying to think of other reasons a child this age might take off. Only one immediately came to mind. “You’re not pregnant, are you?”

				The girl regarded her indignantly. “I’m a kid. Are you crazy?”

				Well, that was another relief, Molly thought. “Then what did make you leave home? Experience tells me that almost anything can be worked out, if everyone sits down and talks about it.”

				Rather than giving Molly a direct answer, Kendra sent her a considering look. “Did you sit down and talk to whoever hurt you?”

				Molly blinked at the question. “What are you talking about?”

				“You were crying before, after you locked up. That’s why I didn’t speak to you sooner. People don’t cry unless somebody’s hurt them. Did you talk it out?”

				Molly thought of Daniel’s refusal to talk, his refusal to even take her point of view into account. And after the miscarriage, she’d been the one who’d fallen silent. He’d made one overture, one attempt at an apology—probably at Patrick’s insistence—but she’d told him to stay the hell out of her life and slammed the door on him. So, no, she hadn’t followed her own advice and talked it out. What was there to say?

				“You didn’t, did you?” Kendra prodded. “So why should I have to? Just because I’m a kid?”

				“You have a point,” Molly admitted, impressed by the girl’s quick grasp of things. “But letting you stick around here and giving you a job could get me into a whole lot of trouble. You’re a minor in the eyes of the law, even if you think you’re old enough to be on your own.”

				Kendra gave her another one of those too-grown-up looks. “What’s the alternative? You don’t give me a job and I keep running,” she said simply. “Do you honestly want that on your conscience? The next place I stop, the people might not be so nice.”

				Well, hell, Molly thought. She definitely did not want that on her conscience. “One week, max,” she said very firmly. “And you open up to me. I’ll try to help you figure out the best thing to do.”

				“If that means calling my parents, it’s not going to happen,” Kendra said stubbornly.

				Molly was equally determined to see that it did, but she merely said, “We’ll see.”

				Now that her immediate fate was settled, Kendra gave her a hopeful look. “I don’t suppose you have any of that apple pie left, do you? I could smell it when you brought it to those guys in the booth next to me. It smelled awesome.”

				“Yes, there’s pie left.” Her cook always baked enough for at least two days, because it was a customer favorite.

				“And ice cream? I’m pretty sure there was ice cream on their pie.”

				Molly chuckled. “Yes, there’s ice cream. When was the last time you ate?” she asked as she cut a slice of pie and set it in front of Kendra, then added a large scoop of vanilla ice cream.

				“A trucker bought me a couple of doughnuts this morning,” Kendra said as she dug into the dessert.

				“Please tell me you were not hitching rides,” Molly said.

				Once again, Kendra regarded her indignantly. “What? Do I look stupid? I know better than to get in a car or a truck with a stranger, especially some guy.”

				“Well, thank heavens for that.”

				“This was a lady trucker, and she was in this place where my bus stopped. She must have felt sorry for me or something, ’cause she offered to buy the doughnuts. I could have bought them for myself, but I figured I should hang on to all the money I could, since I wasn’t sure how long it would be before I could get a job.” She gave Molly a thoughtful look. “So, how much are you paying me?”

				“We’ll work it out in the morning.”

				“Meals are part of the deal, right?”

				Molly bit back a grin. “Yes.”

				“And I can sleep here, too?”

				“Yes. Were you by any chance a negotiator in a previous life?”

				Kendra shrugged. “Just looking out for myself. If I don’t, who will?”

				Indeed, Molly thought. Wasn’t that a lesson she’d had to learn the hard way?

				* * *

				The saddest eyes Daniel Devaney had ever seen stared back at him from the latest missing-child poster to cross his desk. Kendra Grace Morrow had huge, dark, haunted eyes. Only thirteen, according to the information on the fax, she looked older and far too wise.

				Believed to be somewhere in Maine, she had run away from her home in Portland two weeks earlier, no doubt leaving behind frantic parents and baffled police. Daniel’s heart broke for all of them, just as it did every single time he looked over one of these posters. At least this time there seemed to be no question that the girl had taken off on her own. She hadn’t been kidnapped. She’d left a note that hadn’t said much and packed a bag. There had been a few sightings reported to the police, and in each the girl had been spotted alone.

				Still, runaways never seemed to understand the dangers that awaited them, or else the situation they were leaving behind was so desperate, so awful, that anything seemed to be an improvement. He didn’t know the facts of this particular case, but they all had one thing in common—a kid who needed help. And each time he saw one, he wondered if there had ever been posters like this for his three older brothers, the ones he hadn’t remembered until he’d accidently found the old photos in the attic, the brothers his parents had abandoned years ago.

				Sometimes when he thought of what had happened, of the choice that Connor and Kathleen Devaney had made to keep Daniel and his twin, Patrick, Daniel’s heart ached. What had Ryan, Sean and Michael thought when they’d discovered that they’d been left behind? How long had they cried? How long had it been before they’d stopped watching and waiting for their mom and dad to come back for them? Had foster care been kind to them? Or had the system failed them, just as their own parents had?

				He’d met them all recently, but they’d danced around the tough issues. One of these days they were going to have to face the past together and deal with the mess their parents had made of all their lives. It wasn’t as if he and Patrick had emerged unscathed, not once they’d discovered the truth.

				Patrick had taken it even harder than Daniel had. He’d left home and hadn’t spoken to their parents since. Nor had he been in touch with Daniel until recently, when he’d set up that first meeting with Ryan, Sean and Michael. He’d expected Daniel to have explanations by now for what had happened all those years ago, but Daniel was still as much in the dark as everyone else.

				Oh, he’d tried his best to make sense of what had happened, but beyond revealing the existence of the three older boys, his parents had said precious little to try to justify what they had done. Even though Daniel had maintained contact with his parents, that didn’t mean he’d worked through his own anger and guilt over having been one of the two chosen to be kept.

				He supposed he owed his folks in one respect. Had it not been for the discovery of their betrayal, he might not have found the kind of work that he was doing now—saving kids in trouble, fighting for their rights, mending fences between them and their parents or finding them loving homes. The caseloads were heavy, the hours long, but it was important, meaningful work. And it could break a man’s heart on a daily basis.

				He coped by adhering strictly to the rules, by reducing messy emotions to black-and-white regulations. Sometimes it worked. Sometimes it didn’t. Gazing into Kendra Morrow’s haunted eyes, he instinctively knew that this was one of those times it wouldn’t work. The girl was a heartbreaker. He hoped to heaven she was in someone else’s jurisdiction, where she’d be found safe.

				He sighed when his phone rang, relieved by the intrusion into his dark thoughts about a world in which kids ran away when they were little more than babies, too young to understand the risks.

				“Devaney,” he said when he’d picked up the phone.

				“Daniel, it’s Joe Sutton at police headquarters. Have you seen that poster for Kendra Morrow?”

				“It’s on my desk now.”

				“I was just having lunch over in Widow’s Cove,” the detective told him.

				The mere mention of Widow’s Cove was enough to make Daniel’s palms sweat. And there was only one place in town worth going to for lunch…Molly’s. “Oh?” he said as if his heart wasn’t thumping unsteadily.

				“I think Kendra Morrow’s hanging out at Molly Creighton’s place on the waterfront,” Joe reported. “You know the one I mean? Best chowder on the coast?”

				“Yeah, Jess’s. Are you sure it was Kendra?”

				“If it wasn’t her, it was her double. I’d just seen the poster before I went over there.”

				“Then why didn’t you pick her up?” Daniel asked, surprised by the lapse from a cop who was usually quick to nab runaways for their own protection. He and Joe had handled more than their share of these cases together, and he respected the older man’s instincts.

				“Because I looked through the file earlier, and something’s not quite right. I thought you might want to have a chat with the girl while I do some checking into why she ran away in the first place. You know as well as I do that sometimes these things aren’t as cut-and-dried as they seem at first glance. If I’d thought she was at risk, I’d have brought her in, but she’s not going anywhere. Molly will see to that. I didn’t see any point in uprooting her until I have all the facts.”

				This time Daniel’s sigh was even heavier. He and Molly got along like a couple of tomcats fighting for turf. Their relationship had been passionate and volatile for years, even before he’d let her down so damn badly. After what had happened the night she’d told him she was pregnant, the relationship had cooled to a degree that a glance between them could freeze meat. He regretted that, but he’d accepted it. He’d been a stubborn fool, and he didn’t deserve her forgiveness.

				Out of respect for her feelings, it had been a few years now since he’d set foot in that bar she’d inherited from her grandfather. He stayed away in part because Patrick tended to hang out at Jess’s, but mostly because he couldn’t bear the look of justifiable contempt in Molly’s eyes.

				“Can you take a run over there?” Joe pressed.

				Daniel hesitated for just an instant, but when it came to work, he always did what he had to do, no matter how delicate the situation or how uncomfortable it made him.

				“I’m on my way,” he promised, folding the fax into quarters and stuffing it into the pocket of his jacket. “I’ll check in with you later. You sure you don’t want me to bring her over, if it is Kendra? If she figures out we’re onto her, she could run again.”

				“Just alert Molly, in case she doesn’t know anyone’s looking for the girl. She’ll keep her safe enough.”

				“She has a thirteen-year-old working in a bar,” Daniel reminded him, an edge of sarcasm in his voice. It was just like Molly and her soft heart to take in a runaway kid and to hell with the consequences. Had she even once considered how desperate the parents might be or how many laws she might be breaking?

				Joe chuckled at his comment on Molly’s lack of judgment. “Loosen up. The kid’s serving chowder, spilling more of it than she’s serving, to tell the truth of it. I don’t think there’s anything wrong with that. Something tells me it’s the best place she could be right now while we figure out what drove her to run away. The note she left didn’t tell us a damned thing. I don’t want to turn her back over to her parents and then find out there was some kind of abuse going on.”

				Daniel had his own opinion about this bending of the rules, but he bit his tongue. It was Joe’s call, at least until the court got involved. Then Daniel would have quite a lot to say about a woman who put a teenage runaway to work, no questions asked, without reporting her presence to the authorities.

				* * *

				“The man you were talking to before, he was a cop,” Kendra told Molly, her face pale and her eyes filled with panic. “I can spot a cop a mile away.”

				“It was Joe Sutton and, yes, he is a detective, but he’s a good guy,” Molly reassured her. “He drives over every few weeks for my chowder. If he’d been here to look for you, he would have said something. Besides, he’s gone now, so obviously he didn’t recognize you.”

				“Maybe he forgot his handcuffs and had to go back for them,” Kendra said.

				“Sweetie, he wouldn’t handcuff you. You ran away. You’re not a criminal. You have nothing to fear from Joe.”

				The words were barely out of her mouth when the door opened and Daniel Devaney came striding in as if he’d arrived to conquer the world. In her opinion, Kendra had a lot more to worry about with Daniel than she ever would with Joe Sutton. Daniel was a rigid, by-the-book kind of guy when it came to situations like this. How he and his twin brother, Patrick, had come from the same gene pool was a total enigma to her.

				“Go in the back,” Molly ordered the teenager, maneuvering in an attempt to keep Kendra out of Daniel’s view. “And stay alert in case you need to get out of here in a hurry.”

				Kendra paled at the terse order. “What’s going on? Is that cop back?”

				“No. Just do whatever you have to do to stay out of sight. Tell Retta what I said. Tell her Daniel’s here. She’ll understand and she’ll help you. I’ll explain later,” Molly promised, giving the girl’s hand a reassuring squeeze. “Trust me. Everything’s going to be okay.”

				Kendra followed the direction of her gaze and spotted Daniel. “He’s a cop, too, isn’t he?” she said at once.

				“No, worse, in this instance. He’s with a social services agency.”

				Understanding and alarm immediately flared in Kendra’s eyes. “Then he’s here for me?”

				“More than likely.” She couldn’t imagine anything else that would have brought Daniel waltzing into her bar again, not after she’d made it clear that his presence here was unwelcome. “Just stay out of sight. I can handle Daniel Devaney.”

				When she was satisfied that Kendra was safely out of the bar, Molly strolled over to Daniel’s table, order pad in hand, a neutral expression firmly plastered on her face. She ignored the once-familiar jolt to her senses. She would play this cool for Kendra’s sake. If there hadn’t been so much at stake, Daniel could have starved to death before she’d have given him a second glance.

				“Fancy seeing you here,” she said. “I thought you preferred classier joints these days.”

				Daniel frowned at her. “I never said that.”

				“You never had to. Your disdain has always been evident.” And never more so than the night he’d declined to be a father to their child. Though he’d told her about his own father’s failings, she’d always believed that at least some of his reluctance had stemmed from an aversion to her choice to run her grandfather’s bar, rather than going off to some snooty college and pursuing some equally snooty career. Unlike his twin, Daniel was a snob in his fancy shirts with the monogrammed cuffs and his Italian leather loafers that were more suited to the streets of downtown Portland than the waterfront in Widow’s Cove. He was definitely no longer a small-town boy.

				He didn’t even flinch as her barb struck him. “Save the judgments. I didn’t come here to fight with you. Just bring me a cup of chowder, please.”

				Molly noted the order but didn’t budge. He was acting too blasted casual and innocent. Something besides chowder had brought Daniel into the bar. Given Joe Sutton’s recent departure, there was very little question in her mind that he was here because of Kendra.

				“In town to see your folks?”

				“No.”

				“If you’re looking for Patrick, he won’t be in till later,” she said casually, in an attempt to get him to show his hand.

				“I’m not looking for Patrick.”

				“Oh?” She sat down opposite him, sliding onto the booth’s bench until her knees brushed his. The little spark of awareness that shot through her was an unwelcome surprise, but she tried not to show it. She couldn’t control the sparks, but she could refuse to give him the satisfaction of seeing that his presence bothered her. Besides, there had been an answering spark of heat in his eyes. She could use that to her advantage, assuming she could manage to avoid choking on her own words. She had to try, though.

				“Then it’s my company you’ve come for? You have no idea how long I’ve been waiting to hear that one more time.” She dropped her voice provocatively and made herself add, “What can I do for you, Daniel? Have you decided you missed me after all this time? Want to pick things up where we left off?”

				He shook his head, clearly not taking her seriously. “As attractive as you make that offer sound, I’m here on business,” he retorted dryly.

				Molly stiffened, fighting the sting of hurt, even though the rejection was fully expected. “What business could you possibly have that involves me?”

				His gaze swept over her, lingering just long enough to make her toes curl, dammit.

				“That girl you’ve got hiding in the kitchen, for starters.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 2

				Daniel hadn’t expected his conversation with Molly to go smoothly. Given their past history, he was probably lucky she hadn’t hit him with a cast-iron skillet on sight. It was no more than he deserved after the way things had ended between them. Even so, he wasn’t expecting her to flat-out lie to his face and judging from her expression, that was clearly exactly what she was contemplating.

				“Well?” he prodded. “Cat got your tongue?”

				He had to give her credit. She didn’t even blink. In fact, she kept her eyes locked with his and managed a look of complete confusion. She never once glanced toward the kitchen.

				“What girl?” she asked with all the innocence of someone whose heart was genuinely pure.

				“You have a runaway working here,” he said flatly, vaguely disappointed in her for the lie. It would have been more like the Molly of old to throw the truth in his face and dare him to make something of it.

				Keeping his gaze on her face, he added, “Joe Sutton spotted her here earlier, and I saw her scurrying out through the kitchen when I came in. She’s thirteen, Molly. Shall I count the number of laws you’re violating by putting her to work in here?”

				She visibly bristled, bright patches of color staining her cheeks. “If I had anyone that young working here, they wouldn’t be serving alcohol. Nor am I running a sweatshop with child labor, Daniel, and you very well know it, so get off your high horse.”

				He reached in his pocket, pulled out the missing-child poster and slapped it on the table, carefully smoothing out the wrinkles. “Then you haven’t seen this girl?” he demanded, his gaze locked on Molly’s eyes, which always gave away her emotions. They were stormy now, but she didn’t even blink at the challenge. In fact, she glanced at the poster without so much as a flicker of recognition.

				Daniel bit back a sigh. She was good at lying. Damn good. She hadn’t been when they were together. Something always gave her away. Was she this good now because of what he’d done to her? Something inside him twisted at the possibility that he was responsible for the hard shell she wore so easily now.

				Her gaze never wavered as she said flatly, “Never seen her. What’s she done?”

				“She’s a runaway, Molly,” he explained patiently. “That’s plain from the poster, or didn’t you want to take a good long look at it? Were you afraid you might give yourself away if you had to read the fine print?”

				“Go to hell, Daniel,” she said, sliding from the booth. “I don’t have to listen to this from you.”

				He snagged her hand, felt her stiffen and tried to ignore the slam of regret that hit him. “Then let me see her.”

				“You want to go poking around in my kitchen or even in my apartment upstairs, you do that,” she said loudly enough to be heard in the next county. “I won’t try to stop you, but I won’t forgive you.” Her gaze swept over him, cold as ice. “Oh, wait, that’s right. I haven’t forgiven you for a lot of things, have I? I can just add this to the list.”

				Daniel wanted nothing more in that instant than to pull her into his arms and kiss her until the ice melted and she molded herself to him the way she once had. He wanted the heat and excitement and passion back, if not the complications.

				“Molly, this isn’t personal,” he said quietly.

				“Funny, it feels damn personal to me. You’re questioning my integrity.”

				“Only because I know what a soft touch you are when it comes to kids,” he said. “You’d hide that girl if you thought it was the right thing to do, especially if you thought it would also tick me off. I’m telling you, it’s not the right choice. She has a family. Think about them for a minute. Put yourself in their shoes. Their daughter’s missing and they’re scared. They’re worried to death about all the things that could happen to an innocent kid out on the streets alone.”

				A faint flicker of emotion in her eyes told him he’d hit his mark, but then her expression returned to that neutral, cool one that told him he’d lost his one chance at getting through to her. Maybe Joe would have had better luck with her. Her guard wouldn’t have been up with him. Her natural desire to defy Daniel wouldn’t have been a factor.

				“Like I said, you want to search the place, search,” she said.

				His gaze clashed with hers. “Do you think I won’t?”

				“No. I think you’ll do exactly what you want to do,” she said. “You always have.”

				He could have trusted her and let it go, could maybe have redeemed himself just a little in her eyes by walking out, but he turned and walked into the kitchen, because that was his job. Naturally, because of the commotion Molly had caused, the kitchen was empty except for the same cook who’d been working there for forty years. Though they’d once been friends, Retta could be as tight-lipped and taciturn as any female on earth with people she didn’t like. She gave Daniel a look that spoke volumes about what she thought of him, but gave nothing away about any kid who might be hiding in the pantry.

				“Have you seen a teenager in here?” he asked, even though he knew he was wasting his breath.

				Retta made an exaggerated show of looking around. “Room looks empty to me.”

				“And earlier? Was she in here ten minutes ago?”

				“I’m too busy cooking to keep track of people coming and going. In case you haven’t noticed, we’re packed out there. Molly’s doing a brisk business these days,” she said proudly.

				Daniel almost started to enjoy himself. Retta had an honest streak, and he could see that his questions were testing her innate desire to tell the truth. “Let’s concentrate on the kitchen, Retta. Are you admitting that people have been coming and going in here today?”

				“Did I say that?”

				“Sounded like it to me. Where’d she go, Retta?”

				She shrugged and stirred the chowder. “Like I said, I don’t pay attention to the comings and goings around here.” She frowned at him. “Come to think of it, I did take note of one person going.”

				“Oh?”

				“That was you, and you broke my baby’s heart.” The look she gave him was fierce. “Don’t go doing it again.”

				Daniel sighed. “I never meant to hurt her.”

				“But it happened just the same, didn’t it?” Retta said. “Now get on out of here. I have work to do and I can’t do it with the likes of you underfoot.”

				Daniel left, grateful to be away from Retta’s accusatory looks and harsh words. He deserved all she’d said and more, but that didn’t make it any easier to take.

				Molly was behind the bar, pretending to wipe off the already shiny surface, when he emerged from the kitchen.

				“Find anyone?” she inquired.

				“Just Retta, looking as pleasant as ever,” he admitted.

				“She doesn’t like you.”

				“She did once.”

				“So did I,” Molly retorted. “Times change.”

				Daniel kept his gaze steady. “Do you want to hash out our old news here and now, with everyone looking on?”

				Molly glanced around and evidently took note of the fascinated gazes turned their way. She shrugged. “Not particularly.”

				“Then give me your key.”

				She blinked at that. “What the hell do you want with my key?”

				“I’m going upstairs to look for the girl. Not ten minutes ago, you said you had no problem with that.”

				“Well, I do now. You’ll go upstairs over my dead body,” she said, standing defiantly in his path.

				His gaze never wavered. “Your choice.”

				The standoff lasted for what seemed like an eternity, but Molly clearly knew him well enough to realize that he wasn’t going to leave until he’d completed his search. She reached in her pocket, then slapped the key in his palm.

				“Have a ball,” she said sarcastically. “When you get to the bedroom, be sure to spend a few minutes reliving old times. Of course, things aren’t exactly the same. I’ve managed to rid the room of all traces of you.”

				He turned and stalked off before she could see that her jibe had hit home.

				Upstairs, he opened the door to her private quarters, then sucked in a deep breath as a million and one memories assailed him. He’d spent some of the happiest nights of his life in this apartment.

				It still bore the faint scent of Jess’s pipe tobacco, the more recent scent of Molly’s perfume. The carpet was worn bare in spots, and the overstuffed furniture had seen better days, but Molly had added touches that made the place feel cozy rather than shabby. There were fresh flowers in a vase on the table in the tiny kitchen, another vase beside the bed. There was a gallery of framed snapshots on her dresser, but the space where his had been was gathering dust. She’d tossed a bright red chenille spread across the back of the sofa and added a pile of pillows. A stack of well-worn paperbacks, mostly Louis L’Amour Westerns, still sat beside Jess’s favorite chair.

				Being here again, absorbing the atmosphere, made Daniel’s heart ache. The pain was deeper because he was here not by invitation, but because he’d intruded. His lack of trust today was just one more thing to be added to the list of his sins he was certain Molly kept in some mental notebook. He doubted there was enough time left in either of their lives for him to make amends.

				Worse, there was no sign of Kendra Morrow, so he’d alienated Molly yet again for no good reason. That didn’t mean he believed for one second that Kendra wasn’t around. He had caught a glimpse of her slipping into the kitchen when he’d first arrived—there wasn’t a doubt in his mind about that. If he’d brushed past Molly, he might have caught the girl, but he hadn’t. One of these days he’d try to figure out why. Maybe he’d hoped that, despite everything that had happened between them, Molly would be straight with him. Maybe he’d just wanted an excuse to keep coming around.

				But she hadn’t been straight with him and it was plain that she intended to make this a whole lot more difficult for all of them than it needed to be.

				“I’ll find her eventually,” he told Molly when he’d completed his fruitless search and joined her again in the bar. “Why not make it easier for everyone and cooperate? I’m not going to snatch her away from here. I just want to make sure she’s okay. She can stay with you until Joe and I check things out at her home.”

				Molly evidently didn’t buy the promise. She looked him straight in the eye and said, “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

				“Have it your way then,” Daniel said with a sigh. “I’ll be back.”

				“I’ll look forward to it.” She gave him a blatantly phony smile. “Does this mean you don’t want that chowder?”

				Daniel knew that was what she wanted. To be honest, leaving was what he wanted, too. Being around Molly under the best of conditions made him edgy, made him want her in a way that was so ridiculous it didn’t even bear thinking about. But because he never took the easy way out, he met her gaze and said evenly, “Of course I want the chowder. Isn’t it the best in Maine?”

				Her gaze narrowed. “We like to think so. I’ll get you a cup. Shall I fix it to go?”

				“I’ll have a bowl. And I think I’ll stick around awhile and see who turns up.”

				Molly frowned at him, but made no further comment as she headed into the kitchen, no doubt to warn Kendra to stay put wherever she was hiding out.

				When Molly finally returned, Daniel regarded her with amusement. “What took so long? Did you have to start from scratch? Maybe go out and dig some fresh clams?”

				“Nope,” she said cheerfully. “Had to find the arsenic.”

				Before he could comment on that, an expression of genuine relief spread across her face.

				“There’s your brother,” she said as if Patrick’s arrival were a good thing, rather than a complication. “I hope you two will play nice. It’s bad for business when there’s a brawl in here.”

				Daniel followed the direction of her gaze to where his twin brother stood perfectly still near the bar. Patrick looked as if he’d like nothing better than to flee, but he sucked in a deep breath, then crossed the room and slid into the booth. That, at least, was progress, Daniel thought. A year ago, Patrick would have acted on his first impulse and left. Their one attempt at making peace appeared to be holding, as long as it wasn’t tested too often.

				“I’ll get you a beer,” Molly said to Patrick, then gave his shoulder a squeeze.

				They sat there in silence until she’d returned with the drink, then hurried away again, clearly relieved to have someone else dealing with Daniel.

				“You look good,” Daniel said finally.

				“Being in love does that for a man,” Patrick said. “Maybe it’s time you tried it.” He waited a beat, cast a pointed look toward Molly, then added, “Again.”

				Daniel didn’t miss the significance of the comment or the look. He wasn’t going to get drawn into that particular discussion, not if he could help it. “Not likely,” he replied. “Too many bad examples all around me.”

				Patrick gave him a wry look. “So, how are the folks?”

				Daniel hadn’t expected him to be so direct. He answered in kind. “They miss you.”

				“The same way they missed Ryan, Sean and Michael?”

				“As a matter of fact, yes. I think not a day has gone by in more than twenty years that they haven’t missed our brothers. I think we suffered for that. What do you think caused all that resentment we never understood?”

				Patrick frowned. “I don’t think about it. Maybe you should get together again with Ryan, Sean and Michael and ask them if they feel any sort of pity for our parents. Trust me, they don’t.”

				“I don’t know. They seemed like reasonable men to me.”

				“Reasonable, yes,” Patrick agreed. “Not gullible.”

				“When are they coming back up here? Mom knows they were here for your wedding. I think it broke her heart that she didn’t get to catch at least a glimpse of them. I think she would have risked coming to the wedding uninvited, if it hadn’t been for Dad. She knew how it would upset him…and you. Maybe she should have, though. Maybe a confrontation then would have put an end to all this.”

				“I’m surprised you didn’t encourage her to do it.”

				“I might have, if you and I hadn’t just started to make peace. I didn’t want to risk that. I thought it was a first step. Only trouble is, we seem to be avoiding taking the next one.”

				Patrick sighed. “You’re right. As soon as I start thinking about the folks, I get this sick feeling in the pit of my stomach again.”

				“See them. Maybe it would go away. Seeing them for the first time is bound to be hard. It’ll get easier after that. Tell Ryan, Sean and Michael that, too. Ask them when they’re coming.”

				“I’m not going to push them,” Patrick said.

				“But you are in touch with them?”

				“Why not?” he said defensively, as if Daniel had implied disapproval. “I like them. They feel like, oh, I don’t know, family, maybe.”

				Daniel ignored the sarcasm. “I’m your family, too,” he said quietly. “Maybe it’s time you remembered that.”

				Patrick sighed again. “Okay, you’re right. I am the one who’s being a hard-ass, but you don’t make it easy, Daniel, not when you insist on acting as if the folks did nothing wrong.”

				“Dammit, I know what they did was wrong. So do they, if you get down to it. People make mistakes.”

				“This was a helluva lot more than a mistake,” Patrick countered heatedly. “They didn’t just forget to bring in the morning paper or leave an umbrella behind at the office. They forgot three sons and left them to fend for themselves in another state.”

				Daniel frowned. “Don’t you think I know that?”

				Patrick held up his hands. “Okay, let’s not go down this path again. Why are you here? I assume you didn’t come just to hassle me.”

				“Business.” When Patrick regarded him with blatant disbelief, Daniel explained about the runaway he believed was working for Molly. “Have you seen her?”

				Patrick’s expression remained perfectly neutral. “As far as I know, Molly waits on all the customers herself. Always has.”

				“And you wouldn’t tell me if that had changed, would you?” Daniel said.

				Patrick didn’t have to respond. It was clear that Daniel wasn’t going to get any more information from his brother than he had from Molly or Retta. It was as if they’d formed this tight little circle to keep him in the dark. He dropped the subject. An uneasy silence fell again, the kind that had driven him to stay away in the first place. It had been too painful after all the years when he and Patrick had shared everything.

				He regarded Patrick wearily. “When is this going to stop?”

				“What?”

				“The tension between us. I didn’t abandon anyone. The folks did, and we both know they regret it, that they’ve regretted it every day of their lives.”

				“I’ve told you this a million times, but I’ll say it once more. You’re not going to get me to feel sorry for them,” Patrick said bitterly. “They made a choice, dammit. It could just as easily have been us they left behind. Would you be so blasted forgiving if that had been the case?”

				“But it wasn’t the case,” Daniel reminded him. “They gave us a home and their love.”

				“At the expense of three other sons,” Patrick argued. “Have they bothered explaining why yet? Or have you even asked?” At Daniel’s silence, Patrick shook his head in apparent disgust. “Obviously not.”

				“Any explanations they have are owed to Ryan, Sean and Michael, assuming they even care at this late date.”

				“Oh, they care.”

				“Then why haven’t they set up a meeting? I thought they’d want to see the folks when they came up for your wedding, but when I suggested it after the ceremony, they backed off.”

				“Maybe because it’s not so easy working up the courage to confront the parents who abandoned you. Maybe because they’re afraid of what they’ll do when they see the sorry excuses for human beings who walked out on them.”

				Daniel understood his brother’s pain, but he wouldn’t listen to him bad-mouth two people who’d done their best for them, if not for their brothers. Kathleen and Connor Devaney were flawed. They weren’t monsters.

				“Watch it, Patrick. Those two people gave you life and their love for eighteen years. I won’t listen to you talk about them as if they’re the scum of the earth. They deserve more respect than that from you.”

				“Yeah, they gave us everything, all right,” Patrick said, his tone scathing. “But at what cost?”

				“It must be nice to be so perfect that you can pass judgment on other people’s mistakes,” Daniel retorted.

				Patrick gave him a hard look. “While we’re on the subject of mistakes, are you ever going to give Molly the apology she deserves?”

				The sudden shift caught Daniel off guard. He knew Patrick was protective of Molly, but he hadn’t expected his brother to call him on what had happened four years ago, not at this late date. “I tried. She doesn’t want to hear it,” Daniel said. “Besides, what good are words?”

				“Not much,” Patrick agreed. “But she deserves them anyway. She doesn’t deserve you coming in here and hassling her over some runaway. There’s too much history between the two of you. Next time, send someone else.”

				“There is no one else. It’s my job. I’m trying to make sure the girl is safe and gets back to her parents. The fact that Molly has chosen to get herself involved is an unfortunate coincidence.”

				“Maybe the girl’s parents are no better than ours,” Patrick countered. “Have you considered for one second that she might be better off here with Molly?”

				Daniel sighed heavily. “That’s not my decision to make, not without all the facts. And if we’re just going to go round and round in circles, I might as well get out of here. I’m probably wasting my breath, but I’ll ask anyway. Let me know if you see this Kendra Morrow, okay? Try to persuade Molly to get her to talk to me. And warn me if you hear that our brothers are planning to show up on Mom and Pop’s doorstep. I’m not sure Dad’s heart could take it. Do they know he’s had bypass surgery since they were here?”

				“I told them,” Patrick said tightly. “I doubt they’re going to come to the front door and shout, ‘Surprise!’ Not that I’d blame them if they did. Turnabout’s fair play and all that. It couldn’t be any more of a shock than what Mom and Pop did to them, letting them come home from school to find an empty apartment.”

				Daniel winced at the reminder. He didn’t like surprises any more than he thought his father’s health could tolerate them. “Give me a number. Let me contact them. When they’re ready, I’ll set up a meeting. That way you won’t have to be caught in the middle.”

				Patrick scowled at the suggestion. “I’d say this is their call…and mine, for that matter, Daniel. After all these years and everything that happened, I’d say they have the right to set the time and place. You don’t get to control it, the way you like to control everything else in your life.”

				Patrick set down his half-filled mug of beer, stood up, then leaned down to look Daniel directly in the eye. “While you’re at it, leave Molly alone. She’s a good woman and you’ve hurt her enough. If it were up to me, you’d pay through the nose for what you did to her, but she’s more generous than I am.”

				“If I’d known about the miscarriage, I would have been there that night,” Daniel said, knowing that even that wouldn’t have been enough. “You didn’t call me.”

				“Because you didn’t exactly step up to the plate when she told you she was pregnant,” Patrick reminded him, his accusatory gaze unrelenting. “You were the one responsible for putting her in the hospital in the first place. She didn’t want you there. And she doesn’t want you barging in here now. She sure as hell doesn’t deserve to have you harassing her with your suspicions. Either come back with a genuine apology for what you did back then and today, or stay the hell away from her.”

				“I can’t do that, not while she’s hiding Kendra Morrow,” Daniel replied. “I’m sorry, but I can’t.”

				“That’s right—the rules,” Patrick said, his eyes filled with scorn. “If it’s written down in black-and-white, you know what you have to do. When it comes to anything else—our folks, Molly, a baby—you don’t have a clue.”

				As Patrick left, Daniel stared after him, sorrow building in his chest. Dammit all, he’d tried to see both sides of this mess with their parents, but sometimes reason lost out to fury. Sometimes he could hate his parents for doing this to all of them. He wondered what his brother would say if he knew that.

				He glanced across the bar to where Molly stood, watching him with a wary gaze. He’d do as Patrick asked and steer clear of her, as well…as soon as she admitted that she was hiding a runaway somewhere on the premises.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 3

				Molly wanted to smash something, preferably over Daniel’s stubborn, hard head. Fortunately, he was gone…finally. And she was left with all sorts of contradictory emotions raging inside.

				She went into the kitchen and slammed a few pots and pans around, creating a satisfying cacophony of sound. When she was through, she looked up into Retta’s worried face.

				“You done now?” the cook asked.

				“For the moment,” Molly said, her expression sheepish as she faced the woman who’d worked for Jess for decades and served as a surrogate mother to her.

				“Daniel get under your skin?”

				“As if I’d let that man have any effect on me,” Molly said, then sighed at Retta’s disbelieving expression. “Okay, yes. He got under my skin, I’ll admit it. But only because he was being so pigheaded and arrogant. He came in here and accused me of hiding Kendra.”

				Retta grinned, clearly amused by her indignation. “Daniel wasn’t exactly wrong about that, you know. You are hiding the girl.”

				“Yes, but he didn’t know that, not for a fact,” she said, not willing to be swayed by logic. “As if he has any reason to distrust me. He’s the one who’s not trustworthy.”

				“Honey, Joe Sutton saw Kendra right here, and unless Daniel’s not as sharp as he once was, he saw her, too. He wasn’t lying about that,” Retta told her quietly. “He was already through the front door when you sent her flying through here and out the back door.”

				Molly frowned. “Are you saying I should have admitted that Kendra’s here and turned her over to him? I don’t know why she ran away, but I do know she’s scared about something and doesn’t want to go home.”

				“I’m just saying you can’t blame him for thinking you had her stowed away somewhere.”

				Because it was futile to continue arguing the point, Molly asked, “Where is Kendra, by the way?”

				“I sent her over to my place. Leslie Sue will keep her occupied till I give the word that it’s safe for her to come back. Want me to call over there now?”

				Molly nodded. “Make sure Leslie Sue comes back over here with her. If Kendra’s scared because of Daniel’s visit, she could take off. I need to talk to her. I have to get to the bottom of what drove her to run away from home in the first place. I told her she had a week, but it appears we’ve already run out of time. Daniel’s coming back, no question of that, and I need to prepare her for that, too. I can’t protect her if I don’t know the truth.”

				“You think she’ll tell you?”

				“No,” Molly admitted.

				“You could call her folks, tell ’em she’s safe,” Retta suggested.

				“I don’t know how to find them.”

				“You do know,” Retta corrected. “The name was plain as day on that poster Daniel was waving around.” She picked up a slip of paper from the counter. “I made a note of it right here. Got the phone number, too.”

				Molly hated it when anyone called her on an evasion. No one did it more often than Retta. She scowled at the woman who took pride in serving as her conscience. “I can’t betray Kendra like that.”

				“Well, honey, you’d better do something unless you want Daniel underfoot every time you turn around. The man’s not going to leave this alone, no matter how uncomfortable it makes either one of you. When it comes to those kids he looks out for, he’s like a pit bull. He doesn’t let go.”

				“I know that.”

				“Well, then.”

				“Fine. Call Kendra and get her back over here,” Molly said. The prospect of trying to pin the girl down was only minimally more appealing than trying to throw Daniel off track day after day after day.

				In the meantime, she went back to tend to her long-neglected customers. When she finished making her rounds, she found Alice Devaney sitting at the bar. Molly frowned at her best friend.

				“I imagine your husband sent you over here to find out if his brother had turned me into a basket case,” she said.

				“Patrick mentioned that Daniel had been here,” Alice admitted. “I figured out all on my own that it would probably be an uncomfortable meeting. Are you okay?”

				“I survived the first round, but there will be more unless I give him what he wants,” Molly told her.

				“Which is?”

				“He wants me to turn over the runaway who’s been staying here.”

				“I see. Are you sure you’re doing the girl any favors by hiding her?”

				“Don’t you start on me, too. She’s better off here than she would be on the streets,” Molly said defensively.

				“No doubt about it,” Alice agreed. “But maybe she’d be even better off at home.”

				“Or not. How can I be sure?”

				“Maybe this is one area where you can trust Daniel to know what’s right,” Alice suggested cautiously. “I know that goes against the grain with you, but he is the expert.”

				“At rules and regulations, not human beings.”

				Alice reached for her hand. “Molly, I’m sorry he hurt you so deeply, but it is his job to find and help runaways. From everything I’ve ever heard, he’s very good at it.”

				“I’m not letting him take another child away from me,” Molly retorted without thinking.

				Alice gasped. “What are you saying? When did Daniel take a child from you?”

				“Forget I said that,” Molly said at once. Patrick and Retta were the only two people other than herself and Daniel and the doctor at the local hospital who knew about the miscarriage. It wasn’t something she’d wanted spread around the small town of Widow’s Cove. She’d insisted that Patrick keep the details from his wife. After all, it had happened long before he and Alice had even met.

				“You can’t unring that bell,” Alice said forcefully. “I’m your best friend, or at least I like to think I’ve become your best friend since I came back to Widow’s Cove and married Patrick. You can tell me what happened.”

				Molly shook her head. “I don’t like talking about what an idiot I was.”

				“You could never be an idiot,” Alice said fiercely. “Come on, Molly. Spill it. You’ll feel better if you talk it out. I don’t imagine Patrick’s all that good at listening. His strong suit would be threatening to knock his brother’s teeth down his throat for hurting you.”

				Molly grinned. “He did offer once or twice. I turned him down, something I sincerely regret at the moment.”

				“Maybe you shouldn’t have. Maybe you’d both have felt better if Patrick had taken some action.”

				Molly stared at her in shock. “You’re advocating I let the two of them brawl?”

				“It might have helped them get back together if they’d worked off some of the anger that’s been between them for the past few years,” Alice said. She waved off the suggestion. “But they’re not the point. You are. Tell me what happened between you and Daniel, Molly. I haven’t pressed you on this before, but I think it’s time you told me.”

				Molly sighed, thinking back to her first big mistake. “I thought Daniel loved me.”

				“That’s not so awful,” Alice said. “Are you so sure he didn’t?”

				Molly weighed her options and concluded that she could use the advice of a woman who’d had her own struggles with a Devaney man and that complicated family history before finally winning Patrick’s heart.

				“Okay, here it is in a nutshell,” she said at last. “You know that Daniel and I were together for a while.”

				“I gathered that, yes. And I know it ended badly. You’ve made no secret of that.”

				Molly drew in a deep breath, then summed up what had happened in as few words as possible. “It ended because he went ballistic when I told him I was pregnant. The same night we argued, I had a miscarriage and lost the baby.”

				Tears promptly filled Alice’s eyes. “Oh, sweetie, I am so sorry. You must have been devastated.”

				“I survived,” Molly said grimly. “But I won’t let him take Kendra away from me, not unless we know for a fact that it’s the best thing for her. The kid is hurting. It’s not that I intend to keep her for myself, for heaven’s sake, but I do want to know why she left home before I send her back to the same situation she ran away from.”

				“Don’t confuse giving up Kendra with losing your baby,” Alice said gently. “The two things are not the same at all.”

				“Maybe not. I just know that Daniel’s involved in both of them,” Molly replied stubbornly.

				“Okay, what can I do to help?”

				Molly forced a smile. “Nothing that I can think of, unless you want to stand guard at the front door and keep him out of here.”

				“I doubt I’m much of a match for Daniel,” Alice said. “Anything else?”

				“No, and don’t worry about it. I’ll handle Daniel.”

				“You wouldn’t have to handle him if you’d just do as he’s asking and let him see Kendra. I’m sure the three of you could work this out.”

				Molly knew it was a reasonable suggestion, but if she was afraid of risking it, how could she convince Kendra to trust Daniel? “I’ll try to persuade her to talk to him,” Molly finally conceded, not even trying to hide her reluctance. “But I won’t force her to do it.”

				“Not good enough,” Alice said. “She’s thirteen. That’s too young to be making the kind of decisions that could affect the rest of her life. You’re the adult. You need to be smart about this, for her sake and your own.”

				It was good advice and Molly knew it. In fact, when Alice had gone and Kendra emerged from the kitchen, Molly led her directly upstairs where they could have some privacy.

				“Stay put,” she ordered. “You and I need to talk as soon as I serve another round of drinks.”

				Kendra’s eyes widened with alarm. “Am I in trouble? What did that guy say to you? I didn’t do anything wrong. I’m not wanted for anything. I didn’t knock over some convenience store. I never even shoplifted a candy bar. I swear it.”

				Molly’s heart promptly melted at the girl’s rush to defend herself. “I know that. But we do have to talk, okay?”

				Kendra nodded.

				“Watch TV or something till I come back. Whatever you do, don’t come back downstairs tonight.”

				“Is that man coming back?”

				“I doubt it,” she said, then felt compelled to add, “but Daniel’s unpredictable.” She’d learned that the hard way.

				* * *

				Even though he was feeling cranky and completely out of sorts, Daniel detoured past his parents’ house on his way home. He told himself he wasn’t going to go inside, not when he was still worked up by his conversation with Patrick and his war of words with Molly, but as soon as he saw that every light in the house was blazing, he changed his mind and pulled into the driveway. Checking on his parents had become a nightly ritual, one he couldn’t break so easily.

				Worried by all the lights, he ran up to the front door and let himself in, calling out for his mother and father as he entered.

				Inside, nothing more seemed out of the ordinary. The house was filled with the scent of dinner…pot roast, if he wasn’t mistaken. The TV was blaring from the living room, a testament to the fact that his father’s hearing was worsening, though he refused to admit it.

				Since he wasn’t up to competing with the evening news for his father’s attention, he wandered into the kitchen and found his mother just removing the roast from the oven. She jumped when he spoke to her.

				“Daniel Devaney, are you trying to scare ten years off my life?” she demanded, a hand pressed to her chest. A pink blush tinted her pale complexion and gave her more color than usual.

				“Sorry, Mom,” he said, grinning. “I thought you heard me come in. I yelled for you.”

				“Who could hear a thing over that racket from the TV?” She brushed a strand of still-black hair back from her face and studied him. “You look tired and worried. Can I fix you something to drink? Dinner will be ready in a few minutes. Will you be staying?”

				He shook his head. “I’ve already eaten. I had a bowl of chowder over at Jess’s.”

				Her blue eyes filled with curiosity. “Oh? What were you doing there?”

				“Business,” he said, but he could see that she didn’t believe him any more than Patrick had. “It’s true. Molly’s got a runaway hiding out over there.”

				“Seeing Molly must have been awkward for you,” she said, watching his face intently.

				“And then some,” he admitted. If she’d known the whole story, she would have realized just how awkward. He’d never told her the reason behind the long-ago breakup, most likely because he’d been too embarrassed and ashamed of his part in Molly’s miscarriage, to say nothing of the fact that he’d inadvertently left Patrick to deal with the fallout.

				“I don’t suppose…” she began wistfully, avoiding his gaze.

				He knew what she was asking. “Yes, Mom, I saw Patrick.”

				“How is he?” she asked. “Is he well? Is he happy? Was his wife there?”

				It made his heart clench to hear the eagerness in her voice. If Patrick had heard it, he’d never have been able to stay away as long as he had. “Alice wasn’t around, but he’s well and happy, I think. He still doesn’t say much to me.”

				“And that’s our fault, your father’s and mine,” she said with apparent regret. “I’m sorry for that, Daniel. You two were always so close. If I could change things, I would.”

				“You could tell him—tell both of us—why you and Dad left our brothers in Boston and brought us here with you.” It was the first time since the night he’d made the discovery that he’d put the question to her so bluntly.

				“How would that help?” she said, tears in her eyes. “It was so long ago. You were little more than babies.”

				“We could try to understand, at least. Mom, you are going to have to come up with answers sooner or later. Ryan, Sean and Michael will come here eventually, and they’ll insist on it. If you try to stonewall them, it will end any chance of a reconciliation for this family.”

				Her gaze turned toward the living room, and worry creased her brow. “Your father…he can’t cope with that, Daniel.”

				“He’ll have to,” Daniel said, his own gaze unrelenting for once. “You owe them, and us, an explanation. Maybe once all the secrets are out in the open, this family can finally start to heal. Don’t you want that?”

				“Of course I do, it’s just that your father feels so much guilt,” she said. “He blames himself for everything that happened, even though we made the decision together. You can’t possibly imagine how difficult it was, Daniel. No one can.”

				“Then tell us. Help us to make sense of it. I always thought you and Dad were such good, honorable people. Is it any wonder that this secret of yours took Patrick and me by surprise? What you did was so completely out of character.”

				She shook her head, as stubborn as all of the Devaneys. “It’s up to your father. He’s locked that part of our lives away, and I can’t go against his wishes.”

				“But you can talk to him, persuade him that talking about this is for the best. What you did back then is still having repercussions today.”

				“You said Ryan, Sean and Michael seemed happy and well-adjusted when you met them,” she said defiantly. “And Patrick’s married now, too. How bad can the repercussions be? They’ve all moved on with their lives. Some of them even have children of their own now.”

				“They moved on in spite of what happened, Mom. It’s not as if they made peace with it. And those children are your grandchildren. Don’t you want to do whatever you can to be a part of their lives?”

				“I’m sure your brothers would never allow that,” she said, her expression bleak.

				“But they might. Isn’t it worth taking a chance? And what about me? I’ve lost four brothers and the woman I loved because of what happened all those years ago.”

				She gasped at that. “What does you breaking up with Molly have to do with anything your father and I did nearly thirty years ago?”

				“It just does,” he said. “Take my word for it. The decision you and Dad made has cost all of us. Maybe it’s cost the two of you most of all.”

				“We’ve learned to live with our choice,” she told him, still not backing down.

				“And that means you have no regrets?” he asked bitterly.

				“Of course we have regrets. We’ve had regrets every day of our lives since we left Boston, but we can’t go back in time and undo what we did.”

				“You can’t undo it, but you can make it bearable for the rest of us.”

				She reached out to touch him, hesitated, then drew back. “Talking about it might make things worse. Have you considered that?”

				“How? How can the truth possibly be any worse than the explanations that each of us has been forced to consider? Were Ryan, Sean and Michael so unlovable? Or did you just draw straws and choose me and Patrick? Were we cuter than the others? Or less trouble? Maybe you meant to leave us behind, too, but we clung too tightly.”

				Tears were spilling down her cheeks as he spewed out all the questions that had tormented him, questions he knew that his brothers must have asked themselves a million and one times, as well. How could boys of nine, seven and five have been expected to cope with being abandoned? It would have been natural for them to have blamed themselves, to have grown up thinking they didn’t deserve to be loved. It was a miracle they’d opened their hearts to anyone.

				“Oh, Daniel, don’t do this,” she whispered. “Not to yourself. Not to us.”

				“Why not, Mom? You and Dad did it to us.” He pushed away from the table. “I’ve got to get out of here.”

				“Daniel, don’t leave. Not like this.”

				“I can’t stay.”

				“At least say hello to your father before you go,” she pleaded.

				“I can’t. If I do, I’ll say something I’ll regret.”

				He left through the kitchen door and went for a walk, too angry and upset to get behind the wheel of a car. Why couldn’t they see that their secrets were destroying their family? What could have driven them to make such a devastating decision all those years ago?

				As badly as he wanted answers, he knew that his brothers wanted them even more. They deserved them. He’d tried to warn his mother about that. One of these days, there was going to be a confrontation, and it was going to get ugly. And as much as he loved his parents, as much as he felt he owed them, he wasn’t sure he was going to be able to bring himself to mediate, to be the cool voice of reason in such a volatile situation. At that moment, if he had to choose sides, he was going to be on his brothers’. His parents were dead set on not giving him even the tiniest excuse to be on theirs.

				* * *

				Molly was bone weary by the time she climbed the stairs to her apartment. She’d meant to get away sooner, but the bar had been busy and Retta had been on her feet too long as it was. Molly hadn’t been able to ask her to fill in waiting on tables.

				When she opened the door to the apartment, the TV was on, but Kendra was sound asleep on the sofa, her dark lashes like smudges of soot on her pale cheeks. If Molly wasn’t mistaken, there were dried traces of tears there, as well.

				“Oh, Kendra, what’s going on with you?” she whispered as she pulled a blanket over the girl. “I can’t hide you forever, not with Daniel breathing down my neck.”

				Not that Molly minded the prospect of going a few rounds with Daniel. In fact, if there was some way she could turn his life into a living hell, she was all for it. It would be downright exhilarating.

				And maybe a little too much like the old days, she admitted honestly. That could be dangerous. She wasn’t over Daniel, not by a long shot. If she hadn’t already known that, the sparks flying between them this afternoon would have been a wake-up call. Anyone with any sense knew that hate was the flip side of love, that so much passion could turn on a dime into the opposite emotion. Hating Daniel was a habit, but so was loving him. It was easy enough to hate him deeply and thoroughly from a distance, but proximity had a way of confusing things. Hormones kicked in, and common sense flew straight out the window.

				So, she needed to get him back out of her life for her own protection. And the only way to do that was to resolve the situation with Kendra. Easier said than done.

				In just a couple of days the girl had stolen a piece of Molly’s heart. She was smart and full of life. She was eager to help, desperate for praise. She was all the things Molly had been when she’d come to live with her grandfather. Jess had been there for her, steady as a rock. Now it was her turn to do the same for another scared child.

				Resolved to stand by Kendra, no matter what, she went into her room and tried to see it as Daniel must have seen it earlier. Had he remembered the times they’d spent together in her bed? Had he noticed that his picture was no longer on her dresser?

				She reached into a nightstand drawer and found the photo, taken on a rocky cliff overlooking the Atlantic. His hair, normally so neatly trimmed to keep the natural curl tamed, had been caught by the wind and mussed. A navy sweater made his blue eyes seem even darker. And his smile…she sighed just looking at it. It was a heartbreaker of a smile, complete with devastating dimples and a flash of pure mischief in his eyes. This was the Daniel she’d fallen in love with, the one with his guard down and nary a rule book in sight.

				The Daniel who’d barged back into her life today was the hard professional without so much as a glint of humor in his eyes. When he was like that, it was easy enough to pretend that she’d never felt a thing for him. Of course, the pretense was just that, a lie to keep her safe.

				Her hand instinctively went to her belly, covering the empty womb where her child—hers and Daniel’s—should have been safe, should have grown until ready to face the world. She struggled against a flood of tears.

				“I am not shedding one more tear over that man,” she said staunchly. And she’d shed all she could over her lost child.

				But despite her intentions, the tears fell anyway. She sank onto the edge of the bed, still clutching the picture, mentally cursing herself for not having thrown it away years ago.

				A whisper of sound had her wiping her eyes before she faced Kendra, who was standing uncertainly in the bedroom doorway.

				“Are you okay?” the teen asked worriedly.

				“I’m just fine,” Molly reassured her, then patted the edge of the bed. “Come sit here for a minute.”

				Kendra sat next to her, keeping a careful distance between them. “I tried to wait up for you. I guess I fell asleep.”

				“That’s okay.”

				“We can talk now, if you want.”

				“Sweetie, I need to know why you ran away from home. That’s the only way I can help you.”

				“I can’t say,” Kendra said, her expression apologetic. “I’m sorry. You’re being real nice to me, but I can’t. It will ruin everything.”

				What an odd thing to say. Puzzled, Molly studied her. “What will it ruin?”

				“Can’t I just stay here a little longer, please? I’m helping Retta. She said I was doing good. She taught me to make chowder today, and the customers liked it. I heard them say so.”

				“You are good, and if it were just about a job, you could stay,” Molly told her. “But you have a home, Kendra. You have parents who are worried sick about you. I have to think about them, too.”

				“Is this just because you don’t want to keep fighting with that man who came today?”

				“No, it’s because I feel guilty standing between you and your parents when I don’t know what’s going on.” She tucked a finger under Kendra’s chin and forced the girl to meet her gaze. “What did they do that was so awful?”

				“It’s not what they did,” Kendra said at last. “It’s what they’re gonna do.”

				“I don’t understand.”

				“They’re going to send me away,” she said, barely choking back a sob. “I’m just saving them the trouble.”

				And before Molly could ask a single question, Kendra was out of the room and out of the apartment, thundering down the stairs and out into the night.

				Molly raced after her, then stopped when she got to the front door of Jess’s. Kendra was outside, but she hadn’t gone far. Molly pulled a chair over by the door and waited, leaving light from the bar spilling into the street. She wanted Kendra to know that when she was ready, this was one home she could come back to.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 4

				Daniel tried to spend as much time as possible burying himself in work. Even so, for the next few days he made it a point to stop at Jess’s at various times, and at least once a day. He hoped to catch a glimpse of Kendra, but mostly he wanted to keep Molly rattled and aware that he was not letting her off the hook. He hadn’t quite decided what time to show up today—probably around dinnertime, maybe not until just before closing when she’d be breathing a mistaken sigh of relief that he hadn’t turned up.

				In the meantime, he went out to do follow-ups on five cases, checking on at-risk kids to make sure that their situations at home were under control. The unseasonably hot temperatures could escalate tensions, and family members who’d been making positive progress could suddenly revert to old ways. He tried to show up unexpectedly often enough to make sure that didn’t happen.

				But as he went from home visit to home visit, he couldn’t shake the image of Molly from his head. Why the devil did she have to be so damned stubborn? Couldn’t she see that she was just prolonging the inevitable? Sooner or later he would talk to Kendra. It would be best if their first meeting wasn’t when he walked through the door with her parents. He liked to make sure such reunions went smoothly, but right now his back was to the wall, thanks to Molly.

				He picked up a tuna on rye and a can of soda from the vendor in the basement of his office building in Portland, then climbed the stairs to his office. He found Joe Sutton waiting for him, his feet propped on Daniel’s tidy desk, his chair tilted back precariously, his eyes closed. Though it was barely noon, he looked as rumpled as if he’d slept in his clothes.

				“About time you got back,” he said, startling awake when Daniel knocked his feet off the desk.

				“Some of us spend our days out in the field checking on clients,” Daniel said.

				Joe stared hopefully at the sandwich Daniel was unwrapping. “Is that tuna on rye?”

				Daniel sighed. Joe was notorious for always stealing whatever food was around. Apparently there was plenty to be found, because he was at least thirty pounds overweight. That didn’t mean he couldn’t move when he had to.

				“Here,” he said, handing the policeman half of his sandwich.

				“No chips?” Joe asked, disappointment etched in the lines on his face.

				“There’s a vending machine at the end of the hall. You’ll have to buy your own.”

				“It’s out. I already checked.”

				“Then you’re out of luck.”

				“So how’s the Morrow girl doing?” Joe asked Daniel as he chewed.

				“Haven’t seen her,” Daniel admitted.

				Joe’s eyes filled with surprise. “Why the hell not? It’s not like you to brush off a case.”

				“I’m not brushing it off, believe me. I’m at an impasse. A temporary impasse,” he corrected.

				“How so?”

				“Molly refuses to admit she’s there.”

				“She’s there. I saw her.”

				“I know that,” Daniel said. “I spotted her, too. But it’s as if the two of them have a sixth sense about when I’m going to walk through the door and, poof, Kendra vanishes out the back.”

				“Any idea why Molly’s lying to you?”

				“Because she thinks she’s helping Kendra. She’s not giving her up until she knows what’s going on back at the girl’s home. Have you made any progress on that front?”

				“I’ve poked around the neighborhood and Kendra’s school,” Joe said. “From everything I’ve seen and heard, they’re a model family. Mom’s a chemist. Dad’s a brilliant physicist. Everybody’s squeaky clean, as near as I can tell. The kid’s some sort of genius. She’s skipped a few grades.”

				“Which is probably why she’s been able to run circles around everyone who’s been looking for her,” Daniel concluded, then added, “with a little help from Molly, who’s no slouch when it comes to making up her own rules.”

				Joe studied him quizzically. “What’s that about?”

				“What?”

				“That edge in your voice when you mention Molly? I heard it the other day, too.”

				“Ancient history,” Daniel said, trying to make light of it.

				Even so, Joe reacted with dismay. “Why the hell didn’t you say something about having a relationship with Molly when I asked you to go over there? I thought you were just reacting to the fact that the kid was serving chowder in a bar.”

				“What would have been the point?” Daniel asked with a shrug “You needed someone to go to Widow’s Cove and check things out. That’s my job. Besides, whatever there was between Molly and me ended a long time ago.” Or at least it had, he acknowledged, silently, if you didn’t count his reaction to seeing her again.

				Joe shook his head. “There are other people in the department.”

				“But you came to me because Widow’s Cove is my turf. Come on, Joe, we’ve got more important things to worry about than my history with Molly Creighton. Are you ready to pick up Kendra?”

				“I’ve been thinking about it,” Joe said. “That’s what I ought to do. I ought to call her folks and say I’ve located their daughter and bring on the happy ending.”

				Daniel frowned, sensing the unspoken hesitation. “But you’re not going to do that, are you?”

				“No.”

				“Why not?”

				“Gut instinct. Good kids—smart kids—don’t take off from perfect parents just for the thrill of it. I want to know what’s going on. It’s got to be about more than them not letting her wear lipstick or go out on a date with some boy they disapprove of.”

				“The department could have your badge for not acting on this sooner.”

				“It’s not my case. And I haven’t actually seen Kendra Morrow close enough to ID her beyond a reasonable doubt,” Joe said. “Have you?”

				“No,” Daniel admitted. “But we both know it’s her.”

				“Do we really?” Joe pressed.

				“Come on, Joe, we’re breaking every rule in the book by not reuniting that kid with her family. You know that. Have you even spoken to the investigating officer and told him you think you’ve located her?”

				“I’ve told him. He’s willing to let me do some more digging.” Joe leaned forward, his expression intense. “What’s the goal here? Yours and mine? It’s to keep the kid safe, right? She’s not on the streets. She’s with Molly. She’s safe. We don’t know that she would be if we sent her home. I want to know that, in my gut, before I shake things up over in Widow’s Cove. I’m going to see the parents, see what my gut tells me about them. You keep trying to get close to the kid. Go around or through Molly, if you have to. Just see her.”

				Daniel chuckled. “You must not know Molly all that well if you think anybody goes ‘around’ or ‘through’ her. That doesn’t happen unless she wants it to.”

				“Want to switch roles? You can go talk to the parents, and I’ll work on Molly.”

				“No way,” Daniel said quickly. Too quickly.

				Joe gave him a knowing grin. “Didn’t think so. Guess that history’s not so ancient, after all.”

				“Go to hell.”

				“If I’m wrong about this and everything’s peachy keen with the Morrows, I probably will,” Joe said. “But every time I think I might be wrong, I take another look at that picture. That is one unhappy kid. Could be nothing more than hormones and teen angst, but I won’t rest until I know for sure.”

				Daniel trusted Joe’s instincts almost as much as he trusted his own. “Then let’s get to work,” he said, rising to his feet, his own half of the tuna sandwich still untouched. He could always eat at Jess’s.

				Joe grabbed the sandwich as they headed for the door. “No need to let this go to waste,” he explained.

				“You’re gonna owe me lunch when this case is over,” Daniel said.

				“Chowder at Jess’s?” Joe suggested slyly.

				Daniel shook his head. “I’m thinking a good steak at the fanciest restaurant here in town.”

				“Boy, you do have it bad for Molly, don’t you?”

				“Don’t be ridiculous.”

				“I’m never wrong about these things,” Joe insisted.

				“You’re a forty-year-old bachelor, for heaven’s sake.”

				Joe laughed. “How do you think I’ve stayed that way? Great instincts.”

				“Well, you’re wrong about this,” Daniel said defensively. “There’s nothing between Molly and me. Not anymore.”

				“Never said there was. I said you had it bad. I’d have to spend a little time around the two of you together to say how she feels.”

				“Trust me, she’s not interested in rekindling an old flame.”

				And much as he hated himself for giving a damn, the truth of that still stuck in Daniel’s craw.

				* * *

				Daniel was about to drive Molly right over the edge. He’d been appearing at the bar more regularly than customers who’d been coming in for years. Midmorning, lunchtime, dinnertime…she never knew when she was going to look up and see him sauntering through the door with that grim, determined expression on his handsome face.

				He’d been at it for a solid week now, and she was about to scream from the effort of being polite when what she actually wanted to do was throw a mug of beer in his smug face. At this very moment, he was sitting at the bar toying with the same soda he’d been pretending to drink for the past hour. He wouldn’t even touch a real drink.

				Molly braced herself and walked behind the bar. “Are you planning to move in? Given the amount of time you’re spending in here, I should charge you rent, since the cost of that soda hardly compensates for the space you’re occupying.”

				He leveled a look straight into her eyes. “You could get rid of me easily enough.”

				“Oh?”

				“All you have to do is produce Kendra Morrow and let me talk to her.”

				“Give it a rest, Daniel,” she said, grateful that she’d sent Kendra off for the day with Retta’s daughter. Leslie Sue had taken a liking to the girl, and Kendra enjoyed spending time helping her out baby-sitting several neighborhood children, especially since it meant avoiding Daniel’s impromptu visits to the bar.

				“I can’t give it a rest,” he told her.

				“Why not?” Molly asked plaintively. Lying to him was beginning to get to her. Honesty and trust were big issues to her, and Daniel knew it. She was violating her own sense of decency, and it didn’t matter that Daniel didn’t deserve any better from her.

				“Because she’s thirteen years old, Molly. She has a family.”

				“How much of a family could they be if she felt the need to run away from them?” She very nearly blurted what Kendra had told her, that her parents intended to send her away. Molly hadn’t been able to get the girl to say any more than that, but it was just the kind of thing that might make Daniel leap to Kendra’s defense. After all, who knew more about the anguish of kids being sent away by their parents?

				He met her gaze evenly. “Kids make some stupid decisions in the heat of the moment. This one could wind up with her getting hurt.”

				“That won’t happen,” Molly said, eyes blazing.

				“Because she has you to protect her?” he asked quietly.

				Too late, she saw the trap. So far she’d managed to avoid admitting that she’d ever seen Kendra, much less that she’d provided her with a safe haven. She’d kept their conversations about Kendra purely hypothetical, or at least she thought she had. All the lying was getting to be more and more complicated.

				She tried to dance around any admission. “Because she’s obviously a smart kid.”

				“How do you know that?” he pressed.

				“She must be, if she’s eluded you and Joe Sutton for all this time.”

				He gave her a wry look. “She’s had help doing that, though, hasn’t she?”

				Molly refused to look away. “I certainly hope so. All children should have someone willing to offer a helping hand when they need it.”

				“You’ll get no argument from me on that score. Usually that’s what I am, a helping hand. I could be that for Kendra, if you’d stop standing in the way.”

				He said it as if there wasn’t a doubt about Kendra being there, so apparently Molly wasn’t half the liar she’d tried to be. Given the number of opportunities she’d had lately to practice, she was bound to be better before this mess was cleared up.

				“I have a legal right and the experience to look out for her,” Daniel added. “You have nothing. In fact, quite the opposite. You’re interfering in a police matter.”

				Molly felt her temper kick in at his reasonable tone and at the suggestion that he could be relied on to be anyone’s help in a crisis. “I know all about your kind of help,” she snapped. “Believe me, wherever she is and whoever she’s with, she’s better off on her own.”

				Daniel actually winced at the cutting words. Molly hadn’t thought he could ever be wounded by anything she said, but it was apparent that he was. Not that she was going to take back her words or apologize for speaking the truth.

				“I’m sorry you believe that,” he said quietly. “I won’t hurt her, Molly, and I never meant to hurt you. I was trying to protect you.”

				“Is that what you call turning your back on your own baby and on the woman you claimed to love? Protection?” She could hear her voice climbing, so she turned aside before he could see the tears she was trying desperately to blink away.

				She heard him move and thanked heaven that he had the sensitivity for once to go and leave her in peace. But before she could even finish the thought, she felt his hand on her shoulder, gentle, comforting.

				“Molly, I’m sorry,” he said, his voice thick with emotion.

				When she finally risked looking at him, there was so much torment, so much emotion, in his eyes that it nearly stole her breath.

				“I really am sorry,” Daniel said, brushing awkwardly at the tear that slid down her cheek. He’d never been able to bear making her cry. “What I did was stupid and careless, but I honestly believed I was doing the right thing. I had no idea how it would turn out.”

				She sniffed. “It could hardly have had a happy ending now, could it?”

				“No, but I never thought you’d lose the baby. I never wanted that.” His hand cupped her chin. “Believe me. A part of me would have given anything for you to have my child, even if it meant watching him or her grow up from a distance. You would have been a wonderful mother.”

				Because she so desperately wanted to believe him, because a part of her wanted to block out the past and live in the moment, Molly brushed away his hand. “I can’t talk about this anymore. Go away, Daniel. If you ever cared anything at all for me, stay away.”

				“I can’t do that,” he said, a hint of regret in his voice.

				“Because of Kendra,” she concluded, resigned.

				He shook his head. “Not entirely. Because of you, too. I don’t want things between us to end like this.”

				She almost smiled at that. “Like this? Daniel, they ended years ago. This? This is a piece of cake compared to the way they ended then.”

				“Maybe they should never have ended at all.”

				She stared at him as if he’d started spouting French or some other incomprehensible language. “You can’t mean that.”

				He looked uncomfortable, as if he regretted saying it, but he wasn’t taking it back. She waited and waited, but he let the words hang in the air.

				Maybe they should never have ended at all.

				What was he thinking? Was he crazy? He was the one who’d ended it. He was the one who’d been so insistent that she and their baby would be better off without him. And now, when it was too late to matter, he was saying he’d gotten it all wrong?

				She gazed into his dark blue eyes and looked for the man she’d once loved, but she couldn’t find him. Didn’t want to find him. Not at this late date. It would make what had happened such a waste, even more tragic than it had been.

				“Leave, please,” she all but begged. “Just for tonight, go.”

				He lifted his hand, almost reached for her, then dropped it back to his side. “Good night, Molly.”

				“Goodbye, Daniel.”

				His lips curved slightly as he noted the hopeful distinction she’d made. “Not goodbye,” he said.

				After he’d gone, she sank onto a stool at the bar and rested her head on her arms. How was she supposed to get through day after day of having him around, deliberately goading her, trying to get under her skin, reminding her of what had once been between them?

				There was only one sure way to get rid of him. She would have to turn over Kendra. But that was not an option. Molly had made a promise and she intended to keep it, even if she lost her own sanity in the process.

				She lifted her head as Kendra quietly slipped onto the stool next to her. Her dark eyes studied Molly intently.

				Molly sighed. “I thought you were with Leslie Sue.”

				“I was, but it’s late. I came back. Seems to me like I got here just in the nick of time.”

				“Why would you say that?”

				“The guy was getting to you.”

				Molly frowned at her, refusing to admit what was obvious not only to her, but apparently even to a thirteen-year-old. “Daniel can’t get to me,” she insisted.

				“Yeah, right,” Kendra said, then fell silent.

				The silence stretched out for what seemed like an eternity before Kendra said, “Tell me about this Daniel Devaney.”

				Molly knew what she was really asking, but she said only, “He’s a child advocate for the state. That’s all you need to know.”

				“He’s not hanging around here just because of me,” Kendra said with confidence. “He’s got the hots for you. And it goes both ways, doesn’t it?”

				“Don’t be ridiculous!”

				“Not that I’m any expert,” Kendra said, ignoring her denial, “but it sure looked that way to me. You get all flushed when he’s around. And I saw that picture you were holding in your room the other night. It was him, wasn’t it? He’s the guy who hurt you, the one you never talked things out with.”

				“That doesn’t matter.”

				“Sure it does,” Kendra insisted. “If you two had a thing once, it’s no wonder he gets you all worked up.”

				“He gets me worked up because he makes me furious,” Molly retorted. “He thinks he knows everything. Have you forgotten that he’s looking for you? He wants to send you home.”

				Kendra paled, and Molly immediately felt guilty for reminding the girl of the threat that Daniel posed, when Kendra was thinking only of his effect on Molly.

				“Sweetie, do you want to talk to him?” she asked Kendra. “Maybe you could explain why you ran away. Tell him that your parents intend to send you away. Daniel would help. He wouldn’t make you go back, especially if your parents were about to abandon you. Believe me, he has some history that would make him very sympathetic to you.”

				Kendra’s expression set stubbornly. “He doesn’t look as if he’d be all that sympathetic. Besides, you just said he’s here to send me home. I’m not going, not ever.”

				“He’d only insist on it if it’s the right thing to do.” She met Kendra’s gaze. “Do you trust me?”

				Kendra nodded.

				“Okay, then. Here’s the honest truth,” she began, reassured by Alice’s expressed belief that this was the truth in her view, too. “Daniel Devaney and I have our issues, but when it comes to helping kids with their problems, he’s one of the best. No one’s better at defending a kid if the parents are being neglectful or mean. He knows what that’s like.”

				Kendra regarded her with shock. “His parents sent him away?”

				“No, that’s not exactly what happened, and it’s something he should tell you about, not me. But he will understand—I can promise you that.” She didn’t like giving Daniel credit for anything, but she’d seen him spend too many sleepless nights worrying about his cases not to believe that. That’s why his persistence now, as annoying as she found it, was both predictable and reassuring.

				Kendra nodded slowly. “Okay, I’ll think about it.”

				“You could tell me the rest of the story, and I could talk to him, if that would be easier.”

				Kendra shook her head. “You’ve been great. You’ve let me stay here and you haven’t asked any questions. Not too many, anyway.” Her eyes filled with tears. “I know you think I’m too young to be off on my own, but it’s better this way, believe me.” She swiped impatiently at the tears that spilled down her cheeks. “If I’m too much trouble, I can go. It’s just that this is the first place I’ve felt really safe since I left home. You and Retta and Leslie Sue, you’ve been like family.”

				“Oh, sweetie, you could never be too much trouble. I just want to do what’s right. Your parents have to be sick with worry. And you’re missing school.”

				“I’ve got books in my backpack. I don’t need some teacher to tell me what’s in ’em. Besides, if Mr. Devaney really knows I’m here, even though you haven’t admitted it, don’t you think my parents have been told I’m okay?” she asked.

				“I doubt it,” Molly replied. “Otherwise your folks would be demanding to see you.”

				Unless, of course, he and Joe Sutton knew more than they’d been letting on. Maybe that’s why they hadn’t made a major issue of Kendra’s continued—if unacknowledged—presence. They could easily have served Molly with a subpoena for harboring a missing minor or used some other legal tactic if they wanted to play hardball. There had to be some reason why they hadn’t. Whatever their reason was, Molly needed to know.

				Much as she hated the idea of getting drawn into this any more deeply with Daniel, maybe it was time she made an alliance with one of the men to protect this fragile young girl.

				Kendra was watching her intently. “What are you thinking?”

				“That maybe it’s time I got a little friendlier with the other camp.”

				“I don’t like the sound of that,” Kendra said worriedly. “What are you going to do?”

				“You know the expression ‘If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em?’”

				“Yeah, so?”

				Molly gave Kendra a jaunty, reassuring smile and declared, “I’m going to make Daniel Devaney and Joe Sutton my new best friends.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 5

				Molly intended to start her new plan by going to see Joe Sutton. After all, Joe was about as close to a neutral party in this mess as she was going to find. But when she called his office at police headquarters, she was told he was out for the day on an investigation.

				“If it’s an emergency, I can track him down,” the officer who’d answered his phone told her.

				“No, thanks. I’ll call back later if I need him,” she said.

				She hung up slowly and debated whether to wait for Joe or go to see Daniel instead. Because she didn’t like the nagging little voice in her head shouting that she was a coward, she decided to go to Daniel’s office. She wouldn’t call, though. She’d leave it up to fate whether or not she actually saw him.

				And in case fate was feeling particularly whimsical, maybe she ought to put on something fancier than what she wore to work every day. It always threw Daniel off-kilter when she dressed up, and she definitely wanted him off-kilter.

				Her wardrobe didn’t run to anything too dressy, but she did have a couple of power suits she could choose from when she had to meet with the town muckety-mucks for various permits. Used to seeing her in jeans and T-shirts, the officials were pretty much rendered speechless by the power suits. And the suits gave her a confidence she needed when she was away from her own turf.

				She had the choices tossed across her bed when Kendra wandered in, rubbing her eyes sleepily.

				“What’re you doing?” she asked Molly, flopping down on the bed and only accidentally avoiding the suits.

				“Picking out something to wear to see Daniel Devaney,” Molly said, studying the suits with a critical eye. One was teal blue and fairly sedate. One was drop-dead red and had a neckline that plunged daringly. She usually wore it with a prim white blouse to negate the sexy effect.

				Kendra, awake now, bounced off the bed and peered past her. “Red suit. No blouse,” she said without hesitation. “It’ll take him a week to get his tongue untangled.”

				Molly stared at her. “I’m not entirely sure that’s the effect I ought to be going for. I want to project friendliness and reliability, not seduction.”

				Kendra grinned. “Seduction’s always better.” She said it with the assurance of someone much older.

				“How on earth do you know that?” Molly asked.

				“I’m female and I’m smart.”

				“So am I, but I didn’t know that at thirteen.”

				“Maybe you weren’t as smart as I am,” the girl said, her expression suddenly turning oddly glum.

				Something in her tone alerted Molly that the conversation had suddenly turned serious, though for the life of her she couldn’t detect why being smart would be a problem.

				“How smart are we talking?” Molly probed carefully.

				Kendra shrugged.

				“Kendra?”

				“They say my IQ is off the charts, whatever that means. I don’t see the big deal.”

				“It’s something to be proud of,” Molly told her, though it was evident Kendra didn’t see it that way.

				“Yeah, I guess.”

				Another piece of the puzzle clicked into place for Molly. Not only did Kendra’s parents intend to send her away, but her friends at school were more than likely intimidated by her intelligence—assuming she actually had any friends other than kids who wanted to borrow her homework and have her help them cram for an upcoming exam.

				“Does that have anything to do with why you ran away?” Molly asked.

				“Never mind,” Kendra said, her expression pleading with Molly to let the subject drop. “We’re talking about you and that suit. Just wear the red one, okay? And I’ll fix your hair. That straight style is way too sixties.”

				Willing to let the girl’s reaction pass for now, Molly asked, “What do you know about the sixties?”

				“Duh! We studied it in history. Hippies. Free love. Vietnam demonstrations. Woodstock.”

				For some reason Molly had a lot of trouble thinking of the decade before she was born as being history quite as ancient as Kendra seemed to be implying. Still, it seemed as if that was yet another discussion it would be pointless to pursue.

				For the next hour Molly put herself in Kendra’s hands. The girl seemed to be getting a huge kick out of playing beauty shop with a real-life woman to fix up. When she was finished with Molly’s hair, she stood back and studied her with a critical gaze, then grinned.

				“Oh, yeah, Daniel Devaney isn’t going to know what hit him,” she concluded, then turned the mirror so Molly could finally get a glimpse of herself.

				“Oh, my God,” she whispered, stunned. She actually looked as if she’d stepped out of the pages of Vogue or some other high fashion magazine.

				The suit, which was dramatic enough with a blouse underneath, was a knockout with a hint of cleavage showing. The skirt was just short enough to make her legs look very long and slender. Kendra had adamantly tossed aside her flats and picked out her one pair of strappy summer heels.

				“Too bad there’s not time for a pedicure,” Kendra said, eyeing her critically. “You could use some red polish on your toes.”

				“I think we’ve gone far enough,” Molly said dryly, still overwhelmed by the swept-up hairdo with blond tendrils curling against her cheeks. She’d insisted that Kendra use a light hand with the makeup, but it was still more than she usually wore and her pale gray eyes stood out dramatically. Her lips looked soft, pouty and kissable.

				“Now, remember, the lipstick is the kind that won’t come off, so you can kiss him all you want,” Kendra told her.

				Molly scowled. “I am not going over to his office to make out with him. I’m going to poke around for information.”

				“Whatever,” Kendra said. “But you might as well use what you’ve got.” She grinned. “Let’s go show Retta.”

				They went downstairs and walked into the kitchen where the cook was already working on lunch. She took one glance at Molly and dropped the spoon she was using to stir the chowder.

				“Oh, my sweet girl, what have you done to yourself?” Retta asked, her eyes wide.

				Molly faltered. “Too much?”

				“Depends on what you’re after,” Retta said. “You want Daniel on his knees and weeping, I think you’ve got it just right.”

				“I want him talkative,” Molly insisted.

				Retta shook her head at that. “Doubt he’ll get a word out. Poor man. I’d like to be there when you walk through the door. He deserves to get hit with all you’ve got. Past time for him to realize what he lost the day he hurt you.”

				Molly’s enthusiasm for the makeover was slowly climbing. She wasn’t entirely sure the approach was right, but she felt good. She felt like a woman for the first time in a couple of years now. And who better to use to get her confidence back than Daniel? Not that this meeting had anything to do with her. It was all about Kendra, she reminded herself piously.

				Retta regarded her with concern. “You gonna be able to keep your head about you when that man starts drooling over you?”

				“Believe me, Daniel can’t get to me,” Molly replied firmly.

				“See to it that doesn’t change,” Retta said. “I’m not interested in picking up the pieces if that man hurts you again. This time I’ll just whip his sorry butt. I imagine Patrick will help me.”

				“Yes, the two of you are quite formidable,” Molly agreed wryly. “I’ll remind Daniel of that if he gets any crazy ideas.”

				“Oh, he’s gonna get ’em,” Retta said. “There’s not much question of that.”

				Molly sighed. “I guess I’d better go. I hope he’s in his office after we’ve gone to all this trouble.”

				“Maybe you should call,” Kendra said worriedly.

				“Nope. I want the element of surprise on my side,” Molly insisted.

				“Honey, we’re not talking surprise,” Retta said. “We’re talking shock. Once you’ve got him right where you want him and wheedled all that information out of him, you get right on back here and tell us every detail.”

				“That’s right,” Kendra added. “We want details.”

				Molly laughed at their enthusiasm. “I could always take pictures of his tongue hanging out.”

				Kendra looked around eagerly. “Where’s the camera?”

				“I was joking,” Molly said.

				“I’m not. I think I deserve a picture,” Kendra insisted. “I could put a before and after shot in a portfolio and be a great movie makeup artist someday.”

				Now there was a career for a girl with a self-proclaimed IQ that was off the charts, Molly thought. “Well, you can forget the pictures. Let’s try to remember why I’m going to see Daniel in the first place.”

				“To make the man crawl,” Retta said.

				“No,” Molly retorted, scowling at her impatiently. “To make friends, so he’ll keep us in the loop on Kendra’s situation.”

				Retta frowned. “Honey, if that’s all you want from the man, maybe you’d better put an apron over that outfit. No need to use flash and dazzle, when all you’re after is some itty-bitty fish. I thought you were hoping to catch yourself a shark.”

				Molly hesitated. “Think I could catch a shark, if that’s what I really wanted?” she asked, an annoyingly wistful note in her voice. She didn’t want Daniel back. She really didn’t. She just had to keep reminding herself of that.

				“Is it?” Retta asked, her expression suddenly fiercely protective. “Despite all those protests a minute ago, are you thinking of giving that man another chance?”

				“No,” she said at once, her resolve reinforced by Retta’s obvious dismay. “Of course not. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

				Retta nodded approvingly. “That’s better, then. You go along. Kendra and I will hold down the fort till you get back.”

				“Whatever you do, do not let Kendra serve alcohol,” Molly said.

				“You think I don’t know any better than that?” Retta retorted. “I kept you away from the taps all those years, didn’t I? Your grandfather always thought you looked real cute filling up an iced mug from one of those big old kegs.”

				Molly turned and went back to envelop the woman in a hug. “I love you, Retta.” And because she caught the wistful expression on Kendra’s face, she hugged her next. “Be good.”

				And then she went off to jump right into the tank with the biggest shark she knew.

				* * *

				Daniel looked up from the file he’d been going over for an afternoon court appearance to find Molly standing in the doorway of his office. For the first time he could ever remember, she looked uncertain. Maybe that was because she was dressed in an outfit that promptly sent his blood pressure soaring into the stratosphere. He swallowed hard and tried to pretend that he wasn’t getting aroused just looking at that low-cut neckline and that endless exposure of her long, slim legs. For her to go to this much trouble, she was after something. Too bad it wasn’t him.

				“What brings you to enemy territory?” he asked, fighting to keep his tone casual when he wanted to leap out of his chair and sweep her into his arms and devour her. That glossy lipstick she was wearing all but shouted for a man to kiss her senseless.

				She frowned. “Is that where I am, Daniel? Are you the enemy?” she asked bluntly.

				“I’m not yours,” he assured her.

				“And Kendra? Are you her enemy?”

				Her expression was so worried, her tone so serious, that he resisted the urge to smile. “We’ve been over this, Molly. I’d like to believe I could be the best friend she’s ever had, if only she’d trust me.”

				Molly inched into his office and sat gingerly on one of the hard wooden chairs opposite him. She started to cross her legs, saw the hem of her red skirt climb and kept her feet firmly planted on the floor instead. Too bad, Daniel thought with real regret.

				“Can she trust you? Can I?” she asked him.

				“Only if I know what she’s afraid of.” He studied her face. She’d done something new with her makeup, too. Her eyes, which he’d always thought beautiful, seemed bigger, the fringe of lashes darker and more dramatic. But right now her eyes were troubled. “Do you know what’s bothering her?” he asked. “Are you at least willing to admit to me that she’s hiding out at your place?”

				He could see the internal war she was waging over the direct question, but she finally made a decision. “Yes, she’s with me, but you’ve known that all along.”

				“I have,” he agreed. “But it’s nice to have you trust me enough to tell me.”

				“I don’t trust you, Daniel. Not entirely. But right now you’re all we’ve got. We need you on our side.”

				He noted that she’d deliberately formed an alliance between herself and Kendra. He was going to have to keep that in mind, however he chose to handle things.

				“Why did she run away, Molly? She must have told you by now.”

				To his surprise she shook her head. “She hasn’t said much, not really. I just know she’s terrified of going home. She flatly refuses to consider it. I tried to talk her into calling her folks to let them know she’s safe, but she’s refused to do that either.”

				He wasn’t entirely convinced that was the full extent of Molly’s knowledge, but he let it pass for now. “What’s your instinct telling you? Has she been abused?”

				“Not physically,” she said at once. “She was adamant about that.”

				“You asked?”

				“Of course, Daniel,” she said with a trace of impatience. “I want to get to the bottom of this as badly as you do.”

				“And you’re convinced she wasn’t lying?”

				“Not about that. I’m sure of it. She looked absolutely horrified that I’d even asked.”

				“There are all kinds of abuse,” he pointed out.

				“I’m aware of that. Hasn’t Joe discovered anything?”

				“He says that on the surface everything at home looks picture-perfect. She’s from a nice middle-class family. She’s the oldest. She’s always had straight As, gotten involved in a lot of activities, seems popular enough.”

				“Then why hasn’t he forced the issue?” Molly demanded. “You’ve both known she was with me for more than a week now. If things are so rosy at home, why haven’t the two of you swooped in to take her?”

				“Chalk it up to an abundance of caution.” Daniel met her gaze. “Because it doesn’t add up that a kid in that situation at that age would take off just for the thrill of it. There has to be a reason, at least one that seems valid enough to her. Joe’s with the parents today. Depending on what he uncovers, we could be at the end of the line unless Kendra can give us some real reason for not taking her back. Can you talk her into meeting with me? I promise I won’t pressure her. Maybe the three of us could have dinner, someplace away from the bar. Having you there might make her feel more comfortable. This is important, Molly. It can’t be put off.”

				Molly nodded. “Okay, I get that. When?”

				“Tonight, if possible. The sooner the better. Joe and I can’t sit on this much longer. He’s especially vulnerable because he’s ignoring the fact that he could get a missing kid back home again. Cops have been fired for less.”

				“Then why has he been taking the risk?” Molly asked. “Why have you?”

				Daniel met her gaze evenly. “Because, despite what you think, we both trust your instincts. I know you would never have allowed Kendra to stay if you didn’t believe in your heart that she was genuinely terrified of going back home. And Joe’s got instincts of his own. He’s checking them out. We’re all putting ourselves on the line to protect her, Molly, you included. If this blows up and anyone finds out you’ve knowingly been keeping us in the dark, you-know-what could hit the fan.”

				Molly regarded him with surprise. “You’ve let it ride because of me?”

				Daniel gave her a rueful smile. “Hey, don’t let it go to your head. I’ve always thought you had your good points.”

				She dramatically clutched a hand to her chest. “Be still my heart.”

				His expression sobered. “Molly, convince Kendra to meet with me this evening. It’s for the best.”

				“I’ll do what I can,” she promised.

				“Then I’ll pick you both up at six,” he said with confidence. And if it happened that she couldn’t talk Kendra into coming, having Molly all to himself wouldn’t be so bad, either. It might be the last chance they had to make peace before both of their lives were turned inside out over the actions they had—and hadn’t—taken to get Kendra Morrow back to her folks.

				“Hey, Molly,” he said as she headed for the door. She turned back. “Don’t change. I like the suit.”

				She grinned. “It was supposed to make me irresistible.”

				“You didn’t need the suit for that,” he said with total sincerity. “I guess some things never change.”

				* * *

				Molly’s heart was thumping so hard as she closed the door to Daniel’s office behind her that she was sure he must have heard it. So, she thought, the suit had done its job. And Daniel was solidly on Kendra’s side, or at least making all the right noises. She hoped she could trust him. She had to—they had no choice. Time was running out, and he was the expert. He could make sure the system was on Kendra’s side. He knew exactly which buttons to push with the proper authorities to keep Kendra safe.

				Too shaky to go straight home, she decided to detour by the elementary school. Classes hadn’t started again after spring break, but she knew she’d find Alice there, making preparations for her kindergarten students. She was the most conscientious, innovative teacher Molly had ever known.

				At Molly’s knock, Alice glanced up from the stack of brightly colored construction paper she was currently cutting into the shapes of spring flowers. When she caught her first glimpse of Molly, her mouth dropped open dramatically.

				“Well, well, well, let me guess,” she said. “You’ve just been to see Daniel.”

				Molly frowned. “How did you know?”

				“That outfit shouldn’t be wasted on anyone else. Did it do the trick?”

				“It didn’t render him tongue-tied,” she said, vaguely disappointed.

				“Devaneys are never tongue-tied,” Alice said. “Unless it has something to do with their own family history. Then they can clam up with the best of them. What were you really after with Daniel?”

				“I wanted him on Kendra’s side.”

				“And?”

				“I think he is, or at least that he wants to be.”

				“That’s good, then. Why don’t you seem more relieved?”

				“Alice, you know the system when it comes to child protection better than I do. Can Kendra be forced to go back home?”

				“She’s a minor. Of course she can, unless there’s a real danger for her there. Do you believe she’s in danger?”

				Molly considered the question. “Not the way you mean. I don’t get any sense at all that she’s afraid of her parents hurting her, not physically, but they have done something that has upset her.”

				“And you know what it is?” Alice guessed.

				She nodded. “At least I have some idea of part of it.”

				“Did you share that information with Daniel?”

				“I couldn’t. She told it to me in confidence.”

				“Would it make a difference?”

				“In court, I don’t know,” she said honestly. “But with Daniel it would. It would push all of his buttons. Should I have used it to make sure he fights harder?”

				Alice sat back with a sigh. “That would have meant breaking Kendra’s confidence, so no. How could you tell him under that circumstance? But you can encourage her to fill him in.”

				“I’ve tried, and I’m going to try to talk her into meeting with him tonight. He says time is running out. Pretty soon he and Joe aren’t going to be able to hold back the fact that they know where she is.”

				“Then why are you here talking to me? Go home and persuade Kendra that she has to trust Daniel.” She studied Molly intently. “Or did you really come here to talk about Kendra?”

				“Isn’t that what we’ve been discussing?”

				“Sure, but I’m thinking that you might really be here to talk about the fact that you’re beginning to have feelings for Daniel again and that you’re scared.”

				Molly wanted to deny it, but she couldn’t. “I never stopped having feelings for him,” she said edgily. “I just buried them. How could I possibly allow myself to be in love with a man who would turn his back on his own child? What kind of woman would that make me?”

				“Life is complicated,” Alice pointed out. “And love is the most complicated thing of all. You found out the hard way that the man you love has flaws. That doesn’t make him a bad person. That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t love him. It just means you have to weigh who he is against what you can live with.”

				Molly’s eyes filled with tears. “I wanted our baby so much. And I wanted Daniel to be happy about it.”

				“Well, of course you did,” Alice said, coming around the desk to hug her. “And down deep, I suspect Daniel did too. If there had been more time, he might have come around, but you lost the baby, and that robbed him of any chance to see things more clearly.”

				“Do you really think he might have?”

				“Yes,” Alice said with surprising confidence. “If he’s anything at all like Patrick—and I have every reason to believe he is, since they’re identical in every other way—then he would have come around. What the Devaneys did to all of their sons is downright criminal. They left some of them thinking they weren’t deserving of love, and they betrayed Daniel’s and Patrick’s trust by keeping a huge part of the past a secret from them. Imagine being eighteen before you found out you had three older siblings.”

				“Not exactly forgivable sins,” Molly commented.

				“No, but I’m convinced that if they’d all get together in one room and get everything out on the table once and for all, maybe things would be better.”

				“And everyone would live happily-ever-after?” Molly asked sarcastically.

				“Hopefully, yes,” Alice said defensively. “What’s wrong with wanting that?”

				“There’s nothing wrong with wanting it, but maybe there are some situations in which that is a totally unrealistic expectation,” Molly said.

				“I refuse to accept that.”

				“Are you still pestering Patrick about a reconciliation with his folks?”

				“Every chance I get,” Alice admitted.

				“And?”

				“He’s stopped telling me to mind my own damn business,” Alice said cheerfully. “I consider that progress.” She touched a hand to her stomach. “I intend to pull this off before our baby is born.”

				Molly’s mouth gaped. “You’re pregnant?”

				Alice’s cheeks turned bright pink. “I am.” She studied Molly worriedly. “Are you okay with that?”

				“Why on earth wouldn’t I be?” Molly asked. “I adore Patrick, and you’re going to be the best mother ever.”

				“But you—”

				Molly knew where she was going and cut her off. “Losing my baby doesn’t mean I can’t be happy for you.” She hesitated, then said honestly, “Okay, so I am a little jealous. I’ll get over it.”

				“You and Daniel could reconcile and—”

				“Don’t even go there,” Molly said sharply. The idea of another chance was too tempting to consider, not even for a moment. “Besides, the only child I can think about right now is Kendra. And I’d better get home and start pulling out every persuasive trick in the book to get her to agree to see Daniel tonight.”

				“Good luck with that,” Alice said. “And, sweetie, don’t be too quick to dismiss the possibility of getting back together with Daniel. I’m here to tell you that the Devaney twins might be a lot of trouble, but they are definitely worth it.”

				Molly grinned. “I believe that about Patrick. The jury’s still out on Daniel.”

				“I don’t know. One look in your eyes, and anyone with any perceptiveness at all can see that the verdict’s already in.”

				Molly sighed. “Then isn’t it a good thing that Daniel is not the most perceptive man in the universe?”

				“You sure about that? He had the good sense to see through that hard shell of yours and fall for you once, didn’t he?” Alice taunted.

				“Maybe so,” Molly admitted. “But I don’t believe in lightning striking the same place twice.”

				“If you stick around a minute,” Alice said, gesturing toward her bookshelf, “I’m pretty sure I can find the statistics to prove you wrong.”

				She probably could, too, which was why Molly had no intention of sticking around. Her opinion was keeping her safe for the moment. She definitely did not want to be confused by any contradictory facts.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 6

				“Have you lost your mind?” Patrick demanded the instant that Daniel answered his phone.

				“Nice to hear your voice, bro,” Daniel said wryly. He had a pretty good idea what the call was about, but he asked anyway. “What have I done now?”

				“Are you taking Molly to dinner tonight or not?”

				“That’s the plan,” Daniel said, not especially surprised by Patrick’s reaction. He wouldn’t have expected anything less than this evidence of his brother’s protectiveness toward Molly. “How did you find out? Did she tell you?”

				“No, she told Alice, who seems to find the prospect of you two getting back together very intriguing,” he said, an undisguised note of disgust in his voice. “Of course, she wasn’t here when you nearly destroyed Molly. If she had been, she’d be as bent out of shape over this development as I am.”

				“Patrick, I hate to tell you, but Molly’s a big girl,” Daniel said mildly. “She can have dinner with anyone she wants to.”

				“I know that, but does it have to be you? Dammit, Daniel, what were you thinking?”

				“Not that it’s any of your business, but I was thinking that I could get to the bottom of this mess with Kendra Morrow before the whole thing blows up in all our faces, Molly’s included.”

				Patrick sighed heavily. “Then this is strictly a business dinner?” he asked, his skepticism plain.

				Daniel thought of the impact Molly and her red suit had had on his libido. That pretty much ruled out an evening inspired by nothing more than business. If she wore that suit as requested, he’d have trouble keeping his mind on the reason for the dinner, no question about it.

				“Pretty much,” he said, choosing his words carefully.

				Patrick promptly seized on his evasiveness. “What the hell does that mean? Is it or isn’t it?”

				“If you’d seen the suit she had on when she came to see me today, you wouldn’t have to ask that.”

				“The red one?” Patrick asked, evidently familiar with the pure provocativeness of that particular suit. “She wore the red one?”

				“That’s the one.”

				“With a blouse, though, right? Please tell me she wore it with a blouse.”

				“No blouse.”

				“Oh, man,” Patrick said with a groan. “She’s apparently lost her mind, too.”

				“I will tell you this, if it’s any consolation,” Daniel said. “I really did arrange the dinner to talk about Kendra. And Kendra will be there to chaperone.”

				“Now there’s a comfort,” Patrick replied with an edge of sarcasm. “You’ve got a thirteen-year-old runaway who’s supposed to keep two apparently mentally unstable adults on the straight and narrow.”

				“Which one of us don’t you trust, Patrick? Me or Molly?”

				“If Molly’s wearing that red suit, I’ve got to say it’s a toss-up. I don’t think either one of you will use the sense God gave a duck. You never did when you were together the first time, or there wouldn’t have been a pregnancy.”

				Daniel laughed. He could imagine Molly’s indignation if she’d heard Patrick’s low opinion of her common sense. Where he was concerned, however, he figured his brother had nailed it. He hadn’t used a lot of brainpower when he and Molly had been together before. Then again, he’d never thought far enough ahead to imagine the impact a pregnancy might have. Once he’d been faced with the reality of it, all of his family’s past history had kicked in with a vengeance to make him gun-shy. Not that he intended to go over that yet again with his brother. Patrick wouldn’t buy Daniel’s defense of his actions any more now than he had back then.

				“Look, I’ve got a mountain of paperwork to plow through,” Daniel told him. “If you’re through being a worrywart, I ought to get back to it.”

				“Just one more thing,” Patrick said.

				“Oh?”

				“Hurt her again, and this time I will knock you into the next county, no matter how she pleads with me not to do it.”

				“Warning duly noted,” Daniel said. “And, Patrick, while I wish things had been different and Molly had turned to me that night, I’m glad she’s had you for a friend. You’ve been a good one.”

				Once his brother had hung up, Daniel sighed. He would spend the rest of his life cursing the fact that Molly had needed to turn to someone else for comfort and support because of him.

				The phone was barely back on the hook before it rang again. This time it was Joe Sutton, and Daniel could tell immediately that the news wasn’t good.

				“You saw the Morrows,” he said flatly.

				“I did. They’re fine, upstanding people. I didn’t get so much as a whisper of anything out of the ordinary. They have no idea why Kendra might have run away, and they’re beside themselves that she did. There is no reason I can see not to get the girl back home pronto and give them some peace of mind.”

				Daniel winced at that. If Joe was convinced, he had no reason to question it, but Kendra’s fear was real. Molly would have been able to see through it if it had been something the girl had made up or was dramatizing in some way.

				“Give me till morning,” he pleaded with Joe. “Can you do that?”

				“What’s going to change between now and tomorrow morning? Those people are going through hell worrying about their daughter. I felt guilty enough looking them in the eye and not admitting that I could take them straight to her. Any more delays and my goose is cooked. Yours, too.”

				“We’re both already in this up to our eyeballs,” Daniel pointed out. “Let’s at least go the extra mile. I convinced Molly to set up a meeting with Kendra and me tonight. If I can get her to open up, tell me her side of things, we’ll know for a fact that we’re doing the right thing. With what you’ve just told me, I can ask the right questions, push a little harder for the right answers.”

				“I don’t think Molly’s going to let you lean on Kendra,” Joe said dryly. “She’s a runaway, not a criminal.”

				“And I’m going in there tonight as a friend, not an authority figure.”

				“Are you going to try to persuade her to go home voluntarily?” Joe asked. “The last thing I want to have to do is come in there with sirens blaring and haul her out.”

				“You’re just worried Molly will ban you from the premises and you’ll be cut off from your chowder fix,” Daniel said.

				“No, believe it or not, I’m worried about traumatizing the girl.”

				“Then we’ll see to it that it doesn’t go down that way, okay?”

				“I’m heading over there at nine a.m.,” Joe said finally. “I’ll expect to find her ready, if not eager to go home.”

				“I’ll be right there with you,” Daniel promised. “Thanks, Joe. I know you’ve gone out on a limb for this kid. I’ll back you up in any way I have to.”

				Now he just had to convince Kendra and Molly that sending Kendra back home was for the best. He had no idea which of them was going to be the harder sell.

				* * *

				“You go,” Kendra insisted when Molly told her about the dinner plans. “I can stay home and read. I’ve got lots of books. I’ll be fine.”

				“You’re missing the point,” Molly said. “Daniel wants to get to know you.”

				“He wants to cross-examine me, you mean,” Kendra said knowingly. “Thanks but no thanks.”

				“It won’t be like that. I’ll see to it,” Molly promised.

				Kendra regarded her skeptically. “The way I see it, the man wants two things out of this dinner…answers from me and a chance to spend a little quality time with you. He ought to be happy with a batting average of five hundred.”

				Some men might be, but not Daniel. “I promised him I would persuade you to come,” Molly told her. “Sweetie, he could have turned you in by now, if that’s what he wanted—he or Joe Sutton, either one. They haven’t done it. That should tell you something. They both want what’s best for you.”

				“I suppose,” Kendra said with obvious skepticism.

				“What will it take to convince you that I’m right about this?”

				“Sworn statements that they’re not sending me back to my parents,” Kendra said without hesitation.

				“I don’t think you’re going to get that, not until you’ve given them valid reasons why you don’t want to go back there.”

				“Who gets to decide what’s valid?”

				“For now, they do. The court, if it comes to that.”

				“Now there’s a reassuring thought,” Kendra said. “Some judge who doesn’t know me or my parents gets to decide what’s best. Let’s see, the judge would be a grown-up. My folks are grown-ups. I’m a kid. I wonder which way this will go?”

				“I’m a grown-up and I’m on your side,” Molly pointed out. “And Daniel and Joe have been on your side, even without all the facts, right? If you believe what you’ve done is the right thing, give us a chance to help you prove it.”

				Kendra seemed to weigh Molly’s words for an eternity before finally nodding. “Okay, I’ll come, but I’m splitting if I don’t like the way things are going.”

				“Agreed,” Molly said with relief. She had not wanted to spend an entire evening alone with Daniel. The prospect of that scared her at least as much as the prospect of all those questions terrified Kendra.

				Downstairs, Molly filled Retta in on the plans and placed a call to her backup waitress and bartender. She wanted to be certain that nothing was left to chance now that Kendra had agreed to go along with meeting Daniel. Once satisfied that everything was in place, Molly called Daniel’s once-familiar number and tried not to react at the sound of his voice.

				“It’s me,” she said quietly.

				“Hey, you,” he said. “What’s up? Are we all set for this evening?”

				She could hear the smile in his voice and felt the familiar pang of yearning. “We’re set. Kendra’s skeptical about your motives and your intentions, but she’s agreed to have dinner with us.”

				“Then I’ll see you at six. How about pizza? All kids love pizza, right?”

				“So do you, as I recall.”

				“This is about putting Kendra at ease,” he insisted. “If I can get a pepperoni and mushroom pizza out of it for myself, so much the better.”

				“If we’re going to Giorgio’s, I’d better get upstairs and change,” she said. “The red suit will be a bit much.” She heard his sigh of disappointment with a sense of purely feminine satisfaction. “You did pick pizza,” she reminded him.

				“Obviously one more bit of evidence of just how big a fool I am,” he said. He could name one person who’d be pleased, though—his brother. Patrick had really hated the idea of him spending time with Molly while she was wearing that suit.

				“Daniel, this is going to be okay, right? You’re not leading me down some garden path intending to betray Kendra the first chance you get, are you? Joe’s not going to be lurking in the bushes to grab her, is he?”

				There was no mistaking his slight hesitation.

				“Daniel Devaney, you’d better tell me what’s going on, because if I find out that this is some kind of ploy, I’ll make you pay for it.”

				“It’s not a ploy,” he said at once. “But there has been a development. Joe saw the parents today. Everything checked out. He can’t find a single reason not to take Kendra back home.”

				“She’s scared,” Molly retorted, barely managing to keep a lid on her temper. “Isn’t that reason enough?”

				“Not unless she can explain why she’s scared,” he said quietly. “That’s what tonight is about, Molly. I swear to you that I’m going to give her a chance to tell me what’s going on. If it gives me something to work with, I can hold Joe off. He’s already given me till morning, which is more of a concession than we probably deserved. With the right ammunition, I can extend that.”

				“Or?” she asked, her heart in her throat. “What happens if Kendra doesn’t give you something you think justifies her staying away?”

				He hesitated, and she knew he was debating whether or not to trust her.

				“Joe comes by in the morning to pick her up,” he said finally.

				Molly groaned. “Dammit, Daniel, why did you have to go and tell me that?”

				“Because I don’t want there to be any secrets between us. This is too important. I want you to know that I trust you not to do anything crazy, like running off with her.”

				For one insane minute that was exactly what had popped into Molly’s head. She could pack up a few things and they could be gone in an hour. But she knew that Daniel would be on their trail in no time, as would Joe Sutton. They would be a whole lot better at tracking her down than she would be at evading them.

				“Once you’ve heard her out, you have to tell Kendra the truth about what’s going to happen next,” she said finally. “She has to be prepared.”

				“Only if you’ll promise to do everything in your power to assure that she’s there in the morning if we agree that Joe picking her up is the way to go,” he said. “The last thing any of us want is for Kendra to take off on her own again, right?”

				“Right,” she said emphatically. Molly would go with the teen before she would let that happen.

				“I’ll see you at six, then,” he said.

				“Daniel, why does life have to be so darned complicated?” she asked, unable to keep a wistful note out of her voice.

				“I wish I knew the answer to that. Maybe over dinner we can all come up with some way to keep it simple.”

				“Sounds like a tall order.”

				“But we’re smart people,” he said. “And from what I hear, Kendra’s a genius. Maybe she’ll be the one to show us the way.”

				“She already has. She ran away. Apparently we’re just not listening.”

				“I will listen,” Daniel promised. “Trust me, Molly. When it comes to kids in trouble, I always listen.”

				She knew that was true. Maybe that’s why it had been an even harder blow when he hadn’t listened to her pleas on behalf of one innocent baby who couldn’t speak for himself.

				* * *

				Knowing that Molly didn’t trust him made Daniel ache inside. He wanted to blame her for it, but he couldn’t. He had no one to blame but himself. He’d told her he loved her how many times? A thousand, maybe. But when she’d come to him on that fateful night, excitement and trepidation in her eyes as she’d told him about the baby, how had he demonstrated that love? By embracing her and the news? No. He’d rejected her and the baby, dismissing any possibility of becoming involved in parenting.

				Oh, he’d had his reasons. Good ones, for that matter, but they weren’t good enough. Any real man would have stepped up to the plate and accepted more than financial responsibility for his own child. In turning his back, he’d proved himself to be Connor Devaney’s son. It was a regret he’d live with the rest of his life.

				Sighing, he tried to get his attention back on his never-ending mountain of paperwork, but he couldn’t concentrate. He couldn’t fight the image of Molly in his head, fighting tears, her spine and shoulders rigid with pride as she’d turned and walked away. He’d stared after her, helpless, knowing what he should do, what he wanted to do, but lacking the courage to take the first step.

				And then she’d been gone, not just out of sight but out of his life, a door slamming shut between them as securely as if it had been the impenetrable door of Fort Knox. Not until he’d heard the lock click into place had he realized how much he’d lost—the woman he loved, his child, his future.

				The next day Patrick had told him about the miscarriage. It was one of the rare times since Patrick had left home when he’d initiated any conversation between them. He’d been all but trembling with outrage, his voice cold as he’d recited the bare facts about the trip to the hospital, then told Daniel in no uncertain terms to stay the hell away from Molly.

				“You’ve done enough, more than enough,” Patrick had told him. “I never thought I’d say this, not even after I moved out of the house and you stayed behind, but I’m ashamed to be your brother.”

				Even after all this time, Daniel could feel the words cutting through him, slicing his heart in two. He hadn’t fought back, hadn’t tried to explain. There were no acceptable excuses for what he’d done and they’d both known it.

				Not that he’d listened to Patrick, not about staying away from Molly. He’d waited a day, then gone to see her, wanting her to know how sorry he was. He hadn’t expected her forgiveness. He’d simply known that he owed her the apology. He hadn’t been surprised when she’d thrown it back in his face.

				Given all of that, it was little wonder that she couldn’t wholeheartedly get behind advising Kendra to trust him. That she’d even arranged the meeting was something of a miracle.

				He sighed when the phone rang, not in the mood to deal with a last-minute crisis.

				“Hello, Devaney,” he said curtly.

				“Daniel, it’s me.” Kathleen Devaney’s voice shook.

				“Mom? What’s wrong?” Something had to be. She never called him at work.

				“Do you think you could come by the house?”

				The uncertainty in her tone, the hint of a barely contained sob, scared him. He glanced at his watch. It was after five, less than an hour until he was supposed to pick up Kendra and Molly.

				“Is it Dad? Is he having a problem with his heart?”

				“No. It’s your…there are some people here. Please, Daniel. I wouldn’t ask if it weren’t important.”

				A million questions tore through his mind at once. Had his brothers shown up out of the blue despite his pleas to Patrick? That had to be it. He weighed his options. None of them were attractive. He could blow off his mother’s cry for help or he could call Molly and cancel, risking the fragile trust she and Kendra had in him. With a 9:00 a.m. deadline staring all of them in the face, postponement of tonight’s meeting carried all sorts of risks. Even so, he’d always been a dutiful son, even when it hadn’t been easy. He couldn’t fail his mother now.

				“I’ll see what I can do about rearranging my schedule,” he reassured his mother. “I should be there in ten minutes.”

				“Thank you.”

				He was already en route when he called Molly from his cell phone. “I need to postpone dinner,” he told her.

				“Just like that?” she asked incredulously. “I thought this was so important. I thought it had to be tonight.”

				“You’re right,” he admitted, never more aware of how impossible it was to struggle with divided loyalties. “It is important, but I just had a call from my mother. There’s some sort of emergency at the house. I’m on my way there now. If it’s something I can deal with in a few minutes, I’ll get back to you and we can still make dinner.”

				He thought of his fear that he was going to find his brothers there. “My hunch, though, is that it’s going to take longer. If it’s not too late when I’m through there, I’ll come by the bar and apologize to Kendra in person.”

				“And Joe Sutton? Can you put him off?”

				“I’ll work it out. I promise. Joe won’t show up until I’ve had a chance to meet with you and Kendra.”

				“Fine,” she said, her voice tight.

				“Molly, I won’t let you down,” he told her urgently. “I won’t. Mom said this is an emergency. I have to go.”

				She sighed. “Of course you do. I hope everything’s okay when you get there.”

				He imagined the hell that might be breaking loose if this involved his brothers. “So do I,” he said grimly. “So do I.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 7

				Molly slowly hung up the phone. She’d heard the genuine worry in Daniel’s voice and knew he wouldn’t be putting off this meeting with Kendra if there weren’t a very real crisis at home. Still, she wasn’t looking forward to trying to explain that to Kendra. The girl was suspicious enough. This would only reinforce her general distrust of adults, her belief that no one could be trusted to keep their word.

				“Who was that?” Kendra asked, regarding Molly warily.

				“Daniel,” Molly admitted. “Now, I don’t want you to get upset, but he’s had an emergency. He’s postponing dinner.”

				To her surprise, Kendra’s expression immediately brightened. “Good! Then we can go out, just you and me,” she said enthusiastically. “Who needs him?”

				“At the moment, you do,” Molly reminded her.

				“You’re not going to turn me over to that cop,” Kendra said with confidence. “You know I’ll just take off again if you try.”

				Molly tried to explain the position she was in, the position all the adults were in who were aware of Kendra’s presence in Widow’s Cove. “Sweetie, there are a lot of people who have to balance what’s best for you against your parents’ interests.”

				“Yeah, right. All they care about is protecting their own backsides in case my parents get mad at them.”

				“Is that what you think I’m doing?” Molly asked.

				Kendra had the grace to look chagrined. “No, not really.” Her chin jutted up defiantly. “But I’m not going back there. No one can make me.”

				“Actually, they can,” Molly said, fighting for patience. “But they won’t if you can give Daniel and Joe a valid reason why you shouldn’t have to go.”

				“Why can’t I just stay with you?” Kendra asked plaintively. “I could go to school here. My grades are real good, and I’ve been studying all along, so I could probably pass final exams in any classes, even if I haven’t been here all year. Then everything would be great.”

				“There are probably a million reasons why that won’t work,” Molly said with regret. “For starters, I’m not a relative. Nor am I licensed to be a foster parent. I run a bar and live upstairs. I’m single and—”

				“But you care what happens to me,” Kendra replied, cutting her off. “Isn’t that the most important thing?”

				“I’m sure your parents care about you, too.”

				“If they did, they wouldn’t be making me go away.”

				“Where, exactly, are they making you go?” Molly asked. Kendra made it sound as if they were sentencing her to hard labor. Molly couldn’t believe it was anything other than what her parents thought was best for her, though where that could be, she couldn’t imagine.

				“Away,” Kendra said flatly. “That’s all that matters. They’re sending me away and I don’t want to go.” She spun around and slid off the stool, then headed for the kitchen.

				“You can forget about dinner. I don’t want to go with you, either,” she said, flinging the words back at Molly.

				Molly stared after her and sighed. It was plain that Kendra wouldn’t answer any more questions on that particular topic. Molly had to wonder if she would be any more forthcoming with Daniel.

				In the meantime maybe Retta would have better luck probing for answers than she had had. Retta had always had a way of making Molly comfortable enough to talk about her innermost feelings, things she wouldn’t have dared to share with her grandfather. Maybe Retta could work the same sort of magic with Kendra.

				Molly had always heard that life with a teenage girl could be complicated. She was beginning to see the evidence of that firsthand. She could only pray that she wouldn’t do or say anything to make Kendra’s life—or her own—any more complicated.

				* * *

				Five minutes after ending his call to Molly, Daniel turned into his parents’ driveway. There was a fancy, unfamiliar SUV parked in front, along with Patrick’s easily recognizable pickup. As soon as he spotted the cars, Daniel’s heart began to beat harder. There was no longer any question in his mind about what he was going to find when he walked through the front door. The only question mark was just how bad it was going to be.

				He paused at the front door, drew in a deep breath, then stepped inside, expecting to be hit with a barrage of shouted recriminations. Instead, he was greeted with total silence. All those people and no one was making a sound? It didn’t make sense. In fact, it was downright eerie.

				He walked through the foyer to the living room, which they’d rarely used. It was kept spotless for company, not for use by rambunctious boys. Even after he and Patrick were older, the living room had remained off-limits, too stiffly formal to be inviting.

				Now there were four men seated awkwardly on the sofa, their expressions dark and forbidding. His mother perched on the edge of an uncomfortable but prized antique chair, her hands twisting nervously in her lap. Naturally his father was nowhere in sight. He’d probably taken off at the first sign of tension.

				Patrick glanced up when Daniel entered the room. “I imagine you were called in to save the day,” he said.

				Daniel ignored the barb and paused to give his mother’s shoulder a squeeze before crossing the room to greet his brothers.

				One by one the others stood and shook his hand. First Ryan, the oldest. Then Sean, and last of all Michael. There was no mistaking the fact that they were Devaneys. They had his father’s dark Irish looks, just as he and Patrick did. There was little of their mother in any of them, except for a slight softening around Ryan’s mouth when he smiled, which he wasn’t doing now, and in the paler blue of Michael’s eyes.

				Worried about his mother’s pallor, Daniel turned back to her. “Mom, why don’t you make one of your coffee cakes?” he suggested gently.

				When Ryan and Sean exchanged a glance, Daniel studied them curiously. “What?”

				“We’ve talked about those pecan coffee cakes,” Ryan explained. “We both remembered how our mother always baked them on special occasions.” He said it as if she weren’t in the room, as if she’d died long ago.

				Despite Ryan’s distant tone, their mother hesitated in the doorway, the first faint trace of a smile on her lips. Her eyes shone with an unmistakable wistfulness. “You remember that?”

				“I went out and bought one like it the first time Ryan came to see me,” Sean said, looking vaguely uncomfortable at the hint of sentimentality. “It felt right, somehow.”

				Daniel glanced at his mother, but her eyes were filled with tears, and she seemed incapable of speaking. He filled the silence. “She still bakes them for Easter and Christmas and birthday breakfasts, right, Patrick?” he said, hoping to draw his twin into the conversation.

				Patrick merely shrugged as if it were no big deal that a mere coffee cake stirred memories for all of them. Daniel realized there would be no help from him. In fact, Patrick looked as if he’d rather be anyplace else at that moment.

				“Are there other things you remember?” Daniel asked, looking from one brother to another, hoping to encourage more happy memories.

				“Her spaghetti,” Sean supplied, though he didn’t look especially happy to be sharing that. “My wife’s boss makes sauce that’s almost as good, but there’s something missing.”

				“A spoonful of sugar, I imagine,” their mother said shyly. “It’s a secret I learned from my mother.”

				Daniel turned to Michael, who’d remained silent. “Is there anything you remember?”

				His expression still hard, Michael looked from Daniel to his mother and back again. “Being left behind,” he said harshly.

				Daniel hadn’t expected the blow to come from Michael. When they’d first met, he’d had the impression that Michael remembered the least from the past, and that his foster family, the Havilceks, had made the intervening years good ones.

				Tears welled up in his mother’s eyes. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, her anguished gaze on Michael. “You’ll never know how sorry.”

				Daniel regarded his brother angrily. “Is that what you came for, Michael? All of you? Are you only interested in hurting her? In making her and Dad pay for what they did?”

				“I think we have a right to be angry,” Ryan said quietly.

				“Damn straight they do,” Patrick said heatedly. “Stay out of it, Daniel.”

				But he couldn’t. He saw the torment on his mother’s face, and he couldn’t allow them to continue with a barrage of accusations that would accomplish nothing. He turned back to his mother with a forced smile. If the issues between them were ever to be resolved, they had to talk without bitterness, openly and honestly. He could see that wasn’t likely right now, not when things had gotten off to such a rocky start.

				“Mom, go on and bake the coffee cake,” he told her. “Give me a few minutes with Ryan, Sean and Michael.”

				Patrick was on his feet at once. “Stop protecting her.”

				“Your brother’s right,” she told Daniel gently. “I don’t deserve your protection.”

				“Well, you have it, anyway,” Daniel said. “I won’t let them come in here and hurt you.”

				“They’re entitled to their say,” she said.

				“In a minute,” he said flatly. “After we’ve talked. Please, Mom, leave us alone.”

				She started to leave, then turned back, her gaze on Ryan. “It’s been so long,” she whispered, her voice shaky. “You won’t leave, will you? Not right away.”

				“Not without saying goodbye,” he promised.

				She nodded, apparently satisfied that she could rely on the word of her eldest son, then left the room.

				As soon as he was certain she was out of earshot, Daniel whirled on his brothers. “How dare you come into her home and badger her like this? I thought you were going to give me some advance notice, let me smooth the way.” He focused on Patrick. “Didn’t I talk to you a couple of hours ago? Why didn’t you warn me?”

				“Not that it matters, but I didn’t know about the visit till they showed up at my house,” Patrick retorted. “I already knew about your plans for the evening, so I didn’t bother to call. I should have guessed that Mom would run to you the second we showed up.”

				“It’s not as if she has anyone else she can turn to,” Daniel said. “Dammit, Patrick, you should be more sensitive. We talked about this.”

				“Yeah, well, how dare you try to stop them from saying what’s on their minds?” Patrick replied. “How the hell do you expect to smooth this over, Daniel? Platitudes and apologies aren’t enough, not by a long shot.”

				Ryan stepped between them, one hand on Patrick’s shoulder. “Cool it, you two. There’s no need for you to be fighting because of us.”

				“There’s every reason,” Patrick insisted, clearly aligning himself with the brothers who’d been abandoned. “Daniel refuses to acknowledge that what our parents did was wrong. If it were up to him, he’d sweep all those years under the carpet. Well, I’ll say it if he won’t. What they did was unconscionable. It can’t be ignored or prettied up.” He scowled at Daniel. “You, of all people, have to know that. You deal with abandoned kids all the time. Our parents did that to Ryan, Sean and Michael, our brothers. How can you defend them?”

				Patrick looked as if he wanted to take a swing at Daniel. Daniel would have done nothing to prevent it, but once again Ryan put his hand on Patrick’s shoulder.

				“It’s okay,” Ryan said.

				Patrick shrugged off the contact. “It’s not okay. Not what they did to you back then. Not what Daniel’s trying to do now. I’m out of here. The rest of you can do whatever the hell you want.”

				The tension in the room was thick enough to cut as Patrick stormed out. Daniel tried to find the words to make things right, but there were none. None at all.

				“I’m going to check on Mom,” he said finally. He looked at Ryan. “Will you be here when I get back?”

				“I promised that I wouldn’t leave without saying goodbye,” he said, glancing at the others for confirmation that they would go along with that. They nodded curtly, clearly reluctant to stay but unwilling to break Ryan’s promise.

				“Then give me a few minutes. Patrick’s right about one thing. I think it’s important for all of us to get past this.”

				Ryan regarded him with a shuttered expression. “I honestly don’t know how that’s possible. I’m not sure what I was expecting when we came here, but I don’t think I’ll find it. Seeing her again…” His voice trailed off. “It just brought all of it slamming back into me.”

				“Me, too,” Sean said, his expression grim. “I guess I’d hoped that it would be different once we’d seen her, but it just makes the pain that much worse. We’re not blaming you, Daniel. You had no part in any of this.”

				Daniel sighed heavily and glanced at Michael, who looked no happier than the others. Daniel could understand his brothers’ reservations. He had a million of his own. “Please don’t rule out giving them another chance,” he said quietly, then went to see how their mother was holding up.

				He found her in the kitchen, her coffee cake ingredients spread across the kitchen table, her hands idle, her eyes distant. It was evident that she was lost in memories, none of them happy.

				She looked up when he came into the room. “Are they still here?” she asked anxiously.

				“They’re waiting to say goodbye.”

				She stared at Daniel helplessly. “I don’t know what to say to them. How can I explain what their father and I did all those years ago?”

				“Speaking of Dad, where is he?”

				“He’d gone out earlier, thank the Lord. I don’t think he could have handled this.”

				“Then he doesn’t know they’re here?”

				She shook her head.

				“When is he due back?”

				“Not for a while yet.”

				“Mom, maybe you should go back in there and say goodbye for now. We can arrange another time to meet. You and Dad can talk over how you want to handle it, what you want to tell them.”

				She gave him a sad look. “They don’t deserve anything less than the truth.”

				Daniel squeezed her hand. “Then that’s what you’ll tell them, but not today. I think you’ve been through enough, having them turn up here unexpectedly like this.”

				She touched his cheek. “You always want things to turn out for the best for everyone, but sometimes that’s not possible, Daniel. There would never be an easy way or a right way to do this. And I’m not entitled to any compassion from those three men in there. They’re my sons, just as you are, and I turned my back on them and walked away. It wasn’t easy and it wasn’t what I wanted, but I did it because your father insisted it was the only thing to do. I can hardly bear to look them in the eye and see the pain your father and I caused them.”

				She visibly drew herself together and stood up. “But I will face them. And I will answer their questions. I owe them that.”

				“Not today,” Daniel insisted. “You’ve been through enough for today.”

				“They’ve been through more,” she said with quiet resolve.

				Daniel watched her walk slowly back into the living room, never prouder of her than he was at that moment.

				But when they got there, only Ryan was waiting. He was on his feet, staring out the window. He turned slowly.

				“The others are waiting outside, but I didn’t want to go back on my promise. I’ll say goodbye now.”

				Kathleen Devaney’s step faltered, and she reached for Daniel’s hand, her gaze on Ryan. “But you will come back, all of you?”

				Ryan’s gaze remained steady and unflinching. “I honestly don’t know. I’m not sure I see the point.”

				She reached for him, then her hand fell back. “Please, you must. You’ve come this far. I know the answers must be very important to you. Come back tomorrow or next week. Whenever you’re ready. I’ll tell you whatever you want to know. You should see your father, too. He should see what fine young men you’ve turned out to be, despite what happened.”

				“I’ll try,” Ryan said, his tone even more noncommittal than his words. “Sean and Michael say they’re through.”

				“Try to change their minds,” she pleaded urgently. “It used to be they would listen to anything you said.”

				Ryan sighed. “That was a long time ago. For a lot of years, while we were apart, they blamed me for the separation almost as much as they blamed you and Dad.”

				She looked genuinely shocked by that. “How could they? You were a boy.”

				“It’s not a rational reaction,” Ryan said. “It’s the reaction of two scared little boys who were abandoned by their parents, then separated from their big brother. They were sure there had to be something I could have done to keep us together at least.”

				Daniel tried not to feel the anguish his brothers had felt all those years ago, but it ate at his gut. He’d seen it too often in other frightened children who were facing an uncertain future. He’d seen it in Kendra Morrow’s haunted eyes.

				His mother was right. He spent his life trying to find happy endings for kids like that. He wanted one now, even though it was years and years too late. He wanted it for his brothers, even for his parents. They needed this as much as Ryan, Sean, Michael and Patrick did. As much as he did. They all needed to find peace, so they could move on.

				“Ryan, they still look up to you. I saw it the first time we met on Patrick’s boat. You can get them back here again,” Daniel told him.

				Ryan looked from Daniel to his mother, then back again. “I’ll do the best I can,” he promised. “If I can convince them to stay over, I’ll call to set a time. If you don’t hear anything, it’s because they’re determined to go back to Boston.”

				“Thank you for being willing to try,” their mother said, her relief evident. “And, Ryan, I probably have no right to say this, and it might not even matter to you, but not a day has gone by that I haven’t thought of all of you and prayed for you. You deserved better.”

				Ryan’s gaze never wavered. “Yes, we did.”

				And then he was gone, and Daniel was left to deal with his mother’s tears.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 8

				It was nearly midnight and the bar was empty as Molly wiped down the tables and put the chairs back into place, then gave the floor a more thorough scrubbing than usual. There was something comforting about the routine of it in the midst of the turmoil her life had become.

				Kendra had gone to bed two hours earlier, still disgruntled over their earlier argument. Despite Molly’s attempts to persuade the sulky adolescent, she’d continued to refuse to go out for pizza and had spent most of the evening in the kitchen with Retta, as uncommunicative with her as she had been with Molly.

				Usually by now Molly would have gone upstairs herself, but she was feeling restless. She couldn’t seem to stop wondering what had happened to Daniel. What sort of emergency had there been that had caused him to cancel an important first meeting with Kendra, especially with Joe’s deadline looming over them? And why hadn’t she at least heard from him by now? Surely the crisis couldn’t have lasted this long…unless someone was seriously ill.

				She made herself a glass of iced tea and sat at the bar, idly stirring in sugar, her thoughts a jumble. Maybe she should stop counting on Daniel to come up with a solution for Kendra and take matters into her own hands. There was still time before morning to bolt. They could be a few hours ahead of any search. Maybe that was all the edge they’d need.

				“Don’t even think about it.”

				The sound of Daniel’s voice right behind her startled her so badly, she knocked her tea all over the just-mopped floor. She whirled around and scowled at him.

				“Look at what you made me do,” she snapped, going behind the bar to get a rag to mop up the mess and to put some distance between herself and Daniel.

				He gave her a knowing, unapologetic look. “I wouldn’t have startled you if you hadn’t been trying to formulate a sneaky plan to take Kendra and make a break for it.”

				“I was not,” she denied, though she could feel the heat of a blush climbing into her cheeks at the blatant lie.

				“Oh, please. I might have been teasing, but your guilty conscience was written all over your face the second you heard my voice,” Daniel said. “You’ve never been good at lying, Molly. Don’t start trying it now.”

				“You startled me,” she insisted, not giving up. “I thought I’d locked the door against unwelcome intruders.”

				Daniel grinned. “Well, you hadn’t, which meant you were still expecting me, whether you care to admit it or not.” His expression suddenly faltered. He looked bone-deep weary. “May I stay?”

				She regarded him with surprise. “You’re actually asking my permission?”

				He shrugged. “For a change. Consider it a peace offering.”

				She heard a rare note of uncertainty in his voice and saw the additional evidence of exhaustion and strain in his eyes. She put aside her damp cloth and gestured toward a stool. “Sit. What can I get you? You look as if you could use a drink.”

				“Decaf coffee if you have it.”

				Molly grinned at his idea of a pick-me-up. “It’ll just take a minute,” she said. “You’d probably sleep better if you had a beer.”

				He shook his head as he slid onto a stool at the bar. “I don’t drink, not when I’m feeling like this. I don’t want to risk it becoming a habit.”

				She cocked an eyebrow at him as she turned on the coffeemaker and scooped in the decaf coffee grounds. “Is that it? Or are you really afraid of losing control, especially around me?”

				He frowned at her observation. “Why do you ask that?”

				“Because you’re the kind of guy who likes to weigh all the options, chart out a very precise course and then stick to it.” She patted his hand. “That’s okay. There are a lot of people like that in the world.”

				“But you’re not one of them,” he said.

				“Lord, I hope not. I like surprises.”

				His gaze caught hers, held. “Oh, really?” he said, his voice filled with a challenge.

				Before Molly realized his intention, he caught her chin in his hand, leaned across the bar and kissed her. It was a glancing kiss that barely touched her lips, but the shock of it sizzled straight through her. Memories tangled with the present, making her knees weak and her resistance weaker.

				“That kind of surprise?” he asked, his voice husky, the dare in it still there to taunt her.

				“For starters,” she said, reaching for him and settling her mouth on his again.

				She swept her tongue across the seam of his lips, heard the low moan deep in his throat, and then the kiss turned dark and dangerous and demanding. It was the kind of kiss she’d been craving since the moment they’d parted, all consuming and so hot it set her on fire. It had surprised her back then that Daniel Devaney could be the one to provide such a devastating kiss. Now it shocked her that he still could. She hadn’t wanted that. She hadn’t wanted the embers of her love for him to flare to life so readily.

				Or had she? Wasn’t this the anticipated ending of the dance they’d been doing for days now? Hadn’t she been testing him? Testing herself?

				Oh, what the hell, she thought. Enjoy the moment. She made herself stop thinking at all and gave herself completely to the wonder of having Daniel’s mouth on hers again, of having his breath mingling with hers. For this moment the kiss alone was enough, even without its promise of so much more. She didn’t have to have his hands roaming restlessly over her, didn’t need to feel the deliberate caresses that could send her rocketing into another dimension altogether. The kiss brought heat and passion and more memories than she could count.

				“Oh, my,” she whispered, when it finally ended.

				Daniel said nothing at all. He just sat there looking as if he’d been struck by a bolt of lightning. Molly grinned at him.

				“Knocked you speechless at long last, didn’t I?” she taunted happily, pouring his coffee and setting it in front of him as if nothing monumental had just occurred. “Told you, you had control issues.”

				He stared at her, his expression troubled. “Why did that happen?”

				“Which part? Why did you kiss me? Or why did I kiss you back?”

				“Any of it. Molly, this complicates an already complicated situation.”

				“Tell me about it,” she agreed, though she was having a hard time mustering up the kind of regret he was obviously feeling.

				“It cannot happen again,” he said flatly.

				“Okay.”

				He frowned at that. “That’s all you’ve got to say? Just ‘Okay’?”

				She was beginning to lose patience with his attitude. “Did you want me to scream and holler and pout? It was a kiss, Daniel. I didn’t declare my undying love. Neither did you. I can live without another one. I’ve been doing just fine without any contact at all with you. If it weren’t for Kendra…” Her voice trailed off as she remembered the girl upstairs whose fate was in their hands. “Oh, my God, what about Kendra? Daniel, what are we going to do about her situation? That’s why you’re here. This other is just an untimely distraction.”

				He gave her a wry look. “I thought I was here about Kendra when I walked through the door. Now I’m not so sure. Maybe I could have settled the Kendra situation that very first night, if I’d been thinking straight. Instead, I let you play games for days, because it allowed me to keep coming back.”

				She scowled at the implication that he had unwittingly come for the kiss, that all of his visits had been about her. “Kendra is the only thing that matters. She has to be. Now, concentrate. Were you able to postpone Joe’s visit in the morning?”

				He shook his head. “He’ll be here at nine. He refuses to postpone it even an hour.”

				Molly felt panic clawing at her. “We have to do something. He can’t come in here and take her.”

				“He can,” Daniel said quietly. “And there won’t be a thing I can do to prevent it.”

				“But that’s wrong. She’s scared of going home. There’s a reason for it. Doesn’t that matter at all?”

				“It might, if I knew the reason,” he told her.

				Molly considered telling him as much as Kendra had told her, but she didn’t feel right betraying the girl’s confidence, even for the best reason in the world.

				“Let me go upstairs and wake her. Maybe she’ll tell you now,” she suggested.

				But even as she spoke, she heard a rustle on the stairs, then caught a quick movement out of the corner of her eye. The front door of Jess’s opened and slammed shut before she could even make sense of what she’d heard and seen.

				“Kendra,” she said, racing for the door, Daniel on her heels. “She must have heard us talking.”

				Outside, she saw no sign of the girl. Kendra had disappeared into the darkness of the waterfront. She was, no doubt, hiding in the shadows, remaining perfectly still until Molly and Daniel gave up.

				“Kendra!” Molly called out. “Come back, sweetie. Talk to us. It will be okay. I promise.”

				“Dammit,” Daniel muttered. “If we lose track of her now, who knows where she’ll wind up? Where would she go, Molly?”

				“To Retta’s, maybe. She’s been over there every day, helping Leslie Sue look after the kids she baby-sits.”

				“You call Retta. I’ll keep looking out here,” he said. “She’s quick as a cat, but she can’t have gotten far. She doesn’t know her way around the waterfront like I do.”

				“Be careful, Daniel. She’s already scared to death.”

				“Molly, I’m not an ogre,” he retorted impatiently. “I know how to deal with a frightened runaway.”

				“Whatever,” she said, going back inside to call Retta.

				Unfortunately, the cook hadn’t seen any sign of Kendra. It would only take a few minutes for Kendra to have reached her house, which meant she’d more than likely just run away again, panicked by what she’d heard Molly and Daniel discussing. The thought of her being out in the middle of the night, all alone, terrified Molly. Even in a town as safe as Widow’s Cove, bad things could happen to an innocent young girl at that hour.

				“Call me if she turns up,” Molly told Retta.

				“Of course I will, but that child won’t go anywhere. Something tells me she’s close by. She trusts you.”

				“She did until tonight,” Molly said. “I think she heard me and Daniel talking about Joe taking her back to her parents in the morning.”

				“Oh, dear. There’s no way around that?”

				“Not that we’ve found yet,” Molly admitted. “We were hoping she could give us one, but she obviously overheard just enough of what we were saying to panic.”

				“She’ll come back,” Retta said confidently.

				“I hope you’re right,” Molly said, not sharing Retta’s confidence.

				But when she’d hung up and turned around, there was Kendra in the doorway, Daniel right behind her. She ran to Molly and threw herself at her.

				“I didn’t know where to go,” she said, her voice catching on a sob. “It’s so dark out there. What’s wrong with this town? Why aren’t there more streetlights?”

				Molly hid a grin at the complaint. Leave it to Kendra to blame the lack of streetlights for her decision to come back to Jess’s. “You did the right thing by not running away again,” Molly said, holding her tightly.

				“But I heard what he said,” she said, scowling at Daniel. “I have to go home.”

				“Didn’t you also hear him say that he might be able to change that if you can give him a good reason?” She urged Kendra toward a booth. “Sit down. I’m making you some hot chocolate and I’m getting more coffee for Daniel and more tea for me. We’re going to talk this out.”

				“I’ll come into the kitchen with you,” Kendra said, staring at Daniel with evident distrust.

				“Okay, fine,” replied Molly, leading the way.

				As she prepared Kendra’s hot chocolate in the microwave and poured the other drinks, she regarded the girl warily. “Sweetie, you have to trust somebody.”

				“I do,” Kendra said. “I trust you. Not him.”

				“But he’s the one who can provide a way out for you. Open up to him, please. Tell him what’s been going on at home.”

				Kendra still didn’t look convinced, but she took the hot chocolate Molly offered and followed her back into the bar, her feet dragging. Daniel was waiting for them in one of the booths, his legs stretched out, signs of exhaustion still plain on his face. Even so, he straightened when he saw them and smiled at Kendra. Under other circumstances, that smile could win over the wariest person, but Kendra’s defenses were solidly in place. She stuck to Molly’s side.

				“Could you try not thinking of me as the bad guy?” he asked. “I want to help you.”

				“You want to send me home,” Kendra said flatly, not giving an inch.

				“That’s usually where a girl your age belongs,” he told her, “unless you can persuade me that there’s some reason why you shouldn’t be there. Can you?”

				Kendra looked at Molly, clearly waiting for her encouraging nod. When she had it, she said, “I just don’t see the point of going back there, when they’re only going to send me away.”

				Just as Molly had anticipated, there was an immediate flash of sympathy in Daniel’s eyes, a quick rise of temper. “Why do you think they’re going to send you away?”

				“Because they made all the plans,” she said defiantly. “It’s a done deal. I don’t have any say in it.” She glowered at him. “And I won’t go back there, no matter what you say or what that cop says.”

				She bolted out of the booth and ran, but at least this time she headed for the stairs and ran up to Molly’s apartment, not out into the streets.

				Daniel turned to Molly. “What do you know about this?”

				“Nothing more than what she just told you. I can’t figure out where they’d be sending her that could possibly be so much worse than being on her own in a strange place.”

				“Neither can I. And it doesn’t make a lick of sense. They didn’t say a word to Joe about sending her away, or he would have mentioned it.”

				He pulled out his cell phone and punched in a number, clearly oblivious to the lateness of the hour. “Joe, it’s Daniel. What do you know about the Morrows’ plan to send Kendra away from home?”

				Molly couldn’t hear Joe’s response, but she gathered from Daniel’s frown that he wasn’t satisfied by what Joe was saying.

				“Ask them,” he said tightly. “Then get back to me. In the meantime, the girl’s not going anywhere. I’ll go into court first thing in the morning, if that’s what it takes to keep you from taking her. Or we can keep this unofficial till I hear from you. Your call.” He nodded. “Okay, then. I’ll wait to hear from you.”

				Molly felt her heart swell at the determination in his voice. When he’d hung up, she smiled at him. “I told her you’d never let her be sent away.”

				“Since you knew how that would get to me, why didn’t you tell me yourself? It could have saved us all a lot of time.”

				“I’d promised I wouldn’t betray her confidence,” Molly said. “She needed to believe she could trust me.”

				“Did you tell her why knowing that would make a difference to me?”

				“No. I just asked her to trust me, and you.”

				He ran a hand through his hair. “I’ve got to tell you, none of this makes a damned bit of sense to me. The Morrows are good parents. Joe wouldn’t make a mistake about something like that.”

				She leveled a look into his eyes. “Wouldn’t you have said your parents were good people, too?”

				He paled at that. “Below the belt, Molly.”

				“I didn’t mean it that way. I was just trying to point out that even the best people aren’t without flaws. You can’t know what’s behind a seemingly incomprehensible decision until they give you all the facts.”

				He sighed then. “You certainly got that right.”

				She studied his troubled expression, then asked, “What was the emergency at home tonight?”

				“My brothers decided to pay a visit to my mother, en masse and unannounced.”

				“Oh, my. No wonder she was frantic,” she said, feeling a surprising sympathy for all of them. She’d always liked Daniel’s mother, had always felt at home in her kitchen and anticipated a time when they’d be sharing holidays and other family occasions. Even after she’d learned the truth about the past, she hadn’t been able to reconcile that callous act with the warm and gentle woman she knew or even with the far more blustery Connor Devaney. She would have said he was a good man, who loved nothing more than his family.

				“How did the visit go?” she asked Daniel.

				“There wasn’t any bloodshed,” he said. “That’s the best I can say for it. Patrick stormed out. I have no idea when he turned into such a hothead.”

				“He was always a hothead, just like your father. That’s why you two were such a good team. You’re calm, like your mother. That balanced him out. What about the others? Did they stay?”

				He shook his head. “Sean and Michael left shortly afterward. Ryan stuck it out the longest, but even he looked tormented by being there and seeing her again. As for my mother, she was pretty amazing. She didn’t fall apart, and she didn’t blame any of them for the way they felt about her.”

				“And your father?”

				“He was conveniently absent. If I didn’t know better, I’d have to wonder if he hadn’t had some instinct that they were coming. He’s the one who’s kept Mom silent all this time. I think she wants to get everything out in the open, but every time she dares to suggest it, he freaks. I know in my heart that everything that happened was his doing. Of course, she shares some of the responsibility because she went along with it, but he made the decision back then. I’d stake my life on that.”

				“If you’re right, that means it’s going to be that much harder for him to face his sons,” Molly said. “It must have eaten away at both of them all these years. I’m amazed they stayed together.”

				Daniel regarded her with surprise. “They love each other,” he said simply. “It’s the one thing I’ve never questioned about my parents.”

				“But even the strongest love can be destroyed by something like this. It happens all the time after a child’s death or some other tragedy,” she said. Then she added, “Our love certainly wasn’t strong enough to withstand what happened, and I would have sworn we were invincible.”

				Daniel flinched. “You can’t compare the two situations.”

				“You turned your back on our child,” she said. “How is that different?”

				He was silent for so long she thought he might not answer, but then she realized he was genuinely thinking it over before responding.

				“I did, but you have to understand that the baby wasn’t real to me yet,” he said eventually. “You’d known for, what, a day, maybe a little longer, when you told me. You’d probably suspected you were pregnant before that. You’d had time to accept the idea. I was caught completely off guard.”

				“Would your reaction have been one bit different if you’d had time to think about it?” she asked, unable to keep the bitterness out of her voice.

				He kept his gaze steady. “I’d like to think so,” he told her quietly.

				“Easy to say now,” she scoffed.

				“No, it’s not,” he said. “Because it makes it so much worse that I put you through so much pain unnecessarily. If only I’d been a better man, if only I hadn’t been the son of people who’d walked out on their own children, if only I’d been able to envision a little girl who looked like you, or a little boy playing ball like Patrick and me, maybe I would have done things differently that night and we’d have a family now.” His gaze captured hers, held it. “Do you think it’s been easy for me to live with knowing that I cost us that chance? Do you think it’s easy admitting it to you now?”

				Molly heard real pain in his voice, but she couldn’t allow herself to feel any sympathy at all. It was one thing to kiss Daniel and let the old passions stir once again. It was quite another to forget the past and give him the chance to hurt her again.

				“Molly?” he pressed. “Say something. Anything.”

				She looked into his eyes, saw the regret, but shook her head, anyway. “What’s left to say?”

				He opened his mouth and she could almost hear the unspoken words that were on the tip of his tongue.

				“Don’t say it,” she pleaded. “Don’t say you still love me.”

				For a moment she was afraid he might argue, might say it anyway, but he didn’t. He merely nodded, a sad half smile coming and going.

				“Not saying the words doesn’t change anything,” he told her.

				Maybe not, but at least she could cling to the illusion that there was nothing between them now except anger. She needed to hold on to that anger with everything in her, because if she didn’t, her heart would surely break. And that sizzling kiss they’d shared would take on a meaning she could not, under any circumstances, allow it to assume.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 9

				Two shocks in one day were almost more than Daniel, with his rigid code of self-discipline and planning, could cope with. The out-of-the-blue appearance of his brothers barely held a candle, though, to the stunning impact of kissing Molly.

				All these years he’d thought she hated him for abandoning her when she needed him. Now he had to wonder if there wasn’t at least the possibility of forgiveness. That kiss hadn’t been about hatred. It had been a devastating reminder of the passion that they had once shared. That much, at least, hadn’t died. Whether Molly was happy about it or not remained to be seen.

				Not that he was in any way deluding himself that she was his for the taking. She might still have feelings for him—very strong feelings—but they were interwoven with distrust. It was going to take more than a few kisses, no matter how steamy, to win her back, to convince her that she could risk giving him her heart again.

				If that was what he wanted, he concluded thoughtfully. This was no time for uncertainty. She’d made that plain when she’d prevented him from glibly saying that he loved her. She wanted proof this time, and words alone—especially words uttered in the heat of passion—weren’t going to do it.

				Of course, tonight could have been a fluke. It could have been one of those wildfires that erupted unexpectedly from mostly dying embers and burned itself out just as quickly. If he ever kissed her again, he probably wouldn’t feel a thing.

				Not that he intended to find out right away. He’d never been crazy about the out-of-control feelings Molly sparked in him. She was exactly right about his personality. He did like to keep a tight rein on the events in his life and on his emotions. He’d followed a different path when he’d fallen in love with her the first time, and look how that had ended. No, better to chalk this kiss up to a moment of insanity and not try to make anything out of it.

				Satisfied that he’d analyzed the situation and reached the only sensible conclusion, he took a very cold shower and went to bed. He was certain he’d have forgotten all about the kiss by morning. He was just as certain that he would bounce out of bed ready to tackle the Kendra problem and solve that, too.

				Instead, he awoke with an image of Molly—naked in his arms—taunting him. He was already restless, edgy and in need of coffee—the powerful, caffeinated kind—by the time he reached Jess’s.

				Retta met him at the front door. “What did you do to my girl?” she demanded, arms folded across her ample chest as she blocked his way inside.

				Daniel was not prepared to go toe-to-toe with Retta, not without his first cup of coffee. “What are you talking about? I didn’t do anything to Molly.” He figured the kissing didn’t count, since she’d been a more than willing participant. Besides, he doubted Molly would have told Retta about the kissing.

				“Then why isn’t she here?” she demanded.

				Daniel’s heart thumped unsteadily. He grabbed Retta’s shoulders and leveled a look directly into her worried eyes. “What happened? Where’s Molly?”

				“Do you think I’d be asking you, if I knew the answer to that?” she snapped impatiently. “What happened here last night after I talked to her?”

				He tried to sort through the events of the evening. “Kendra came back. The three of us talked. Then Molly and I talked some more. I left. That’s it,” he said. “Nothing happened that should have sent her scurrying away. Are you sure she’s gone?”

				“Her bed hasn’t been slept in.”

				“And Kendra’s?”

				“Her bed’s a mess, but she’s gone, too.”

				“Well, hell,” Daniel said, raking his fingers through his hair. Why was it that whenever Molly was involved in his life, his hair invariably was a mess? Probably because there were too damned many infuriating moments just like this one. “Why would she take off? She knew I was coming back this morning to try to figure something out to help Kendra.”

				Retta studied him knowingly. “Maybe this wasn’t about Kendra,” she suggested.

				“Then what…?” His voice trailed off. “You think it has something to do with Molly and me.”

				“Does it? I told you if you hurt her again, there’d be no stopping me from coming after you.”

				“I haven’t hurt her,” he swore.

				“Then I’ll ask you again, what happened between you two last night?”

				“I kissed her, okay? Satisfied?”

				Retta scowled at him. “Now why’d you go and do a dumb thing like that?”

				“She was annoying me,” he said, remembering the challenge in her eyes, the dare in her voice. “And before you climb on your high horse, you should know that she kissed me back. In fact, she initiated one whopper of a kiss herself. So, there’s plenty of blame to go around her. She’s messing with my head, too.”

				Retta sighed. “That’s it, then. You cut through her defenses, she got scared and she ran. She’s probably telling herself right this minute that she did it for Kendra’s sake, but it’s plain as day to me that she’s running from her feelings for you.”

				Daniel sank down on a bar stool. “I need to think.”

				“A little late for that, isn’t it?”

				“Come on, Retta, give me a break. Bring me some coffee, please. I need to figure out where she would go. If Joe Sutton finds out she’s taken off with Kendra, no matter why she did it, she’s going to be in a whole pile of trouble.”

				“And whose fault is that?” she retorted, still not cutting him any slack at all.

				He frowned at her. “Is casting blame going to accomplish anything? Come on, Retta, help me out here.”

				She stalked behind the counter, picked up the coffeepot and poured him a cup. The one good thing about Retta being in charge of the coffee this morning was that it was bound to be strong. Retta didn’t like the namby-pamby stuff that Molly passed off as coffee.

				Daniel took his first sip and predictably it almost made his toes curl. “Good brew,” he praised.

				Retta grinned at him. “You always did like mine better than Molly’s.”

				“If you were younger, I’d marry you,” he said, as he had so often in the past, when they were on far better terms.

				“Honey, you couldn’t keep up with me now,” she retorted. “You want some eggs and bacon? Something tells me it’s going to be a long day around here.”

				“Sure. Make the eggs over easy,” he said, already distracted by the dilemma of the missing twosome.

				It would make sense that Molly would head for a big city, someplace where she and Kendra could get lost. But which city? Bangor? Portland? Or out of state? Maybe Boston or New York? Surely, though, she would be sensible enough not to take Kendra out of Maine. The charges could get a whole lot more dire if she’d crossed a state line with the girl, no matter how well-intentioned the journey. Wherever she was, he was going to kill her when he found them.

				Retta plopped a plate in front of him. “Figure anything out yet?”

				He stared at the scrambled mess she’d made of his eggs, then sighed and began to eat. “Nothing’s coming to me,” he said eventually. “You?”

				“Do you think I’d tell you if I had a solution? I’d be more likely to call your brother.”

				“You’d tell me if you care about Molly,” he said. “She could get herself into serious trouble this time, Retta. That child is only thirteen. The police know she was hiding out here.”

				“Do they know Kendra didn’t want to go home?”

				“We all know that,” he said. “Kendra made her wishes very plain. I’m no lawyer, but I’m not so sure that’ll be good enough to save Molly’s hide when the lawsuits and legalities start flying.”

				Retta’s eyes widened. “She could go to jail?”

				Sensing that he’d finally gotten through to her, he pushed a little harder, hoping she would cough up whatever information she was holding back. “That depends on how the police want to play it,” he said. “She could.”

				“But she’s just trying to help that child.”

				“It won’t matter.” He caught her worried gaze, held it. “If you know something, anything, you need to tell me now.”

				Then he sat back and waited. And waited.

				Retta scowled at him. “I don’t trust you, you know that, don’t you?”

				He nodded. “That’s a given.”

				“So if I tell you this and any harm comes to my girl…”

				“I know. I know. You’re going to take it out on me.”

				“And then some,” she said fiercely. “Okay, then, I don’t know what it means, but her car’s out back. Wherever she’s gone, whatever she’s doing, she didn’t drive.”

				That left the bus station, Daniel concluded, on his feet at once.

				Or a boat. “Dammit,” he said as understanding dawned. “Patrick. She’s gotten Patrick to take them someplace.”

				“Well, I’ll be,” Retta said. “Of course she’d turn to him. Didn’t I say that myself not fifteen minutes ago? She trusts him completely.”

				The unspoken implication that Molly didn’t trust Daniel was unmistakable. Well, he’d brought that on himself, he thought, and they both knew it. What he did from this moment on was going to make the difference in whether Molly ever trusted him again.

				* * *

				“This is so cool,” Kendra said as the wind whipped her hair.

				She was leaning over the railing of the Katie G., watching the wake as Patrick cut through the churning ocean. Molly watched her and concluded it was the first genuinely carefree moment Kendra had had since she’d turned up in Widow’s Cove. At thirteen, her life should be filled with such moments, and not with worrying over staying safe while she was on her own.

				“Molly!” Patrick’s voice cut through the noise of the wind. There was no mistaking the command behind it.

				Reluctantly Molly made her way to the front of the trawler where Patrick crouched, working the fishing nets, his expression grim.

				“We need to talk,” he said, continuing to bring in the haul as he spoke.

				“Look, I really appreciate you letting us come with you this morning,” Molly said in an attempt to appease him.

				“Letting you?” he scoffed. “I didn’t even realize you were on board until we were out to sea. I still haven’t figured out how I missed that one.”

				“You got on board half-asleep,” she teased. “You and Alice must have had a long night.”

				“Very funny,” he said. “Maybe it had more to do with the fact that you broke into the cabin and stowed away down there until you were sure I wasn’t likely to turn right back to the dock.”

				“Could be,” she said cheerfully.

				His gaze narrowed. “Why’d you do it, Molly? If you wanted to spend the day with me fishing, all you had to do was ask.”

				“Actually, I wanted to spend the day clearing my head. I have a lot on my mind.”

				“Such as?”

				“Kendra, for starters,” she said. “Look at her, Patrick. She looks like a kid should look.”

				He glanced toward Kendra and frowned. “Maybe a kid who hasn’t run away from home should look like that. Kendra has cause to be worried. And something tells me I’m now in the thick of some scheme of yours to keep her away from her parents.”

				Molly winced. “It’s only temporary. I just needed to buy a little time.”

				“In other words, the you-know-what was about to hit the fan with my brother,” he said, rocking back on his haunches and leveling a look straight into her eyes. “Don’t you think Daniel and I have enough issues without dragging me into the middle of this one?”

				“I’m sorry,” she apologized. “If I could have thought of anything else, I would have.”

				“Just how furious is my brother likely to be?”

				“On a scale of one to ten? Maybe a forty,” she admitted.

				“Dammit, Molly!”

				“I heard about last night at your folks’ place,” she said quietly. “I gather it was pretty bad.”

				He regarded her with surprise. “You heard about that?”

				“Daniel told me.”

				His expression turned thoughtful. “I see. So he came running straight to you after he left there?”

				She thought of the tormented look in Daniel’s eyes when he’d walked into Jess’s. “He hated what went on there. He hates being at odds with you, especially.”

				“Yeah, right.”

				“He does, Patrick. You know Daniel. He likes smooth sailing, and he loves you.”

				“He has a damn funny way of showing it,” Patrick said bitterly.

				“You don’t have to agree with someone over everything to love them,” she pointed out.

				He gave her a steady look. “Does that go for you, too?”

				She bristled at the suggestion that the situations were even remotely similar. “Daniel and I didn’t just have some little disagreement,” she said tersely, unwilling to relinquish the past so readily.

				“Neither did he and I,” Patrick reminded her. “These issues between us are a big deal.”

				Molly sighed. “I know that.”

				She stared out to sea, thinking of the way things had been between her and Daniel the night before. “He kissed me,” she said eventually.

				Patrick’s head snapped up. “He what?”

				“Locked lips with me,” she explained, as if that weren’t clear enough. “And I kissed him back.”

				There was no mistaking the fact that Patrick was fighting a smile. When he smiled, he had the same mischievous glint in his eyes that Daniel got. “Is that so? And?”

				“And nothing,” she muttered. “It was no big deal.”

				“It was a big enough deal to have you stowing away on my boat,” he said knowingly. “That’s the real reason you’re out here, isn’t it? That’s why you need to clear your head this morning.”

				“I was worried about Kendra,” she insisted.

				“That, too, I’m sure, but it’s really about you and my brother. You’re scared, Molly. You’re scared you’re falling for him again.” He frowned. “I knew this was going to happen. I told him myself that neither one of you has a lick of common sense when you get together.”

				She didn’t like that he could see through her so easily, liked even less that he was calling her on it. “I should have gone to your wife. She wouldn’t have been taunting me like this.”

				“I’m not taunting you,” he denied. “I’m on your side, always. You know that.”

				She sighed more heavily. “Yes, I do.” When she met his gaze again, she couldn’t keep the wistful note out of her voice. “So, can we run away from home, Patrick?”

				He blinked at that. “You want to run away from Widow’s Cove with me?”

				“And Kendra,” she said, as if that would make a positive difference, rather than complicating things.

				“I don’t think so.”

				“Why not?” she asked, even though she could count at least a dozen solid, rational reasons against it all on her own.

				“There’s my wife, for one thing. There’s my brother for another. And the long arm of the law. It’s a bad idea all around, Molly.”

				“I figured you’d say that,” she admitted.

				“So you don’t intend to tie me up and hijack my boat?” he asked, only partially in jest.

				“If I thought I could get away with it, I’d consider it, believe me,” she said. “But no. I’ll go back quietly.” She met his gaze. “Just not too soon, okay?”

				“Good decision,” Patrick said, looking past her. “Especially since the boat that’s heading our way seems to be piloted by my brother, and he’s looking none too pleased with either one of us.”

				Molly whirled around just as Daniel pulled alongside. The scowl on his face spoke volumes. Patrick was right. He was definitely not pleased. Even so, he looked incredibly handsome, with his cheeks colored by the wind and his hair mussed. She did love it when he was all rumpled. It reminded her that no one was as perfect as Daniel usually tried to be.

				“Hello,” Molly called cheerfully, standing her ground even though her heart was pounding.

				Still scowling at her, Daniel took a rope and tossed it to Patrick. “Tie me up,” he commanded.

				Patrick complied without a word, then headed for the stern, where he spoke quietly to a wide-eyed Kendra, then led her below.

				“You seem upset,” Molly said to Daniel.

				“Upset?” His voice climbed in a very un-Daniel-like way. “You don’t have a clue. Retta’s upset. I’ve moved on to livid. What the hell were you thinking?”

				“I was thinking that a day on the water would be good for me and good for Kendra.”

				“That’s it?” he asked incredulously. “This is some little feel-good outing?”

				“That’s it,” she said.

				“You intended all along to come back?”

				“Of course.”

				His gaze narrowed. “Really?”

				“Okay, there was a fleeting moment when I tried to persuade Patrick to sail us away to the ends of the earth, but he had all sorts of pesky objections.”

				“Such as?”

				“His wife. You. The cops.” She looked into Daniel’s stormy eyes and added again, “You. That one bothered me, too.”

				He took a step closer until she could feel the heat radiating off him. “Then you did, at least for a moment, consider my feelings?”

				She couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe, with him so close. He was deliberately crowding her, deliberately reminding her of the kiss the night before. All she could do was nod.

				He reached out, traced the curve of her jaw and set off goose bumps. “How did you think I’d react when I discovered you were gone?”

				She swallowed hard. “Furious,” she muttered, then cleared her throat and faced him squarely. “I thought you’d be furious.”

				“But you left, anyway,” he said flatly.

				“I had to.”

				“Why? To protect Kendra?”

				Now, she thought, now was the time to say it, to get it out and deal with it. “No,” she said softly. “To protect myself.”

				She hadn’t realized it, but he’d apparently been holding his breath, because he released it now, and for the first time since he’d climbed aboard the Katie G., there was a smile on his lips. It was so like Patrick’s, yet different. Charming. Compelling. Devastating.

				“Ah,” he said, cupping her chin. “Is this what you were afraid of, Molly?”

				He lowered his head until his mouth was a tantalizing breath away from hers. He made her wait, and then wait some more, before finally closing that infinitesimal gap and touching his lips to hers. Gently, then more persuasively, coaxing her to accept the kiss, to open her mouth to the sweep of his tongue.

				Oh, hell, she thought as she felt the kiss right down to the tips of her toes. She clung to him, trying not to sigh with the sheer pleasure of it.

				She’d kept him from saying the words the night before, but there was love in that kiss and maybe just a hint of desperation. She knew how that felt, that neediness, combined with a fear that what she wanted most in the world was something she could never have.

				When he finally pulled away, he muttered a soft curse. “I wish we were alone out here.”

				“Me, too,” she admitted, then glanced toward the boat he’d borrowed, rented or stolen to come after them. “There is that.”

				Daniel chuckled when he realized she was actually considering the barely seaworthy vessel beside them as the appropriate place for a lover’s tryst.

				“I don’t think so, darlin’.”

				“Where’s your sense of adventure?” she asked.

				“All used up just chasing after you in that thing,” he said. “I’m sailing back on my brother’s boat.”

				“Maybe Patrick could take that one back to shore,” she said thoughtfully.

				“And leave us with his precious trawler? Sweetheart, he doesn’t trust either one of us that much.”

				Molly sighed. “I suppose you’re right.”

				“Don’t worry. I’ll make it up to you once we’re back on dry land,” he promised.

				“Something tells me once we get back to dry land, we’re going to have other fish to fry,” she said dryly.

				Daniel laughed. “No question about that. Joe was all for calling out the Coast Guard. I talked him into waiting at the docks himself.”

				Molly took a step back. “He’s there waiting for Kendra?”

				“Not to take her,” Daniel insisted. “To talk to her.”

				“Are you sure? One hundred percent sure?”

				“I trust him,” Daniel told her. “And I told him he could trust you and me to bring Kendra back. Don’t even consider doing anything that would make a liar out of me.”

				If it was time to face her feelings about Daniel, it was also time to have a little faith in him. He knew he had a lot to prove to her. He wouldn’t risk letting her down.

				“Okay, then,” she said, drawing herself up. “I’d better go below and talk to Kendra. I’ll send Patrick up. You two could try mending some fences, as well.”

				“This is not the ship of miracles, darlin’. More like a ship of fools.”

				She frowned at him. “Only if you let it be. Talk to him, Daniel. He doesn’t want to be so angry, not with you, not with your parents. Give him a reason not to be.”

				“I’m not sure I have one.”

				“You’ll find it,” she said. “That’s what you do. You find solutions for people. I have complete faith in you.”

				His eyes widened at that. “You do?”

				She nodded, probably almost as startled by the admission as he was. “When it comes to things like this, yes. Now it’s your turn not to make a liar or a fool out of me.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 10

				Daniel watched warily as Patrick walked onto the deck and came toward him. There was little question that what was said between them in the next few minutes could make all the difference in their strained relationship. “You looking to throw me overboard?” he asked.

				“Not unless I have to,” Patrick replied.

				“Molly thinks we should make peace.”

				“Yeah, she would.”

				“So do I.”

				“I’m not sure that’s possible,” Patrick said, sounding resigned. “Every time I think we’re on that road, I see you take our parents’ side again, the way you did last night.”

				Daniel chose his words carefully. He didn’t want to make things any worse than they already were. He needed to find the middle ground, assuming there was one. Why was it he could negotiate a truce between rebellious kids and their families, but he couldn’t solve anything when it came to his own? He had to try, though, and now was the time.

				He met his brother’s gaze. “Maybe there shouldn’t be sides, Patrick. We’re a family, after all. We’ve got our flaws, just like every other family.”

				Patrick’s bark of laughter was derisive. “Is that how you see it? That there are a few little gnats in the ointment that keep us from having the perfect family?”

				“I’m not going for perfect,” Daniel corrected. “You’re the one expecting that. I’ll settle for seven adults who at least try to communicate, who can seek some level of understanding and forgiveness. We’re not children anymore. We should be able to do this.”

				Patrick shook his head. “I don’t know. For it to work, Mom and Dad would have to meet us halfway, and I don’t see that happening. Do you?”

				Daniel considered the question with the careful thought it deserved. “It won’t be easy, but yes. I think they will. I think I can make them see that they’re losing out on more than the sons who should have been in their lives. Ryan, Sean and Michael have taken that hard first step. I can tell them that it’s up to them to take the next one. Maybe realizing that they’re missing out on getting to know their grandchildren will help, too.”

				“And you think they’ll buy that?” Patrick scoffed.

				“I do,” he said, needing to believe in the goodness he and Patrick had seen in their parents all their lives.

				“With a baby of my own on the way, no one would like to believe that more than me,” Patrick responded. “Alice’s parents are dead. I’d like our child to have one set of grandparents in their lives, but I don’t see it happening.”

				“Maybe we’ll never have raucous, happy family reunions together,” Daniel said. “But we might be able to pull off the occasional holiday without risking an all-out war.”

				“You’re a romantic dreamer,” Patrick said.

				Daniel laughed. “No one’s ever accused me of that before. I’m the hardheaded, practical one, remember?”

				“Not about this,” Patrick argued. “I know what you want, Daniel, and I know how badly you want it. I don’t even blame you. I just think it’s impossible.”

				“Nothing’s impossible if you’re willing to do whatever it takes to get it.”

				Patrick studied him intently. “Does that go for Molly, too? Do you want her back in your life badly enough to do whatever it takes?”

				Daniel didn’t want to go there, not with Patrick. “Maybe we should leave Molly out of this,” he said. “You’re a little too protective where she’s concerned. And you’ve painted me as the bad guy.”

				“You were the bad guy,” Patrick reminded him. “And someone had to look out for Molly.”

				The barb struck home, just as his twin had obviously intended. “Don’t you think I know that? Don’t you think I have some idea what a huge mistake I made?”

				“Especially for a man who’s making such a big deal about the importance of family,” Patrick said.

				“I know. I get it,” Daniel said impatiently. “I know what I did was stupid and wrong and unconscionable. I think Molly’s on the verge of forgiving me, though. Are you going to let her?”

				Patrick gave him a hard, unrelenting stare, then shrugged. “It’s not up to me. Molly’s her own woman, in case you haven’t noticed.”

				“Oh, I’ve noticed. Believe me, I’ve noticed.” He studied his brother’s face. “Will we have your blessing if we do get back together?”

				“Do you honestly care?”

				Daniel nodded. “Whether you believe it or not, I’ve always cared what you thought of me.”

				Patrick held his gaze, a challenge in his eyes, then finally released a sigh. “I love you,” he said simply. “Even when I’ve been mad as hell at you, I’ve loved you. We’re twins. How could I not?”

				Daniel felt something ease deep inside him at his brother’s words. “That goes for me, too,” he told Patrick. “As long as we remember that, we can work out all the rest.”

				They stood there awkwardly for a minute, neither of them quite ready to take the first step. It was Patrick who finally moved, muttering, “Ah, hell,” as he did so.

				He pulled Daniel into a hard embrace, the first genuine show of forgiveness since they’d first begun speaking again months earlier. Daniel fought against the surprising sting of tears.

				“Damn, I’ve missed you,” Daniel said, his voice choked.

				“Me, too,” Patrick said. “You weren’t just my brother. You were my best friend. I want that back again. I always thought when I had kids, their uncle Daniel would be there to help me celebrate and look after them.”

				“I will be,” Daniel promised. When Patrick stepped back, his eyes, too, were damp, Daniel noticed. “I thought maybe after you’d met Ryan, Sean and Michael, I wouldn’t matter anymore.”

				“Don’t be ridiculous,” Patrick said. “You always mattered. I wouldn’t have been so furious with you if what you did didn’t matter to me. You need to get to know our brothers. They’re good guys.”

				“I got the impression they were fed up with me and the folks,” Daniel said.

				“I can fix that,” Patrick said. “I’ll call them. It’s true that Ryan couldn’t persuade them to stay, but I’ll nudge them to try again.” He grinned. “Maybe I’ll call Maggie, Ryan’s wife, and enlist her help. She’s a steamroller when it comes to getting what she wants, and she wants to resolve things once and for all. When do you want them here?”

				“The sooner, the better,” Daniel said.

				Patrick shook his head. “First, you have to convince Mom and Dad to agree to get everything out in the open this time. You let me know when you’ve accomplished that miracle, and I’ll take the next step.”

				Easier said than done, Daniel thought, but he had to try, for all of their sakes. Patrick was giving him—and their folks—an opening. “I’ll talk to them again as soon as I get this mess with Kendra straightened out,” he promised. “Sooner if it looks as if that’s not going to have a quick resolution.”

				“Speaking of Kendra,” Patrick said worriedly, “how much trouble are Molly and I in for bringing her out here?”

				Daniel gave him an innocent look. “To go fishing? What’s the harm in that.”

				Patrick laughed. “None I can think of.”

				“Then that’s our story and we’re sticking to it,” Daniel said, his gaze drifting to the steps down into the cabin.

				“Go on,” Patrick said, following the direction of his gaze. “I can get this boat back to Widow’s Cove. Seems to me you, Molly and Kendra have a lot to talk about.” He gave him a knowing look. “Unless you’d like me to give Kendra a fishing lesson and get her out from underfoot, so you two can…” He let his voice trail off on a teasing note.

				“Thanks for the offer,” Daniel said. “And no offense, but I want something a little fancier when I seduce Molly. She deserves champagne and flowers and candlelight, not a cramped bed on this tub.”

				“You’ll get no argument from me on that score, bro. Glad to know you see it, too.”

				Daniel smiled sadly. “I always have. I just got a little mixed up for a while. Unfortunately, it happened at the worst possible time.”

				But he wasn’t mixed up anymore. He knew what he wanted. He wanted Molly back in his life forever.

				* * *

				As the Katie G. approached the dock, Molly spotted Joe Sutton sitting on a piling, a deep frown etched in his forehead. He was not a happy man. She tightened her arm around Kendra’s shoulders.

				“Don’t worry. He’s on your side,” Molly reassured the girl.

				“Yeah, I can see that,” Kendra scoffed.

				“Joe’s a good guy,” Daniel added. “And you’ve got Molly and me.”

				Kendra stared at him with obvious surprise. “You’re on my side? Or are you just trying to score points with Molly?”

				He winked at her. “Can’t I do both?”

				Kendra shrugged, clearly not willing to be drawn into that discussion. “You can try,” she said, but her shoulders relaxed a little.

				“My, my, this is a happy little group,” Joe said as Patrick tied up at the dock. “You running tours these days, Patrick?”

				“Fishing charters,” Patrick said, his gaze level, daring Joe to challenge him.

				The detective shrugged. “Whatever.” He turned to Daniel. “We need to talk…now.”

				“You two go ahead,” Molly said. “I need to get back to Jess’s.”

				Joe regarded her with amusement. “Nice try, Molly. I meant all of us. We’ll all go to Jess’s.” He turned to Kendra, who was trying to slip behind Patrick where she might be less conspicuous. “You, too.”

				Kendra reached for Molly’s hand and clung tightly. Her chin thrust up, she stared directly into Joe’s eyes. “You don’t scare me.”

				“I should,” he said, but there was a twinkle in his eyes that suggested he admired her brave show of defiance.

				When Joe would have led the way to Jess’s, Kendra dragged her heels. “I need to ask you something.”

				Joe turned back. “Anything.”

				“Are you going to send me home?” she asked bluntly.

				“That’s what we’re going to discuss.”

				“Meaning you tell me what I have to do,” Kendra said.

				“No. Meaning we all talk about it and reach a decision together,” Joe said.

				“And I get a say?” she asked, clearly surprised and not entirely convinced.

				He nodded. “An important say. Maybe not the deciding vote, but definitely a say.”

				Kendra seemed to weigh his words before finally nodding. “Okay, then, let’s talk.”

				Molly exchanged a look with Daniel, who gave her a brief nod, suggesting that he thought things were going okay so far. She felt the first faint stirring of relief. Maybe everyone was going to be reasonable, after all.

				When they walked into Jess’s, Daniel and Joe headed for a booth as Retta flew out from behind the counter and hauled first Molly and then Kendra into an embrace. “You two scared the living daylights out of me,” she scolded. “Don’t ever do something like that again. Leave a note, even if you have to put it someplace other people won’t find it.” She cast a pointed look in Daniel’s direction.

				Kendra stared at Retta with shock. “You were worried about me?”

				“Well, of course I was,” Retta said.

				Kendra immediately looked distraught. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, her voice trembling.

				“Oh, baby girl, it’s okay,” Retta said. “You’re here now and you’re safe. That’s all that matters.”

				But Kendra didn’t look reassured. Molly tucked a hand under her chin and studied her expression. “What’s wrong?”

				“I guess it just hit me,” Kendra said. “If Retta was that upset because we went off fishing without telling her, my parents must be really crazed by now.”

				Molly nodded slowly. “I imagine they are. Does that mean you want to go home? Or at least call them?”

				Kendra immediately shook her head. “No. Can’t that cop call them and tell ’em I’m okay? Or Daniel? He could do it,” she said, clearly warming to that idea.

				“Ask him. That can be one of the things we discuss as soon as I get everybody something to drink,” Molly said. She glanced at the booth where Daniel and Joe were clearly arguing, though trying hard not to raise their voices.

				She put three cups of coffee and some hot chocolate on a tray, then carried it to the booth, Kendra trailing along behind.

				“Okay, fellows, here you go,” she said, setting the coffee in front of them. She glanced at Daniel. “It’s still Retta’s. Nice and strong, just the way you liked it.”

				Joe took a sip and nodded appreciatively. “Better than what I had in here the other day,” he said, then regarded her apologetically. “No offense.”

				“None taken,” Molly said, resolving to get Retta to give her lessons in making coffee to suit impossible men.

				As she slid into the booth next to Kendra, the girl sat up a little straighter and regarded Joe without flinching.

				“I want you to call my parents,” she said.

				Daniel choked on a sip of coffee, and Joe looked startled.

				“That’s it? You’re ready to go home?” Joe asked.

				Kendra shook her head. “No. And I don’t want them to know where I am, either. I just don’t want them worrying about me. Tell them I’m fine.”

				Daniel gave her an understanding look. “That’s very thoughtful of you,” he said. “But it’s not that simple. If we let them know we’ve been in contact with you, then we’re also obligated to take you home.”

				Her eyes widened. “But you said…” She frowned at Joe. “And you, too. You said I’d get to have a say in what happened.”

				Joe nodded. “Which is why I’m not calling anybody until we’ve heard your side of the story. Now’s your chance to get everything out in the open, Kendra. Why did you run away from home? What did your parents do that was so awful?”

				Molly gave her hand a squeeze, but Kendra just sat there, biting on her lower lip.

				“Did they hit you?” Joe asked.

				“No,” she said at once.

				“Punish you?”

				“Not really.”

				“What then?” Joe prodded. “Is there a boy in the picture, someone they don’t think you ought to see?”

				Clearly, he was running through a litany of the usual reasons a teen might run away. Kendra maintained that none of them were the reason she’d left home.

				“Kendra,” Daniel prodded. “Stop stalling. Tell Joe what you told me.”

				“They’re sending me away,” she said, her voice catching. She looked imploringly at Molly. “Please, don’t make me go back. I don’t want them to send me away.”

				Molly glanced at Daniel, praying that he would signal her what the right response would be, but his gaze was on Joe.

				“Where are they sending you, Kendra? I don’t understand,” Joe said, his tone gentle.

				When she remained stubbornly silent, Joe turned to Molly. “Do you know?”

				Molly shook her head. “She refuses to say another word.”

				Daniel regarded Joe with confusion. “I thought you were going to talk to her parents about this. What did they have to say?”

				“I tried to talk to them, but they said going away couldn’t possibly be the problem, that Kendra had agreed to all the plans.”

				Kendra said, her voice climbing, “They decided. They never asked me! They don’t want me at home, so why should I go back there when I could stay with somebody who does want me?” She turned to Molly. “It’s okay if I stay here forever, right? You want me.”

				“Honey, I’d let you stay here in a heartbeat, but it’s not that simple,” Molly said.

				“Please, you’ve got to let me stay,” Kendra pleaded. “I could help here, the way I have been, and I can go to school. I won’t be any trouble.”

				Molly’s heart was breaking at Kendra’s increasing agitation. It was so plain that she didn’t want to be sent back to her family, but at the same time she cared enough about them not to want them to worry about her. None of it was making a bit of sense, not that thirteen-year-olds were known for the depths of their logic. Too many hormones and not nearly enough life experience.

				Molly turned to Daniel. “What do I do?”

				“It’s not up to you,” he said quietly.

				Kendra regarded him with alarm. “You’re making me go back?”

				“No,” he said very firmly, startling Molly and Joe. “Here’s what I think. Joe, you need to go and meet with the Morrows again. Get to the bottom of this. Tell them that without a straight answer, we’re going into court to explore whether their custody needs to be challenged in Kendra’s best interests.”

				“And what if they tell me they’re going to have my badge for not turning her over the second I found her?” Joe asked. “Dammit, Daniel, this limb you and I are on is starting to crack.”

				“I’ll call your boss,” Daniel said. “I’ll make it very clear why we’ve handled it this way, that there are some serious questions about what’s going on between Kendra and her parents. I’m not saying they’re bad parents, just that we both saw that there’s an issue that requires some professional intervention.”

				“Yeah, that and a million bucks might not be enough to keep me on the force,” Joe retorted.

				Kendra’s lower lip quivered. “I’m sorry I’m causing so much trouble.”

				Joe looked chagrined. “Kendra, it’s not your fault. This is what I do. It’s what Daniel does. I’d just like to know for sure that we’re on the side of the angels.”

				“I think you are,” Molly said quietly.

				Kendra smiled. “Me, too.”

				Daniel grinned. “There you go, Joe. Two endorsements.”

				“Too bad they’re not unbiased,” Joe said as he slid from the booth. “I’ll be in touch.” He feigned a scowl for Kendra’s benefit. “Don’t get lost.”

				She shook her head and regarded him with a serious expression. “I’ll be right here.” She sketched a cross across her heart. “I promise.”

				He nodded. “Good enough for me.”

				As soon as he’d gone, Kendra turned to Molly. “Can I go in the kitchen with Retta?”

				“Sure,” she said at once, sliding out to let Kendra out of the booth.

				To Molly’s surprise, Kendra wrapped her arms around her waist. “Thanks. You’re the best.” She beamed at Daniel. “You, too.”

				After she’d gone, Daniel gave Molly a brooding look. “That kid has a lot of people tied up in knots. I hope to hell we know what we’re doing where she’s concerned.”

				“We do,” Molly said confidently.

				His expression turned thoughtful. “What about us? Do we know what we’re doing about us?”

				Molly shrugged. “Probably not.”

				“And you’re okay with that?”

				She grinned. “For now, I’m fine with the one-day-at-a-time approach. Can you live with it?”

				“If I have to.”

				“That’s the only choice I see,” she said, unwilling to commit to anything more, especially when Daniel was the one who was incapable of making the kind of commitment she might want at some time in the future.

				“In that spirit, then, how about playing hooky with me this afternoon?” he asked.

				Molly glanced worriedly toward the kitchen. “What about Kendra?”

				“She’ll be fine with Retta.”

				Molly knew he was right. In fact, it wasn’t really Kendra she was anxious about. She couldn’t help worrying about whether she would be fine with Daniel.

				“I won’t make you do anything you don’t want to do,” he said, a teasing glint in his eyes.

				“That could leave a lot of room for flexibility,” she noted, thinking about just how badly she’d wanted to make love with him a few hours earlier.

				His grin spread. “That’s what I’m hoping.”

				“Okay, then. Let’s say I were to agree to go out with you this afternoon. Where are we going?”

				“Now that’s the quandary, isn’t it? Your place is pretty much out of the question, given the likelihood of unexpected traffic. Mine’s a total mess.”

				“You’re assuming that my agreement to play hooky requires privacy,” she teased. “Did I give you that impression? Maybe I just want to go someplace for a burger and a game of pool.”

				He scoffed at that. “We could do that here. Retta makes a great burger, and the pool table’s not in use. I think we need to improve on that plan.”

				“Steak, a glass of wine, maybe a chocolate mousse?”

				“You’re getting warmer,” he said. “I hear they have excellent room service at the new inn on the outskirts of town.”

				Molly considered the suggestion. She’d heard about that inn, seen pictures of it in the local paper. No question about it, it was an idyllic romantic hideaway.

				“Have I met the owners?” she asked.

				“I doubt it. They lived in Portland till they bought the property.”

				“What about you? Do you know them?”

				“Nope.”

				“That ought to eliminate the gossip factor, especially if you pay cash and register under a phony name.” She grinned. “Sounds intriguing.”

				“You just like living dangerously. I knew the whole sneaking around bit would appeal to you.”

				She sobered at that. “It’s not that I’m ashamed of what we’re about to do, Daniel. It isn’t.”

				He reached for her hand. “I know that. You just don’t want to answer a lot of prying questions.”

				“Exactly, and there are bound to be a slew of them. From Retta. From your brother. Even from your folks. We’re not ready for that yet. I don’t even have all the answers for myself.”

				He lifted her hand and brushed a kiss across her knuckles. “Maybe we can start to figure out a few of them this afternoon.”

				“Maybe so.” She grinned, getting into the spirit of things. It had been a lot of years since she’d had to slip out of the house to avoid her grandfather’s questions about some boy. “Wait for me in the parking lot. I’ll sneak out in about five minutes.”

				He laughed. “As if that’s going to keep Retta from suspecting a thing.”

				“It’s worth a try,” she insisted. “Now go.”

				After he’d gone, she slipped into the kitchen and casually picked up a sliver of carrot intended for the vegetable soup Retta was making for dinner. Kendra was dicing potatoes with total concentration.

				“Everything okay in here?” Molly inquired.

				“Doing fine,” Retta said, glancing up from the biscuits she was rolling out. “Daniel gone?”

				“Uh-huh.” She picked up another sliver of carrot. “Do you need me in here? I thought I might go out for a while.”

				“Kendra and I will be just fine,” Retta assured her. “You go on and do whatever you need to do.”

				“I shouldn’t be too long,” Molly said. “A couple of hours, max.”

				“No problem.”

				“That’s okay with you, Kendra?”

				The girl blinked as if she hadn’t even realized Molly was in the room. “What?”

				“I’m going out.”

				“Okay, whatever.”

				Molly gave them a wave and headed for the door, convinced that no one was the wiser about her intentions. She was just congratulating herself on her subtlety, when Retta called out to her.

				Molly glanced at her. “What?”

				“I’m gonna want to hear all about that inn when you get back, you hear me?”

				Molly regarded her evenly. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

				Retta laughed. “We’ll talk about you fibbing to me, too. Now go on and have yourself some fun. It’s been a long time coming.”

				“It has been, hasn’t it?” she said mostly to herself.

				As for Retta and her ESP, Molly had known the woman her entire life. She should have realized she’d never be able to put anything over on her. Maybe it was for the best. Somehow it felt better going to meet Daniel and knowing that she had Retta’s blessing. She knew full well that it wasn’t something Retta was likely to give lightly, which meant she’d seen the same thing in Daniel that Molly had seen—a changed man, who was no longer afraid of love.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 11

				Daniel watched Molly emerge from Jess’s, her cheeks flushed, her eyes sparkling with once-familiar excitement. How long had it been since he’d seen her in a carefree mood like this? Maybe she’d had happy times in the years since they’d split up, but he didn’t think so. Nothing he’d heard suggested that she’d allowed herself to do something or to go out with someone for the sheer enjoyment of it. He had apparently robbed her of the free-spirited joy she’d always found in trying the unexpected. It was one more regret he’d have to live with.

				He turned on the engine as she climbed into the passenger seat and faced him with pure, uninhibited mischief in her eyes.

				“What?” he asked.

				“I got caught,” she said, grinning and sounding not the least bit repentant.

				“Caught?”

				“Retta’s onto us. She figured out what we’re up to.”

				Daniel stared at her, not sure he was comprehending what she was telling him, especially since she didn’t seem particularly upset. To the contrary, she sounded like a kid on a lark. “Retta knows we’re going to the inn to sleep together?”

				“She does,” Molly confirmed.

				“How could she? She never heard a word we said. She was in the kitchen the whole time.”

				“What can I tell you? She’s always had a sixth sense about these things.”

				“Then I’m surprised she didn’t come charging into the parking lot with a meat cleaver,” he said, barely able to contain a shudder as he glanced worriedly into the rearview mirror, not entirely sure that he wouldn’t see Retta chasing after them, apron flapping, deadly cleaver in hand.

				“Apparently she doesn’t disapprove,” Molly said.

				He got it then. He understood why Molly looked so remarkably happy and at ease. “And that makes you feel a lot better about things, doesn’t it? I mean things between us.” He couldn’t hide his own relief, either. Retta’s approval meant everything to Molly, and a lot to him, as well.

				She nodded. “I know it’s ridiculous at my age to care about anyone’s opinion, but I do. Retta was like a mother to me when I was growing up. She knows how badly you hurt me, so I know she doesn’t take our relationship starting up again lightly. More than that, she’s my one link to my grandfather. I guess it’s a little like having his blessing, too.”

				“Then I can stop worrying about the meat cleaver?”

				She grinned. “Unless you hurt me again.”

				“Then I will definitely try not to do that,” he vowed. He glanced sideways at her. “Retta’s approval aside, are you okay with this? We don’t have to go to the inn. We could just go somewhere and talk. We haven’t had a lot of time to catch up. Most of our conversations have been about Kendra.”

				She laughed. “I’m a modern woman, in case you haven’t noticed. I can multitask. I can talk and have sex at the same time.”

				Daniel barely managed to bite back a smile. “Good to know. In fact, that’s excellent.”

				Her expression suddenly sobered. “Daniel?”

				“What?”

				“Do you really think we can get it right this time?”

				“We’re going to try like hell,” he told her. “Because this time losing you is not an option I can live with.”

				Apparently satisfied by his declaration, she settled back against the seat and closed her eyes. A minute later she was asleep.

				Daniel sighed. Apparently, exhaustion from her all-night fishing adventure had caught up with her. A nap would do her good. It was a forty-five-minute drive to the inn. As he recalled, Molly could revive pretty quickly after even a brief catnap. Given his own state of near exhaustion, he would be doing well to keep up with her, but he intended to give it one hell of a shot. He’d been waiting way too long for this chance not to give it his all.

				* * *

				The inn looked as if it had been around for a century or more. The owners had done a fabulous job of creating a sprawling white clapboard country home that looked as though it had welcomed thousands of guests, even though its doors had been open only a few months.

				Filled with guilty anticipation, Molly stood back while Daniel registered, then asked if it was possible to get room service at this hour. The young woman working behind the counter grinned.

				“We’re always willing to see that our guests’ requests are met,” she assured Daniel. “There’s a menu in the room, or if there’s something special you’d like, our chef will do his best to accommodate you.”

				“Two steaks, medium, a bottle of champagne and chocolate mousse,” he said at once. “Is that possible?”

				“Absolutely.”

				He turned to Molly, winked, then turned back to the counter. “Extra whipped cream?”

				Molly nearly groaned aloud. She could feel the heat climbing into her cheeks, but the young woman didn’t bat an eye.

				“Not a problem,” she said. “Will a half hour be okay?”

				Daniel caught Molly’s gaze again, held it, then said, “You’d better make it an hour.”

				The young woman remained completely unflustered. “Certainly, sir. Shall I have someone show you to your room?”

				Daniel glanced at the key. “Third floor,” he said. “Elevator’s right there. I think we can find it.”

				“Then enjoy your stay. If there’s anything else you need, call the front desk. My name’s Colleen.”

				“Thank you, Colleen. I’m sure we will,” Daniel said as he turned toward the elevator, suddenly being discreet enough to keep his hands to himself as Molly preceded him inside.

				When the doors were closed, she poked him in the arm. “Tell the world, why don’t you?”

				“Tell the world what?” he asked innocently.

				“That we’re here for a secret assignation.”

				He laughed. “I thought we were here for sex and a nice lunch.”

				“I’m rethinking the sex part,” she said, though even she could tell the claim was a little too halfhearted to be taken seriously.

				“Bet I can change your mind,” he said, already reaching for her.

				“Daniel.” The whispered protest died on her lips when he backed her against the wall of the elevator and brought his mouth down on hers in a kiss that could have convinced a saint to sin. She was vaguely aware of the elevator doors opening and closing, but the heat from Daniel’s body managed to fog her brain. He was hard against her, ready for that sex she’d insisted she was going to deny him. And the truth of it was that she was every bit as ready as he was.

				She’d missed this—the feel of his mouth on hers, the way her body molded to his, his woodsy, masculine scent, the sandpaper texture of his cheeks within hours of shaving. She’d been a tomboy as a kid, and she’d missed feeling surprisingly small and feminine next to his more powerful build.

				It felt so damned good to lose herself on a sea of sensations, to be swept away to a place beyond thought.

				This time, though, the sound of the elevator doors opening and closing was accompanied by a shocked gasp. Molly’s eyes flew open to encounter the startled look of an elderly woman whose pursed lips suggested she was not amused by their behavior. Molly nudged Daniel and tried to extricate herself from his embrace.

				“Sorry,” she murmured, totally chagrined.

				Daniel finally caught on. He recovered quickly. By the time he turned, he was wearing his most charming smile, the one that could win the heart of his sternest detractor.

				As Molly watched, the woman’s lips softened and a twinkle lit her eyes. Another conquest was clearly in the making.

				“Honeymoon?” she inquired dreamily.

				Daniel grinned. “Don’t tell anyone, okay?”

				“Not a word, but, young man, I do think you should take your bride into a room. Public displays of affection are so gauche, don’t you think?”

				Daniel looked suitably chastened. “You are absolutely right.” He grabbed Molly’s hand and hauled her from the elevator. “Have a lovely afternoon, ma’am.”

				“You do the same, young man,” she said, the twinkle back in her eyes. She winked at Molly. “Much happiness, my dear.”

				“Thank you,” Molly said, all but tripping over Daniel in her haste to get away before she burst into laughter.

				She held her breath until the elevator doors closed and the woman was safely descending to the lobby before whirling on Daniel. “Is there any chance at all that the universe won’t know about this little rendezvous of ours by nightfall? The story will be all over Widow’s Cove, if not the entire state of Maine.”

				He grinned unrepentantly. “So what? Everybody loves a romance. Besides, no one here knows our real names.”

				“We may be anonymous in the gossip, but Retta knows we’re here,” she reminded him. “She can withdraw that blessing of hers just like that if she knew we were making a public spectacle of ourselves.” She snapped her fingers.

				“But she won’t,” Daniel said confidently.

				“Why not?”

				“Retta’s the biggest sucker of all for romance.” He leveled a look at her that made her tremble. “You can always back out.”

				Molly glanced at the key in his hand, then at the numbers on the doors. “Doesn’t seem much point to that, since our room is right here and it’s paid for.”

				When she would have taken the key and opened the door, Daniel held it just out of reach.

				“Before we go inside, there’s something you should know,” he said, his expression suddenly serious. “I love you, Molly. I know you said you didn’t want me to say that, but you need to hear it. You need to believe it.” He gestured toward the room. “That’s what this is about. It’s not just sex, not for me. I’m making a commitment to you, here and now, this afternoon. I’m not asking you to do the same, but I won’t deny my own feelings.”

				Molly’s heart pounded at the conviction in his voice. She wanted to believe him. She wanted to say the words back to him, but she’d done that once. She’d offered him everything, and it hadn’t been enough.

				She reached up and touched his cheek. “I believe you,” she said. “It’s about more than sex for me, too.”

				She stumbled over the idea of commitment, but Daniel seemed to understand that she wasn’t ready to commit beyond this moment. She was a little surprised that he was so eager to talk about the future, but given the sad expression on his face, she couldn’t deny that he seemed genuinely disappointed that they weren’t on the same page.

				He managed to put aside whatever dismay he was feeling, though. He grinned at her as he put the key into the lock, opened the door, then swept her up and carried her inside, kicking the door shut behind him.

				“Here and now,” he murmured. “That’s all that matters.”

				Molly gazed into the troubled depths of his eyes. “It really is, you know. We can’t control any of the rest, but we can make this moment count.”

				Daniel glanced past her at the clock on the bedside table, then grinned. “Especially since we only have about forty-five of those precious moments left before that lunch I ordered turns up.”

				Molly kicked off her shoes and reached for the buttons on his shirt. “Then I suggest we not waste another second.”

				* * *

				Daniel didn’t want to be rushed. He wanted to savor everything about this afternoon. He wanted to take his time stripping away Molly’s clothes, lingering over each caress of her magnificent, familiar body. He wanted each minute to be memorable.

				“Maybe I should call down and cancel lunch,” he murmured as her fingers grazed his bare chest and made his pulse skip.

				“Oh, no,” she said. “I’m starved, first for you, then for food.”

				It was the way she’d always been, eager to make the most of whatever time they had. She could take her own sweet time tormenting him, or she could get caught up in a quick rush to pleasure that had them both gasping and breathless in a heartbeat. That was clearly her intention now, as she undid his belt and the button at his waist, then slid her hand down until his entire body jolted at the touch of her clever fingers.

				Daniel spotted the quick rise of satisfaction in her eyes, the tiny frown of concentration on her brow, as she set about making him crazy. Maybe this moment wasn’t about him. Maybe it was about Molly regaining her sense of control over their relationship. Maybe he simply needed to go along for the ride, let her take him wherever she wanted him to go. Being passive wasn’t in his nature, but Molly seemed to have a plan and since at the moment his body seemed more than content with it, who was he to argue?

				Her hands were everywhere and so was her mouth. He heard her catch her breath as she slid his pants down, releasing him in his full state of arousal. She touched the tip of him, sending a jolt through his entire body.

				“I want you, Daniel,” she said, looking up at last to meet his gaze. “Make love to me.”

				“With pleasure,” he said, lifting her to the high bed with its thick comforter and soft, fresh-smelling sheets.

				He stripped off his already disheveled clothes, joined her on the bed and then set to work undressing her, taking his time as he removed blouse, bra, jeans and, at long last, panties. It wasn’t so much an exploration of her body—he already knew it as well as he knew his own—as it was a reawakening, for both of them. He wanted to remember—wanted her to remember—what it was like between them, how well they fit together, the pleasure that had always washed over them like a storm.

				Already, though, she was restless, her hips seeking his touch. She was slick with perspiration, moist and ready for him to enter her. He’d waited so long for this, missed it in ways he hadn’t even realized until now, but no more. He couldn’t wait another second.

				With one sure thrust, he was inside her, surrounded by her heat, feeling her contract around him with the first spasm. He waited as the waves subsided, then began to move, slowly, teasing her, then harder and deeper as her cries of pleasure mounted and his own body tensed, straining toward the promised release. When it came, it was shattering, the way it had always been with Molly…and only with Molly.

				And with his climax came the equally shattering realization that the condoms he’d bought and kept in his wallet for this moment were still safely there. He waited for the panic to set in, waited for the awful fear that there might be another pregnancy that could come between them, but instead an amazing sense of peace stole over him. If there was a baby, so be it. Today was all about second chances. There could be no greater second chance than the opportunity to prove to Molly that he was ready for a family, that he wasn’t afraid of testing his ability to be a husband and father. Not as long as it was with her.

				Still joined with her, he gazed into her eyes. “Marry me,” he said. “Be with me forever.”

				Alarm flared in her eyes, and he could almost feel her emotional withdrawal.

				Her gaze shuttered, she said, “I thought you understood that I’m not ready for that, not ready for more than this.”

				“I do,” he said.

				“Then what was the proposal all about, Daniel?”

				“I need you to remember that I asked, that I meant it.”

				She regarded him with confusion. “I don’t understand.”

				“If…” He drew in a deep breath, then forced himself to continue. “If there’s a baby, I want you to know now, this minute, that this time it will be different. I will be there for you.”

				Her expression faltered at that, then tears filled her eyes. “There won’t be a baby, Daniel.”

				For a moment his heart stood still. Was there something Patrick hadn’t told him about the miscarriage? Something she hadn’t told him? He would never forgive himself if he’d destroyed her chances of having children forever. “Ever?” he asked, his heart in his throat.

				As understanding dawned, she touched his cheek. “No, just now. I’m on the Pill.”

				His sigh of relief was deep. “Thank God.”

				She pulled away, her anger almost palpable. “So many pretty words, Daniel. Didn’t you mean any of them?”

				When she would have run, he held her tight, forced her to look into his eyes. “No misunderstandings this time, Molly. I didn’t mean I was grateful that we hadn’t made a baby. I was only grateful that I hadn’t cost you the chance to have them. I couldn’t have forgiven myself for that.”

				She searched his face, clearly wanting to believe him, but it was a long time before he felt her relax in his arms.

				“I love you,” he repeated. “And I do want to marry you, whenever you’re ready, baby or no baby.”

				The tears spilled then, and she curled into him, clinging to him. The storm went on for so long, he was sure there could be no tears left, but when the sobs finally stopped, she looked more at peace than he’d seen her in years.

				“We’re okay?” he asked, trying to interpret what had just happened.

				“We’re okay,” she said, then smiled at the knock on the door. “And definitely ready for lunch. I can think of all sorts of fascinating things to do with that whipped cream.”

				He frowned with mock ferocity. “Great thing to say when I have to go to the door,” he said, grabbing a thick robe off the back of the bathroom door.

				The waiter managed to keep a discreetly bland expression on his face as he set up the room-service cart in front of a large bay window. Daniel tipped him well, then gratefully closed the door behind him, barely hiding a smile at the sight of the large silver bowl filled with fresh whipped cream.

				“What?” Molly said, studying him.

				He picked up the bowl and carried it toward her. “Only the best,” he teased, dipping up a spoonful and dropping it onto her breast.

				Her eyes widened as he set the bowl aside and bent down to lick away every last trace of the cream. Her nipple was hard, her hips restless when he was done.

				“More?” he asked.

				“Oh, yes, please,” she whispered, her voice husky.

				“Our food will get cold,” he reminded her.

				“Nothing I like better than cold steak,” she insisted.

				“And warm champagne?” he asked.

				She glanced toward the cart. “It’s on ice.”

				“Ah, well, that’s okay, then,” he said, laughing.

				She leaned back against the pillows and gestured toward the whipped cream. “Come on, Daniel. Get with the program.”

				This time he drizzled a trail of the sweet cream between her breasts and lower, then licked it away. “So good,” he murmured.

				“Me or the whipped cream?” she asked.

				“You, of course. Always you.”

				Molly reached for the bowl. “My turn,” she said, scooping up a large dollop, then studying him thoughtfully. “Where to start, though?”

				Daniel fought a grin at her serious expression. “Doesn’t really matter, you know. It’s pretty much guaranteed to be a turn-on, whatever you do with that.”

				“Then maybe I’ll start with a little right here,” she said, dropping just a little on his mouth, then running her tongue over his lips. “You’re right. It is good.”

				“Very good,” he confirmed.

				After that, she began to get creative, with a little dab here, a larger dab there, and that wicked mouth of hers making him completely crazy.

				“Come here,” he pleaded when she was sitting back on her heels looking for some other part of his anatomy she could torment.

				“I’m not through.”

				“Yes, you are,” he said, snatching away the bowl and flipping her on her backside in a move that caught her completely off guard. “Time to pay up, darlin’.”

				She laughed. “Oh, really?”

				“Yes, really,” he said, lowering his mouth to hers and tasting her till she was writhing beneath him. “See, no need for whipped cream. You taste incredible just as you are.”

				“Good thing, because we were completely out of the stuff, and I, for one, am not about to call the front desk and ask for more.”

				“Scared people will think we used it for something other than a garnish on the chocolate mousse?” he teased.

				“I don’t think there was a doubt in Colleen’s mind about its intended use,” Molly said. “I think she was envying me because I was about to come upstairs and have wild, uninhibited sex with a very handsome man. I think our friend in the elevator felt the exact same way.”

				“She must have been eighty,” Daniel said.

				“Doesn’t mean she can’t be having a sex life of her own or a lot of very steamy memories,” Molly said. “I think we’ll still be having sex when we’re eighty, don’t you?”

				Daniel gazed into her eyes at the admission that she saw a future for them. “That’s what I want,” he said seriously. “Sex or no sex, I want to be with you when we’re eighty.”

				Molly sighed.

				“Am I getting ahead of myself again?” he asked, even though she was the one who’d initiated the allusion.

				“No, I want that, too, but I’m scared.”

				Daniel brushed a stray curl back from her cheek and gazed into her eyes. “Don’t you think I’m scared, too? I’m terrified that I’ll get it wrong again. I don’t think we get but so many second chances in life. I want to make the most of this one. We have to make a vow to talk, Molly. If one of us is getting it all wrong, we have to get it out in the open. We can’t run from it.”

				She regarded him with an unflinching gaze. “The way you did before.”

				“Yes,” he said readily, more than willing to take responsibility for his own cowardice back then. “The way I did before.”

				She grazed his cheek with her knuckles. “Then maybe we really do have a chance of getting it right this time, Daniel.” Her lips curved. “We could toast to that.”

				He grinned. “A very good idea,” he said, getting the bottle of champagne. He popped the cork and poured them each a glass.

				“To getting it right,” he said, touching his glass to hers.

				The crystal made a sweet sound, and the motion splashed just a little of the champagne. Molly studied the droplets on his chest intently, then grinned. “Whipped cream, champagne, what’s the difference?” she asked as she put aside her glass.

				Daniel groaned as she tasted him. She was going to be the death of him this afternoon, but oh, my, what a way to go.

				When he was breathless and weak, she nudged him with her knee.

				“What?” he asked.

				“We need to get back.”

				“I don’t think I can move.”

				“Of course you can,” she said. She wafted the plate of now-cold steak under his nose. “Meat will give you your strength back.”

				“You can’t just toss meat at a man you’ve all but destroyed and expect him to revive like some half-starved animal,” he protested.

				She grinned and set the plate aside. “You used to have more staying power, Devaney,” she scoffed.

				“No, you used to be demure.”

				She laughed at that. “Never. That must have been some other woman.”

				He pretended to think about it. “Oh, yeah,” he said. “Must have been. I’ll have to go through that endless list and try to figure out which one it was.”

				Molly smacked him with a pillow. “No more women. Not ever.”

				“None,” he said, crossing his heart. He’d never wanted any other woman the way he wanted Molly.

				Molly snagged his hand and met his gaze. “I’m serious. This time we’re aiming for forever, right? We’re going to do whatever it takes to make it work.”

				Right this second there wasn’t a doubt in his mind. “Absolutely,” he said with confidence.

				He would die before he ever let Molly down again.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 12

				When Molly finally got back to Jess’s, she kissed Daniel goodbye in the parking lot, then walked inside to face a quartet of worried faces all lined up on bar stools. Retta’s scowl was mild compared to Patrick’s. Alice’s expression and Kendra’s were more neutral.

				“What did my brother do now?” Patrick demanded, obviously assuming the worst since Molly had returned alone.

				Molly fought to suppress a grin. “You want details?”

				His frown deepened. “Not those details,” he said at once.

				“Well, thank goodness for that,” she said. “I’m not sure I’d be comfortable sharing them with you, especially with a teenager present.”

				“Where is he?” Patrick said. “Did you have a fight?”

				“No,” Molly replied evenly, then pointedly looked at the others. “Anybody need a drink?”

				“I could use more coffee,” Alice said in an obvious attempt to help Molly dispel the simmering tension. “Decaf, though. Can’t have this baby jittery.” She patted her stomach, which managed to divert Patrick’s attention for a split second, long enough to give her a soft smile.

				Molly refilled Alice’s cup, then glanced at Kendra. “You want another soda?”

				Clearly surprised at being offered soda this late in the evening, Kendra nodded eagerly. “Sure.”

				Molly turned to Retta. “Tea?”

				“I’m fine with what I’ve got,” Retta said tersely.

				“What about you, Patrick? Another beer?”

				“I’d prefer some answers. Where the hell is my brother?”

				“On his way home,” she said.

				“If you two didn’t fight again, why isn’t he with you?” he asked. “Why are you covering for him?”

				Molly met his worried gaze. “Do I look as if I’ve spent the afternoon fighting?”

				Alice chuckled. “Actually, you look as if you’ve spent the afternoon…” She caught a glimpse of Kendra’s wide-eyed expression and cut herself off. “You look happy.”

				“I am happy,” she said, her gaze on Retta, who nodded slowly, then visibly relaxed.

				Patrick wasn’t as easily convinced. “Why didn’t he come in here with you?”

				“Because he had work to do,” she explained reasonably.

				“Stuff about me?” Kendra asked, her cheeks turning pale.

				“He’s going to call Joe, yes,” Molly said, reaching over to give her hand a squeeze. “He said not to worry. We’re going to work this out.”

				Kendra nodded slowly. “I guess he wouldn’t want to make you mad by messing this up, would he?”

				Molly chuckled. “Not a chance.”

				“Okay, then.” A grin spread across her face. “Told you the guy had the hots for you.”

				Molly groaned. “Kendra!”

				“What? It’s not like it’s a big secret or anything. The two of you snuck off in the middle of the afternoon and went to some fancy inn. Nobody here thinks you were gone for hours just to have lunch.” She looked to the others for confirmation. “Right?”

				Retta rolled her eyes. “Out of the mouths of babes. Come on, Kendra. Now that Molly’s back safe and sound, you and I have work to do.”

				“It’s late. Shouldn’t I be going up to bed or something?” Kendra asked.

				“You were wide-awake enough five minutes ago to be poking around in things that are none of your business,” Retta responded. “I think you can stay up long enough to help me get the dishes put away so everything’s ready for tomorrow.”

				“Slave driver,” Kendra accused, but she grinned broadly as she followed Retta into the kitchen without further argument.

				“So, it’s official?” Alice asked, when Kendra and Retta were gone. “You and Daniel are back together? Does that mean we could be sisters-in-law?”

				“Whoa!” Patrick said. “Who said anything about Molly and Daniel getting married?”

				Alice poked him in the ribs. “You married me, didn’t you? Surely your twin is as smart as you are. He won’t let the best thing to ever happen to him get away a second time.”

				Patrick swiveled around to look Molly in the eye. “Well? Is my wife right?”

				“It’s a little premature to predict how this is going to turn out,” Molly told him honestly. “But it feels right. Will you be okay with it if we do stay together?”

				Patrick seemed to waver, but he finally said, “Molly, you know how I feel about you. There’s no one I’d rather see with my brother. I just wish I were as certain that he’s the perfect man for you.”

				“I think he is,” Molly admitted slowly. “Even though I felt betrayed, even though I was disappointed in him, I know I never stopped loving him.”

				“There you go,” Alice said triumphantly. “Now stop trying to throw a damper on things, Patrick. I predict that one of these days we’re all going to be family.”

				Patrick rolled his eyes. “Some family.”

				Alice frowned right back at him. “I’m happy enough with it, even if you are annoying me no end at the moment.”

				He grinned then, that devilish charmer of a smile that he shared with his brother. Alice was clearly as powerless to resist it as Molly was when Daniel turned the same smile on her.

				“Want to go home?” Patrick asked his wife. “Maybe I can think of something to do that won’t annoy you.”

				“I imagine you can,” Alice agreed, then winked at Molly. “But you’re going to have to work really, really hard at it.”

				“My pleasure,” Patrick said, scooping her off the bar stool and throwing her over his shoulder.

				“Put me down, you idiot,” Alice said, laughing as she pounded on his back.

				“Not till I can toss you on our nice, soft, feather mattress,” he replied. “Besides, at the rate that baby’s growing, I won’t be able to do this much longer.”

				“How flattering,” Alice said. “Maybe I should reconsider what we’re about to do, since you think I already look like a whale and I’m not even four months along yet.”

				“Did I say that?” Patrick asked Molly. “Did you hear me say anything to suggest that I don’t find my wife absolutely gorgeous and desirable?”

				“Well…” Molly teased.

				“Never mind,” he replied irritably. “I guess I’ll just have to work a little harder to prove how attractive I find her.”

				“In that case, your boat’s closer,” Alice pointed out.

				Patrick laughed. “See why I love this woman, Molly? She’s easily won over and she has no patience.”

				“And that’s a good thing?” Molly asked doubtfully.

				“In this instance, yes.” With an arm clamped firmly across the back of his wife’s thighs, he leaned across the bar and kissed Molly. “I want you to be happy—you know that, don’t you?”

				“I do.”

				Molly watched as Patrick carted the still-protesting Alice from the bar. She envied them the certainty of the love they’d found with each other. She believed in Daniel, believed that a future with him was possible, mostly because she wanted to so desperately. But deep in her heart, in a place she was trying hard not to go, she knew that real faith in the lasting power of their love was going to be harder to come by.

				* * *

				Daniel spent the better part of an hour on the phone with Joe Sutton, haggling over the next step to take in Kendra’s situation. Joe’s meeting with the Morrows hadn’t gone well. They’d insisted once again that any problems between themselves and their daughter could be worked out once she got home.

				“I told them I needed to know what those problems were, but they stonewalled me,” Joe said, sounding thoroughly frustrated. “They still insist it’s a family matter.”

				“Did you tell ’em it could become a court matter?” Daniel asked.

				“I tried.” He sighed. “I hate to tell you this, but it gets worse. They figured out that I’d only be so interested if I had a lead on her whereabouts. They’re insisting that she be returned immediately or they’ll sue me, the department and anyone else who’s interfering in the safe return of their daughter.”

				Daniel uttered a profanity he rarely used.

				“I agree, but it’s going to get ugly if we stand in their way,” Joe told him. “I filled my boss in, and he’s bouncing off walls. He wants the girl back home yesterday.”

				“Hold ’em all off for twenty-four hours,” Daniel pleaded. “Maybe I can convince Kendra to tell us everything so we’ll have some ammunition to take to a judge. We need to know where the parents intend to send her. If it’s some fancy boarding school where she’ll get an incredible education, he might not be so sympathetic.”

				“And what if there is no ammunition?” Joe asked. “What if this is just a mixed-up kid? We wind up with egg on our faces and the department winds up in court.”

				“Always a possibility,” Daniel agreed. “But you’ve met Kendra—do you think she’s a kid who just wants to stir up trouble?”

				“No,” Joe said. “But we’re running out of time. What if she won’t open up?”

				“Then maybe I can talk her into going home to confront her parents directly, with me there as mediator.” He had a hunch Molly wasn’t going to be happy with any reunion in which she didn’t get to participate to reassure herself that Kendra was in good hands. He couldn’t blame her, either.

				He also knew that in some twisted way she was equating Kendra’s fate to that of their lost baby. If he failed Molly again, there was no telling how she would react.

				“Hold on,” Joe said eventually. “Let me run that by the chief.”

				Daniel waited impatiently for him to come back on the line. “Well?” he asked when he heard the line reconnect.

				“Devaney, this is Chief Williams. Why the hell are you dragging your heels about this?”

				“Gut instinct,” Daniel said at once. “I know that’s not a lot, but there is a real problem there, Chief. I’d stake my job on it.”

				“You are staking your job on it,” he retorted. “And Sutton’s and mine, more than likely. That better be one helluva gut you’ve got.”

				“I believe it is, sir.”

				“Then take your twenty-four hours and not one second longer. This time tomorrow night, I want that girl tucked safe in her bed at home or I want one helluva reason why she’s not there.”

				“Yes, sir,” Daniel said. “Thank you.”

				“I’ll put Joe back on so you can work out the details,” the chief said.

				Daniel sighed as he waited.

				“Now what?” Joe asked.

				“Leave it to me. You’ve done enough.”

				“Oh, no, you don’t. Until this is resolved, we’re joined at the hip.”

				Daniel thought of the way he’d spent his afternoon and felt an instant of relief that Joe hadn’t decided to shadow his every move a few hours earlier. Still, Molly wasn’t going to be much happier about this turn of events.

				“I’ll call you first thing in the morning when I’m ready to head over to Jess’s,” Daniel assured him.

				“You’re not going straight over there now?”

				“And do what? Wake Kendra out of a sound sleep?”

				“She might say more when she’s half-asleep,” Joe noted.

				“Not with Molly yelling at both of us about being a couple of bullies for dragging them out of bed in the middle of the night,” Daniel said with certainty.

				“You have a point,” Joe said, relenting. “But if I don’t hear from you by daybreak, I’m coming looking for you.”

				“Never doubted it for a minute,” Daniel told him, then hung up.

				The receiver was barely back in place before the phone rang again. He was in no mood to deal with anyone, but a guilty conscience had him reaching for the phone, anyway.

				He barked out a greeting that was met by silence.

				“Dammit, is anyone there?” he demanded.

				“Having a bad day?” a cool male voice inquired.

				“I’ve had better,” Daniel said, trying to figure out why the voice seemed so familiar.

				“This is Ryan.”

				“Ah,” he said, realizing then that there were faint traces of his father’s Irish brogue in Ryan’s voice even though he’d grown up in Boston. He doubted Ryan would appreciate being reminded that he carried any trait of the man he’d come to hate. “Sorry for jumping down your throat.”

				“Want to talk about whatever’s bugging you?”

				Oddly enough, he did. He could use the advice of a big brother right now, but it was confidential information and he wasn’t free to share it.

				“I wish I could,” he said.

				“Job-related?” Ryan guessed.

				“Yes.”

				“That runaway who’s been staying with Molly?”

				“You know about that?” he asked, surprised.

				“Patrick filled me in.”

				“Oh?”

				“Only the basics, Daniel. He didn’t share the details of your personal or professional business, though I gather there are some old, unresolved issues between you and Molly.”

				“We’re working on that,” Daniel said.

				“Good. I liked her the first time I met her. For a bit, there, I wasn’t sure if she was the one Patrick had his eye on or if it was Alice.”

				Daniel didn’t know what to say to that. It felt strange to realize that Ryan knew so much about Patrick’s life, that they’d begun to create a bond where none existed between Daniel and his big brother. It wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility that Ryan knew more about Patrick these days than Daniel did, given the long-standing tensions between himself and his twin.

				Feeling more than a little disgruntled about that, he said stiffly, “I’m sure you didn’t call to talk about my life.”

				“Actually, I’d like to know more about your life,” Ryan said. “So would Sean and Michael. It’s the folks we’re a little gun-shy about seeing again.”

				“Yeah, it’s not like the last time went so well,” Daniel said, unable to keep the sarcastic edge out of his voice. If his brother took offense at that, so be it.

				“More like a disaster,” Ryan agreed. “But Patrick believes there’s hope. He thinks you can bring Mom and Dad around and make them talk to us.”

				“I told him I’d try,” Daniel said. “To be honest, though, I haven’t had time to do much about it. Are you planning to come back up here soon?”

				“Well, you see, here’s the thing,” Ryan said. “If it were up to me, I could wait till hell freezes over, but I have this very precocious child in the house who wants to meet her grandparents. Once she found out that I know where they are, she’s been relentless. Sean’s son is curious, too. Being a bachelor, you may not be aware that there is nothing that can motivate a man quicker than a kid on a mission.”

				Daniel wondered if thrusting a couple of kids into the midst of all that tension would be wise. Then again, the grandchildren could provide exactly what the situation needed—a bridge. They had no axes to grind with Connor and Kathleen Devaney.

				“Daniel, you still there?”

				“I’m here.”

				“What do you think? Should we come up?”

				“When did you have in mind?”

				“This has dragged on entirely too long already. We need to get this over and done with,” Ryan said flatly. “How’s tomorrow for you?”

				Daniel muttered that same rarely used profanity for the second time in less than an hour.

				“Not good?” Ryan asked at once.

				“It’s just that I have a situation that needs to be resolved by this time tomorrow. It can’t be put off.” But neither could this, he told himself. “Look, I’ll work something out. I’ll make some hotel reservations for all of you. I’ll do everything I can to get this other situation straightened out early in the day and set things up for a meeting between you and the folks for tomorrow night. If not, we’ll do it first thing on Sunday. Will that work? Can you be a little flexible?”

				“We’ll make it work,” Ryan said.

				“You mentioned Sean and the kids,” Daniel said. “Will Michael come, as well?” He recalled how bitter the youngest of the three had been.

				“We’ll all be there,” Ryan said. “Even if I have to butt heads with a few people to make it happen. Our wives, too.”

				At Ryan’s words, Daniel’s heart began to beat a little harder. It was the reunion he’d dreamed of from the moment he’d found out about his brothers. For so many years now, even after he’d had his own all-too-brief reunion with them, he’d thought the odds were too long for all of the Devaneys ever getting together peacefully in the same room. To his astonishment, it was actually close to happening now. He intended to make sure that nothing went awry.

				“When you get here, meet me at Molly’s. You know the place, right? On the waterfront?”

				“I know it,” Ryan said.

				“I’ll be there all day, and I’ll be able to tell you what I’ve set up. We’ll probably get together with everyone there, too. I think it might be better if we do this on neutral turf.”

				“Makes sense to me. Barging in at the house last time was damned awkward,” Ryan said. “And, Daniel, I really am looking forward to getting to know you, no matter how things turn out with the folks.”

				Daniel couldn’t hide his surprise. He’d expected the same sort of blame from Ryan that Patrick had always assigned to Daniel in his loyalty to their folks. “Really?”

				“You sound as if you didn’t expect me to feel that way,” Ryan said.

				“It’s just that the past few years Patrick has seen me as the roadblock, the chief defender of our folks. He’s been so furious with me that we’ve barely spoken,” Daniel explained. “I can’t begin to tell you how much I regret that. I never wanted to be in that position. I just couldn’t turn my back on them. Whatever they did to you, whatever the reason for it, they were good parents to me and Patrick.”

				Ryan sighed heavily. “I don’t want to take that away from you. I really don’t. No two people are ever going to see this mess exactly the same. Sean and I don’t. Neither do Michael and I. We all had different experiences, some due to our ages, some due to what happened after the folks abandoned us.”

				“Patrick and I had the same one,” Daniel said. “But he has no problem blaming our parents for everything without knowing the whole story. All he sees is the fact that they lied to us for so many years and let us think we were their only children. In my heart I know they wouldn’t have done that if they’d seen any other way to handle it. I think they were scared of us losing all respect for them, which is exactly what happened with Patrick.”

				“You know something, Daniel, I have a good friend here who’s a priest. He says it’s a funny thing about faith. He says some people are born with it. They trust in God, trust in their fellow man, and nothing bad ever happens to shake that faith. Then there are the skeptics. They want proof. I think the ones who are born with unshakable faith are the lucky ones. Seems to me like you’re one of those. The rest of us need our proof, our explanations. Doesn’t make any of us wrong.”

				Daniel felt an amazing sense of peace steal over him as he listened to his brother. “How did you get to be so wise?”

				Ryan laughed. “I’d like to say it came naturally, but a lot of it has to do with letting go of my anger and listening to people who are a lot wiser than I am.”

				“That priest,” Daniel said.

				“And my wife. Maggie sees the world and the people in it in a way that gives me hope every day of my life. You’ll like her. You’re two of a kind.”

				“I’ll look forward to meeting her,” Daniel said.

				“See you tomorrow,” Ryan said. “Hope you get that other situation resolved.”

				Daniel thought of the struggle he was going to face convincing Molly or Kendra to go along with what had to be done. “I hope so, too. Otherwise, you’re likely to find me bloody and bruised when you get here.”

				He figured even if he managed to pull off a miracle with Molly and Kendra, that still left the battle with his folks to get them to meet with his brothers. He cast a gaze heavenward. “Hope You’re not fresh out of miracles.”

				“What was that?” Ryan asked.

				“Nothing,” Daniel said, feeling foolish at having been caught saying the words out loud. “Just a little prayer.”

				“I’ve been doing a lot of that lately myself,” his brother admitted.

				“Has it helped?”

				“I’ll let you know after tomorrow,” Ryan said.

				Daniel sighed. Amen to that.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 13

				Daniel was in an astonishingly chipper mood, Molly decided when he walked into the bar early Saturday morning, swept her into his arms and kissed her soundly right there in plain sight of God and everyone. Apparently he was no longer the least bit concerned about Retta and her meat cleaver.

				When he released her at long last, Molly stood back and studied his expression. Despite the outward appearance of exuberance, she thought she detected a few shadows in his eyes. She knew him well enough to recognize that that could only spell trouble.

				“Come with me,” she said at once.

				“Where?”

				“Upstairs.”

				He grinned at that. “Anxious to get me alone again? I guess that kiss was even better than I thought.”

				“The kiss was just peachy,” she said, shaking her head at the size of his ego. “It’s whatever else is going on in that head of yours that has me worried. Come on, buster. Upstairs.”

				He dragged his heels like a kid trying to avoid a lecture. “I haven’t even had my coffee.”

				“Coffee can wait.”

				“Where’s Kendra?”

				“In the kitchen with Retta. She’s learning to make omelettes. Now stop stalling and let’s get moving.”

				Daniel cast a suspicious look toward the kitchen. “Swear to me that Kendra is in there.”

				Molly lost patience. “Oh, for heaven’s sakes, see for yourself.”

				To her disgust, he actually went to the kitchen door and peeked in. When he turned back, there was no mistaking the relief in his expression.

				“Okay, that does it,” she said. “If you don’t head for the stairs right this second, you and I are going to have the mother of all fights right here in the middle of Jess’s. Word will get back to your brother, and this time I won’t stop him if he wants to beat you up.”

				He held up his hands in a gesture of surrender, though there was a suspicious twitch at the corners of his mouth. “Okay, okay,” he said, heading for the door that led to her apartment above the bar.

				When they got upstairs, Molly faced him, hands on her hips. “Mind telling me what was going on just now?”

				Daniel regarded her with apparent confusion. “I looked in on Kendra. Is that what you’re upset about?”

				“Part of it,” she conceded. “You’re acting weird. Very un-Daniel-like.”

				“You’re going to have to explain that one.”

				“When you first walked through the door and planted that kiss on me, I thought everything in your universe had to be just fine. But it was just an act, wasn’t it? You’re hiding something.”

				He frowned, and for a moment she actually believed he might tell her that she was crazy, that she’d gotten it all wrong, but then he sighed heavily, blowing that theory to bits.

				“Tell me,” she demanded.

				“You’d better sit down.”

				“I don’t want to sit down,” she said, pacing around the small living room as she awaited whatever bad news he was trying so hard not to tell her. “Tell me.”

				“Okay, here it is, and I know you’re not going to be happy about it.”

				“Will you just get to the point?”

				“I have until this evening to prove that Kendra shouldn’t go home or I need to reunite her with her parents,” he said, looking miserable. “I’m sorry, Molly, but there’s no more wiggle room on this. Her parents figured out that Joe knows where she is and are threatening lawsuits against everyone involved. That could include you, by the way, since you’ve known from the beginning that she was a runaway with family looking for her. I’m no lawyer, but I figure there’s a case against all of us for obstructing justice—at the very least.”

				She stared at him, not entirely comprehending what he was saying. “So, what? You’re going to take her home and that’s that?”

				“Yes. I have no alternative.”

				“You would turn that girl over to her parents, even though we both know something is dreadfully wrong, just to protect your own hide?”

				“No, dammit, to protect yours.”

				She faltered at that. “No, I won’t let you do it, Daniel. Certainly not for the wrong reason, not to protect me.”

				“You won’t have a choice. Neither of us do.”

				“Oh, really?” she scoffed. “We’ll see about that.”

				“Come on, Molly, be reasonable. Sooner or later, you had to know this moment would come.”

				“Don’t use that patronizing tone with me,” she snapped. “I will not let you force Kendra to do something when she’s so obviously scared.”

				“And if I take her, anyway?” he asked quietly. “What then, Molly? Is it going to come between us?”

				“Yes,” she said at once.

				He leveled an unflinching look straight into her eyes. “Because you’ll see it as another betrayal?”

				“Yes,” she said, though her voice was barely above a whisper. She knew it was unreasonable, knew that it wasn’t the same as before, but it felt the same. It hurt that he wasn’t on her side, wasn’t willing to protect yet another child who mattered to her.

				“Sweetheart, this is my job. I take it very seriously. I will do everything in my power to protect Kendra if she needs it, but there is no evidence that she does. To the contrary, all the evidence suggests that she’s from a good home. Her parents love her. They’re frantic. Put yourself in their shoes for a minute.”

				She didn’t want to think about the Morrows. Kendra was all that mattered. “Then why doesn’t Kendra want to go back there?” Molly demanded, unable to keep the urgency out of her voice. “Come on, Daniel. Think about it. They’re going to send her away. How much can they really love her if they’re going to do that, knowing that she doesn’t want to go?”

				“Then help me find out where they’re sending her,” he pleaded. “Go downstairs with me now and lay it on the line for her. She opens up with us, here and now, or she goes home. Even at the risk of alienating you forever, those are the choices, Molly.”

				She heard the unmistakable finality in his voice and shuddered. He wasn’t going to relent on this. Professionally, he’d been backed into a corner. And, much as she hated to admit it, she could see the position he was in. Kendra had given him nothing to work with, no truly solid reason he could take to the police or the courts that would justify not returning her to her parents.

				“What do you need from her?” she asked at last.

				“The truth,” he said simply.

				“What if you don’t see the truth the same way she does?”

				“We’ll work it out,” he promised. “The three of us.”

				Molly knew it was the best deal she could hope for. “Give me a few minutes alone with her, okay?”

				There was no mistaking the hint of doubt in his eyes. She could even understand it. That didn’t mean it didn’t hurt. “You expect me to trust you, Daniel, to believe that you have Kendra’s best interests at heart. You have to trust me when I tell you that I’m not going to grab her and make a run for it.”

				He nodded. “I do trust you. You’ve got fifteen minutes, Molly. No longer.”

				It was less than she’d hoped for, but probably more than she deserved under the circumstances. If Joe was about to turn up at any second, she doubted he would approve of any concession Daniel was making.

				She nodded curtly. “I’ll do what I can.”

				She left Daniel standing in her living room and went back downstairs, trying to think of some way to get through to Kendra and get the answers they needed.

				Molly found the girl in the kitchen, close to Retta’s side, watching the cook’s every move as she made omelettes for the handful of customers already in the dining room.

				Kendra glanced up. “This is fun. I think I’m gonna be a famous chef and run a restaurant when I grow up.”

				Molly grinned. It was a far leap from Jess’s to fancy gourmet dining. “Good for you.”

				“Where’ve you been? I thought I saw Daniel here a minute ago,” Retta said.

				“He’s here,” Molly said. “Kendra, come with me for a few minutes.”

				Alarm immediately darkened her eyes. “Why?”

				Retta put her arm protectively around the girl’s shoulders. “What’s going on?” she asked Molly.

				“I need to talk to Kendra,” Molly said.

				“Now?” Retta asked, her expression filled with worry.

				“Right now,” Molly said.

				Retta studied her face, then nodded. “Baby, it’s okay. You go on and talk to Molly, okay? Remember she’s on your side and do whatever she asks, you hear me?”

				Kendra nodded meekly, then followed Molly into the bar, her gaze darting around nervously. “Where is he?”

				“Who?”

				“Daniel.”

				“Still upstairs, more than likely.” Or outside trying to waylay Joe Sutton, but Kendra didn’t need to know that.

				When they were settled in a reasonably private booth in the back, Molly reached for Kendra’s hand. “You know that I only want what’s best for you, Kendra, don’t you?”

				Kendra nodded.

				Molly debated her next words, then opted for the truth. Kendra was smart enough to see through any sugarcoating, anyway. She had to know this stalemate couldn’t go on forever.

				“Daniel and Joe can’t put off taking you home,” she said at last. “Your parents have guessed that Joe knows where you are and they’re threatening to take legal action against him, Daniel and possibly against me, if we don’t bring you home.”

				The color drained from Kendra’s cheeks. “Can they do that?”

				“I’m afraid so.”

				“But that’s not fair. You’re only trying to help me.”

				“The way they see it, we’re keeping you from them. I don’t care for myself, but I am worried about Daniel and Joe. Their jobs could be affected by this, and that’s not fair, either.”

				Kendra stared down at the table. “I suppose.”

				“Sweetie, you know it’s not.”

				“I could call them, from someplace where they couldn’t trace the call,” Kendra said, her expression brightening. “I could explain that I’m okay and that they shouldn’t get mad at you guys.”

				“I think it’s too late for that,” Molly said. “Now, if there’s a reason why you don’t want to go wherever they’re sending you, you have to tell us. Daniel will fight for you, but you have to speak up now. There’s no more time.” She tucked a finger under Kendra’s chin and forced the girl to meet her gaze. “Is there a reason? Something besides the plan to send you away?”

				Tears swam in her eyes, but Kendra remained silent.

				“Did they ever hurt you?” Molly asked one more time.

				“No,” she said softly. “Never.”

				“Was there an argument of some kind?”

				“No.”

				“Did they punish you for something?”

				Kendra shook her head.

				Molly regarded her helplessly. “Kendra, you’re a good girl. You didn’t just run away for no reason, did you?”

				She shook her head but remained silent.

				Molly sighed. “Then we have no choice. Daniel has to take you home.”

				Kendra’s shoulders heaved with sobs. Tears spilled down her cheeks. “I don’t want to go back,” she whispered brokenly.

				Molly felt her heart twist in her chest. She would have given anything to grab the girl and run with her, but she couldn’t do it. She’d made a promise to Daniel and she had to honor it.

				“It’s time, Kendra. Your parents love you. Joe says there’s not a doubt in his mind about that. Do you think he’s wrong?”

				“No, not really,” she said without hesitation.

				Molly felt relieved that Kendra at least believed that her parents cared about her. “Then going home won’t be so bad, will it? Whatever happened, you can work it out.”

				Kendra regarded her hopefully. “Will you come with me?”

				“If Daniel agrees, of course I will,” Molly said at once. She was no more ready to say goodbye than Kendra was. She wanted to get a good look at the people who were going to send Kendra away again. Maybe they’d provide the answers that Kendra had been unwilling to offer.

				Kendra sighed heavily. “Okay, then. I’ll go.”

				Molly glanced up and saw that Daniel was approaching, alone, thank heavens. “Kendra says she’ll go home,” she told him. “She’d like me to come along.”

				There was no mistaking the relief in Daniel’s eyes. “Fine with me,” he said at once. He gave Kendra’s shoulder a squeeze. “I know you feel bad right now, but it’s going to be okay.”

				The look Kendra gave him was filled with despair. “I don’t think so.”

				“Sure it will be,” Molly said. “Daniel won’t let you down.” She was counting on that.

				“Will you be able to come see me?” Kendra asked.

				“We’ll try to work it out with your parents,” Molly promised. “Right, Daniel?”

				“Absolutely.”

				Kendra finally managed a teary smile. “I guess we should go, then. Can I say goodbye to Retta?”

				Daniel nodded. “Of course. I need to speak to her, too. I’m expecting some people here in a bit. I want them to know where I am.”

				Molly heard a mix of anticipation and dread in his voice and knew at once exactly who he was expecting. “Are you sure you can do this now? Joe could take us.”

				He glanced at Kendra, then shook his head. “Absolutely not. They knew I had some things to work out today. They’ll be here when I get back.”

				His words spoke volumes about his commitment to Kendra…and to Molly. In that instant, knowing how long he’d waited for the reunion and that he was willing to wait a little longer to keep his promise to Kendra, Molly’s last remaining doubts fled. This was a different man from the one who’d run out on her years ago. And their love was stronger than ever.

				* * *

				“I’m scared,” Kendra admitted as Daniel pulled to a stop in front of a large Victorian house with a sprawling porch and a profusion of flowers spilling from window boxes on the railing. “They’re gonna be so mad at me.”

				“I’ve called,” Daniel reassured her. “They’re grateful that you decided to come home, that you’re okay. They can’t wait to see you.”

				“I missed weeks and weeks of school,” she whispered. “I’ll probably have to take all my classes over again.”

				Daniel thought it a little odd that she didn’t sound especially distraught over that. “It’ll be hard, but you can do it,” he reassured her. “Maybe you can even take exams in some subjects and get credit. We’ll talk to the principal.”

				“No!” Kendra said so heatedly that both Daniel and Molly were caught off guard.

				“Sweetie, why don’t you want to take the make-up exams?” Molly asked. “You studied while you were with me. I saw you with your books. I know you could pass the exams.”

				“But that’s just it,” Kendra said, bursting into tears. “I don’t want to pass.”

				Daniel exchanged a bewildered look with Molly. “Why not?” he asked. “I could understand if you were afraid of failing, but why are you scared that you might pass them?”

				Kendra remained silent for what seemed like an eternity. When she finally spoke, her voice was barely above a whisper. “I want to stay behind.”

				“You want to fail?” Daniel asked incredulously.

				Kendra nodded. “I want to be with my friends, with kids closer to my own age. All the kids in my class are so much older than me. They treat me like a baby. I feel like some sort of freak.”

				Daniel sighed as understanding finally registered. How had he and Joe managed to miss the fact that this overachieving kid had been pushed too hard? They’d seen only how proud her parents were of her accomplishments. She had great grades, so great that they’d never stopped to consider that she was only thirteen and already a junior. One more year and her parents would be sending a terrified fourteen-year-old off to college to cope with situations that were far too advanced for her social skills. She was smart enough to recognize that she wasn’t ready for that. It also explained her one repeated claim that her parents were going to send her away. They were…to college.

				“That’s why you ran away, isn’t it?” he asked quietly, wanting to be sure he’d finally gotten it right. “So you would fail all of your classes and have to stay back?”

				Kendra nodded.

				“And that’s what all the talk of being sent away was about, right? They’re talking about college already, aren’t they?”

				Again she nodded. “They’ve already taken me to look at some schools and told me I’d be cheating myself of a better opportunity if I stayed home and went to a local college. They really want me to go to some fancy Ivy League school. I don’t even want to go to college now.”

				“Oh, Kendra,” Molly said, pulling her close. “I wish you’d explained this at the beginning.”

				“I couldn’t. My parents are going to hate me. They’re so proud that I’m smart. I didn’t want to let them down, but it’s awful. Everybody teases me, and it would be a million times worse at college. All the girls can think about is going to dances and dating and stuff, but nobody ever asks me, because I’m too young to date. I don’t have any friends in my class because I don’t have anything to talk about with them. They think I’m a baby, and I am.” Her voice caught. “Compared to them, I’m just a baby who happens to be smart.”

				Molly hugged her fiercely. “You are exactly the way you’re supposed to be,” she said. “And you don’t need to grow up too fast. Your mom and dad will understand. We’ll make them understand, won’t we, Daniel?”

				Relieved that it was a problem that could be resolved so easily, when so many of the fears he’d had for Kendra had been so much more devastating, Daniel nodded. “We’ll work it out. I promise.”

				Kendra swiped at the tears running down her cheeks and looked at him with eyes filled with hope. “Do you think you can, really?”

				He saw the same hope shining in Molly’s eyes and knew that he would do everything in his power, everything necessary to see that this had a happy ending.

				“Let’s go inside,” he said. “There are two people who are anxious to see you, Kendra.”

				Kendra clutched Molly’s hand tightly as they started toward the house, but when the front door flew open and her parents appeared, she dragged in a deep breath, released Molly’s hand and ran to them.

				Her mother gathered her close while her father wept openly.

				“Thank you,” her mother said at last. “Thank you for bringing my girl back home.” She focused on Molly. “Thank you for keeping her safe.”

				“It was my pleasure,” Molly said. “She’s a wonderful girl. I’m sure you’re very proud of her.”

				“We are,” Kendra’s father said.

				“Could we talk for a few minutes?” Daniel asked. “I think it would be helpful if you understood why Kendra ran away.” He looked at Kendra. “Right?”

				She nodded. “Please, Mommy. Will you and Daddy listen? Please?”

				The Morrows exchanged a look. Then David Morrow stepped aside and gestured for all of them to come inside.

				“Would anyone care for tea or coffee?” Kendra’s mother asked.

				“No, thanks. We won’t be staying that long,” Molly said. “We don’t want to intrude on Kendra’s homecoming.”

				“That’s right,” Daniel said. “But you do need to understand what happened.” He glanced pointedly at Kendra. “Will you tell them what you told us in the car just now?”

				In a halting voice Kendra explained to them how she felt about being the youngest girl in her class, how scared she was about going away to college, how desperately she wanted to be with friends her own age. Then she sat up a little straighter. “But I don’t want to disappoint you,” she said bravely. “If you want me to graduate early and go to college, I will.”

				Mrs. Morrow looked stunned. “Baby, why didn’t you say anything? I had no idea you were so unhappy. You’ve always done so well in school and you’ve always seemed so well-adjusted.”

				“Because she didn’t want to let you down,” Daniel explained. “Running away was all she could think of to do to make you take notice. She thought if she missed a lot of school and failed her classes, she’d get to stay behind and do her junior year over again. I’m sure if you spoke to her principal, there might be some way to reach a compromise, so she continues to get an education that challenges her but still allows her to be with kids her own age. Maybe she could take advanced placement courses, or even college classes one or two days a week.”

				“I’m sure we could work that out. Everyone at the school has been wonderful. They’re all so proud of Kendra. I guess none of us ever saw that our pride was getting in the way of her happiness,” her mother said. She squeezed Kendra’s hand. “No more. We’ll talk about it and work out the solution together.”

				“My vote will really count?” Kendra asked.

				“It will be the most important vote of all,” her father assured her.

				Kendra threw her arms around her father and buried her head in his shoulder. “Thank you, Daddy.”

				Once again Daniel noticed that there were tears in David Morrow’s eyes. He glanced at Molly. “You ready to go?”

				She cast a wistful look at Kendra, but finally nodded. “I’m ready.”

				They left amid a flurry of thanks and promises to stay in touch. They were almost to the car when Kendra came running down the driveway and threw her arms around Molly’s waist.

				“I love you,” she said.

				“I love you, too, Kendra. You’re the best. You can come work for me anytime.”

				“Maybe I could come this summer,” Kendra said hopefully.

				“If your parents agree,” Molly told her. “You know, Retta’s starting to count on you.”

				“I’ll call,” Kendra promised. “Every day. And tell Retta I’m gonna practice making omelettes.”

				Molly blinked back tears. “That will make her very happy.”

				Then Kendra turned to Daniel. “I guess you were right,” she said. “You said everything would be okay and it is.”

				“You know how to reach me if that ever changes,” he said. “But I think your folks are going to be listening to you now.”

				“Uh-huh,” she agreed. Then she reached for his hand and pulled him aside. She beckoned for him to lean down, then whispered in his ear, “When you ask Molly to marry you, can I come to the wedding?”

				Daniel chuckled. “You’re too young to be matchmaking, kid.”

				“And you’re too old to be wasting time,” she told him right back.

				He glanced at Molly and knew that she was everything he’d ever wanted. “Since you’re so smart, I guess I should listen to you.”

				“Then you’re gonna propose?”

				“I imagine so.”

				“When?”

				“Soon.”

				“You’d better,” she said. “I think a wedding would make the perfect ending.”

				It would, Daniel thought. But first he had a family reunion to pull off. If that went well, he just might put his heart on the line and go for a wedding.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 14

				Molly was still wiping away tears when Daniel started the car and drove away from the Morrows’ house. He reached into his pocket, drew out a handkerchief and handed it to her. She stared at the neatly ironed square and found herself fighting a grin.

				“Only you, Daniel,” she said.

				He gave her a puzzled look. “Only me what?”

				“Only you would be wearing jeans and a flannel shirt and carrying a pristine handkerchief.”

				“I imagine Patrick has one in his pocket at all times, too,” he said. “That’s what our mother taught us.”

				“Patrick’s gotten over it. Trust me on that,” she said. “I was lucky to get a wadded up clump of tissues from him when I was bawling my eyes out over you.”

				“What can I say? I’m more of a gentleman than my brother. Is that a crime?”

				“No, it’s sweet,” she said. “And I appreciate it.”

				He glanced over at her, his eyes filled with worry. “Are we okay?”

				“You mean because of Kendra?”

				He nodded.

				“You handled it well, Daniel. You’re good at your job.”

				“If I were good, I’d have found some way to get her to open up when I first talked to her. We could have avoided all these weeks of stress for everyone involved, especially her parents.”

				“Unless you want to resort to drugs or torture, I don’t think you can make teenagers tell you anything they’re not inclined to share,” Molly said. “She trusted me, and she wouldn’t open up to me, either. She knew exactly what she was doing. She was obviously trying to buy herself enough time to miss the end of the school year so she could fail her classes.”

				He sighed. “I suppose.”

				“You know it’s true.”

				“All right, yes, but you’re avoiding the real question I was asking,” he said.

				“Which is?”

				“Are you and I going to be okay?”

				She nodded slowly. “I know you did everything in your power not to let me down. If we have problems, it won’t be because of Kendra.” She recalled his huddled chat with the girl right as they were leaving. “By the way, what were you two conspiring about?”

				“She had a couple of last-minute questions,” he said evasively.

				“About?”

				“Confidential,” he said.

				Molly wasn’t buying it. “Judging from the fact that your cheeks are turning red, it must have been about the two of us. Was she matchmaking?”

				He shrugged. “Like I said, our conversation was confidential.”

				She heard the finality in his voice and gave up. If he wanted to keep Kendra’s secret, it was his prerogative. “Will you at least tell me what’s going on back at Jess’s? Based on what you said earlier, I assume you’re expecting your brothers.”

				He nodded, his expression brightening. “Ryan called last night. He said they wanted to take another stab at working things out with the folks. They’re all coming today, including the wives and kids.”

				“Oh, Daniel, that’s wonderful,” she said. “You must be so excited.”

				He gave her a wry look. “Maybe I would be if the folks had agreed to show up. I haven’t even spoken to them yet.”

				“Because of Kendra,” she guessed, aware once more of the significance of his having put Kendra’s needs above his own. “Well, she’s safely home now. Are you going to stop by and see your folks?”

				“I’ll drop you off, speak to my brothers, then go over there and see what I can work out.”

				She could tell he was dreading the encounter, probably because he was afraid they’d let him down. He’d been so loyal to them. They owed him this, at least as much as they owed answers to his brothers. She was prepared to tell them that, if it would help.

				“I could come with you,” she offered. “Your mom always liked me. Maybe I could help to convince them.”

				He shook his head. “She’d only be embarrassed that you know what she did. As for my father, he’d be even more appalled that I was dragging an outsider into family business.”

				Molly stiffened at his words. “Is that how you see me, Daniel? As an outsider?”

				“No, of course not, Molly,” he said at once. “But my father will. Hell, he didn’t even think Patrick and I had a right to know about any of this. He’s always been a pillar of the church here. He takes pride in the fact that people respect him. He’s obviously afraid of losing that, if people find out what happened all those years ago.”

				Her flash of temper died as quickly as it had risen. “You’re right. I can see how he might want to keep this private, but it won’t stay private long, Daniel. This is Widow’s Cove.”

				“Tell me something I don’t know. Even if none of us said a word, all those men who look exactly like Connor Devaney would be a dead giveaway that something was up.”

				“You’re right about that and about me getting involved. The gossip will get stirred up soon enough. I certainly don’t want to make the situation any more awkward for him or your mom,” she said. “What can I do?”

				“Stay at Jess’s,” he requested. “Do you think you could close the place for a private party this evening? I know it’s a Saturday, but—”

				Molly cut him off. “Of course I can. I think that’s a great idea. It will put your folks more at ease, knowing that their neighbors aren’t right in the thick of this.”

				“Thank you. Then you can spend some time with my brothers and their families this afternoon, try to convince them that my parents aren’t ogres.” He gave her a sideways glance. “Of course, that could be risky. Once you’ve spent some time with all these Devaneys, you might have second thoughts about me.”

				She laughed at that. “Hey, I always wanted a big family. Besides, I’ve met your brothers, at least briefly. I’m pretty sure these guys are a lot like Patrick, and I love him.”

				Even though he had to know she was teasing, he frowned. “Just my luck,” he said.

				“It is,” she insisted. “I love your brother like a brother. What I feel for you moves into a whole other realm.”

				He visibly relaxed. “That’s okay, then. Maybe there’s time for a little detour back to that inn.”

				If his timing had been different, she might have been elated, but she caught on to the delaying tactic at once. “I don’t think so. I’m not letting you put off this meeting with your folks. It’s too important.”

				Daniel sighed heavily. “What if they refuse to budge on this?”

				“Then you’ll tell your brothers that. At least you’ll have them in your life. And you know as well as anyone that very few bridges can be built overnight. You’ll get a few pilings into the ground and work on the spans later.”

				He laughed. “Nice analogy.”

				“I thought so.”

				When he pulled into the parking lot at Jess’s, there were three SUVs lined up next to Patrick’s truck. Molly saw Daniel’s jaw clench and realized that this man who could handle everyone else’s crises was terrified that he’d fail at handling his own.

				“You’re going to work this out,” she said, squeezing his hand.

				He gave her a weak smile. “Thanks. I wouldn’t put money on that, if I were you.”

				“I would,” she said. “Now let’s go see your brothers.”

				* * *

				Daniel didn’t stay long at Jess’s. He reassured Ryan and the others that he was going to give his all to the attempt to convince their parents to join them, then left hastily, confident that Molly would do her part to make his brothers see another side of his folks.

				He was in the parking lot when Patrick caught up with him.

				“I know you’re counting on this working out today,” Patrick said, regarding him with what appeared to be genuine worry. “Don’t be surprised if they let you down, Daniel.”

				“They won’t,” Daniel insisted with more confidence than he was actually feeling.

				“I wish I shared your conviction,” Patrick said. “They don’t deserve a son like you.”

				“Yeah, well, they’ve got me,” Daniel said.

				Patrick frowned at that. For what seemed like an eternity, he appeared to be debating with himself about something. “Look,” he said finally, shoving his hands in his pockets in a nervous gesture. “If you think it would make a difference, I could…” He sighed, then said, “I could come with you. It would be like an olive branch or something.”

				Daniel regarded him with surprise. “You would do that?”

				“I want this to end,” Patrick said. “Believe it or not, I don’t like living with all this tension. Every time the subject of families comes up, Alice gives me this look, you know? Like she’s disappointed in me. I can’t stand it. I hate letting her down. And we’ve got a baby coming that I need to consider. I don’t want my child to have grandparents nearby who aren’t a part of his life.”

				Daniel grinned. “Yeah, I get that look from Molly a lot, too. Okay, if you’re sure, hop in. We’ll see if we can’t catch ’em off guard and get them over here before they realize what they’re getting into.”

				“You, Mr. Straight Arrow, are going to drag them over here without telling them who’s waiting for them?”

				“I’ll tell them as much as necessary to keep Dad from having a heart attack,” Daniel said tightly.

				Patrick nudged him in the ribs. “Way to go, bro.”

				“Save the compliments. You’re going to need all that charm to help me get Mom and Dad out of the house.”

				* * *

				They’d inadvertently picked the perfect time, Daniel realized when he saw that his parents were all dressed up for five-o’clock Mass.

				When he climbed out of his car, his mother regarded him with a quizzical expression. “Daniel, you never come by at this hour on a Saturday. You know we go to church. Is something wrong?”

				Just then Patrick exited the car.

				“Oh, my,” his mother said. She took a step toward Patrick, then hesitated.

				Patrick held back for a minute, then relaxed. “Hi, Mom,” he said as if they’d parted on good terms only days before. “Daniel and I thought we might go to church with you and Dad.”

				Her expression brightened. “Really?”

				Daniel realized that his sneaky brother had formed his own plan for getting them to Jess’s. First, church, a lot of praying, and then the suggestion of dinner out. He wondered when Patrick planned to lay the rest of his scheme on the table. Probably not until they were at the front door of Jess’s. Daniel thought that might be cutting it a little close. He figured the best time to do it would be on the drive over, when they were going sixty miles an hour. Not even his father would try to duck out of a car moving at that speed. And then no one could say they hadn’t been warned. He subtly gave his brother a thumbs-up sign. So far, so good.

				Just then his father stepped outside. He greeted Daniel, then caught sight of Patrick. “What’re you doing here?” he asked warily, darting a look toward his wife as if to make sure she wasn’t upset.

				“Making peace,” Patrick said.

				“Yeah, right,” his father scoffed. “What happened really? Did you run out of money?”

				“Connor!” his mother said sharply. “Our son has come home. He and Daniel are going to church with us. This is something we’ve hoped and prayed for. Be grateful.”

				Daniel watched as his father bit back what probably would have been another scathing remark. Instead he reached for his wife’s hand and gave it a squeeze.

				“Well, let’s get going,” he said gruffly. “No point in standing around out here. The priest isn’t going to wait for us to get there.”

				“I’ll drive,” Daniel said. “Dad, sit up front with me.”

				When everyone was seated, he drove to the small church where they’d attended services as far back as he could remember. He stood back as Patrick helped his mother from the car and saw her beam at him, looking happier than she had since the day Patrick had walked out of the house—certainly happier than she had on his one tension-filled visit a few weeks earlier with Ryan, Sean and Michael.

				“Don’t know why that boy picked now to come back,” Connor grumbled to Daniel. “But I’m glad for your mother’s sake. She’s missed him.”

				“And you haven’t?” Daniel asked lightly.

				His father shrugged. “He was a good fisherman. Of course I miss his help.”

				Daniel shook his head. “Give it up, Dad. You know you’ve been every bit as miserable as Mom. Why don’t you fix this?”

				“Fix it? Fix it how? Never did anything to create the mess in the first place. It’s that hotheaded brother of yours. He’s the one who stirred things up.”

				“Actually, I’m the one who stirred them up,” Daniel reminded him. “I found those pictures, Dad. Once I did, there was no point in denying that they mattered.”

				“I’m not talking about those pictures or about what happened all those years ago,” his father said. “That’s in the past and best left buried. If that’s what this visit is about, you’re wasting your time.”

				Daniel met his gaze evenly. “Maybe that’s something you should pray about when we get inside, Dad. Keeping the past bottled up inside does no one any good. It certainly doesn’t make it go away.”

				He let the matter drop then. He didn’t want to get his father so angry that he wouldn’t listen to reason once the service was over.

				All during the Mass, Daniel noted that his mother’s gaze kept straying to Patrick as if she couldn’t get enough of the sight of him. More surprising was the fact that Patrick actually did seem to be at peace at long last. Sometimes all it took was that difficult first step to find forgiveness.

				Once the service had ended and they were back in the car, Patrick was the one who said, “How about dinner at Jess’s with Daniel and me? Alice will be there. I know she’d like to get to know you.”

				Their mother beamed. “I remember her so well as a child—I’d love to see her. I can see that she’s made you happy. It’s all right if we go, isn’t it, Connor?”

				He gave her one of the indulgent smiles that were so familiar to Daniel. It had always seemed as if there was nothing on earth their father wouldn’t do to make their mother happy. Maybe that was because he’d done the one thing guaranteed to rob her of any real happiness and was trying desperately in his own small way to make amends.

				“If it’s what you want, Kathleen, I wouldn’t mind a bowl of Molly’s chowder.” He glanced at Daniel. “Do you object?”

				“Of course not.”

				His father didn’t seem convinced. “There was a time not so long ago when the two of you were on the outs.”

				“A thing of the past,” Daniel assured him. “We’re back together, this time for good, I think.”

				His mother’s eyes promptly filled with tears. “Oh, my, something more to celebrate.”

				Daniel exchanged a look with Patrick, trying to gauge if he had any clue about the best time to spring the rest of the news on them. Patrick shrugged, clearly leaving the really tough decision to him.

				They were only minutes away from Jess’s when Daniel turned to his father. “Dad, I think there’s something you should know before we get there, you and Mom both.”

				Connor frowned. “What’s that?”

				“This isn’t just about spending an evening with Alice and Molly and us,” he said quietly. “Ryan, Sean and Michael will be there, too, with their families.”

				Dangerously bright patches of color flooded his father’s cheeks. “What the hell are you talking about?”

				“Everyone’s there, Dad.”

				“This is a damned setup?” he asked furiously. “How could you do this, Daniel? You know how I feel about dredging up all this ancient history.”

				“It’s not a setup,” Daniel insisted. “It’s a chance, Dad, a chance to clear the air and get your sons back in your life. They’re willing to meet you halfway. Can’t you at least do that much?” He glanced in the rearview mirror and saw his mother’s wistful expression. “Please, Dad. Do it for Mom.”

				“Yes, Connor, please,” she said softly. “I want to see my sons. If it’s possible, I want them back in our lives.”

				Connor regarded her with bewilderment. “Why, Kathleen? They hate us. They must.” He scowled at Patrick. “This was your idea, wasn’t it? You just want to humiliate us in public.”

				“Molly’s closed the bar for the night,” Daniel reassured him. “It will just be family.”

				“I still say this is a bad idea. I don’t want to spend an entire evening listening to them berate us,” Connor said. “Kathleen, you know it will only upset you.”

				“I’ll be fine,” she insisted. “It’s time they get to have their say, Connor.”

				“I won’t deny that there are a lot of strong emotions at work here, Dad, but the fact that they’re here at all tells me they want this,” Daniel said. “At the very least, help them to understand why you and Mom left them behind. Can’t you at least give them answers to the questions they’ve had to live with their whole lives?”

				His mother reached over the seat and clasped her husband’s shoulder. “We must do this, Connor,” she said firmly. “It’s our chance to make things right, a chance we probably don’t deserve. We failed them back then. Surely now we can give them the one thing they’ve ever asked of us.”

				Daniel saw that his father looked tormented. “Dad, it will be okay. They’re good men. They really are. You’ll be proud of them.”

				“I have no right to take any pride in the men they’ve become,” his father replied, looking defeated. “They’ve accomplished whatever they’ve made of their lives in spite of me.”

				To Daniel’s surprise, Patrick spoke up. “Maybe so, Dad, but there’s Devaney blood running through their veins. If they’re strong enough to overcome the past, it’s because of that.”

				Their father sank back against the seat then and closed his eyes. When he opened them again, he turned to his wife. “This is what you want, Kathleen? You’re sure?”

				She nodded, tears in her eyes. “It’s all I’ve ever wanted, just one more chance to see my boys.”

				“Then we’ll go,” he said. He frowned at Daniel, then at Patrick. “Not that I like the way the two of you went about this, mind you. Be warned that I’ll have a lot to say about that later.”

				Patrick grinned. “I wouldn’t expect anything less. The Connor Devaney who raised Daniel and me had a powerful sense of right and wrong.”

				Their father sighed. “Only because I was trying to make up for a great injustice I did to my other sons. I never wanted you two to be as weak as I was.”

				“Connor Devaney, you were not weak,” Daniel’s mother said fiercely. “You made an impossible decision and you did it out of love. I won’t ever let you say otherwise. Maybe it was wrong. Maybe there was another way. But you were strong enough to live with the choice you made every day for the rest of your life. You didn’t turn to drink, as many men would have. You didn’t turn bitter and hard. You were a good father to the two boys we had left, no one here would deny that,” she said, regarding Patrick and Daniel as if daring them to challenge her claim.

				“She’s right, Dad,” Daniel told him. “I can’t begin to understand the choice you made or what drove you to it….”

				“And I hope to heaven you never have to make such a choice yourself,” his father told him. “But now I’m about to face the consequences.”

				Daniel saw the real fear in his eyes and tried to reassure him. “It’s going to be okay, Dad. We’ve all come a long way. I’m not sure if reconciliation would have been possible one minute sooner than this, but it is possible now. I believe that with all my heart.”

				“So do I,” Patrick said.

				“From your mouths to God’s ear,” his father said quietly.

				“Amen,” the rest of them said in a heartfelt chorus.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 15

				Daniel’s gaze sought out Molly the instant they walked into Jess’s. They made quite a little parade, his mother looking pathetically eager, Patrick wary, and their father as if he expected to be pummeled by a trio of outraged Devaney men. Molly gave him a reassuring smile, then came to meet him. She kissed his cheek, then gave his mother a warm hug.

				“I’m so glad you’re here,” Molly told her, including Connor Devaney in the comment. “There are a lot of people here who are anxious to see you.”

				“More likely to lynch us,” his father said in an undertone.

				“Dad!” Patrick protested.

				“Okay, okay, I’m giving this a chance. I said I would, didn’t I?”

				Just then a little girl’s voice piped up. “Is that my grandpa?”

				“Hush, darlin’,” Ryan said, trying to maintain his grip on her.

				But as he’d told Daniel on the phone, Caitlyn wasn’t going to be put off a minute longer. The three-year-old broke away from her father’s grasp and raced across the room, hurling herself straight at Connor. Startled, he reacted instinctively, scooping her up in his arms, then staring at her as if he wasn’t quite sure where she’d come from.

				“Are you my grandpa?” she demanded, gazing at him intently.

				Connor drew in a deep breath, and his eyes filled with tears. He blinked hard to fight them. “Yes, I suppose I am, little angel. Who might you be?”

				“I’m Caitlyn,” she said without hesitation. “And that’s my daddy and that’s my mommy.”

				Daniel saw his father’s gaze shift to Ryan, whose mouth was set in a grim line. Maggie had her arm tucked supportively through his, but her eyes were damp, and there was no question that her heart was with her impulsive daughter.

				His own heart still in his throat, Daniel watched as a boy broke away from Sean and crossed the room. He frowned up at Caitlyn. “He’s not just your grandpa. He’s mine, too.” He gave his new grandfather an irrepressible grin. “I’m Kevin. Me and Mom married Sean.”

				“I see,” Connor said, swiping impatiently at the tears on his weathered cheeks. His gaze sought that of his second son and the woman who was openly crying beside him.

				Connor turned slowly to the one remaining son, who looked as if he’d tried to disappear into the shadows. “Then you’re Michael,” he said softly, no longer even attempting to hide his tears.

				“I’m surprised you remember my name,” Michael said, earning a disapproving scowl from his wife.

				Connor’s gaze remained steady. “I deserved that.” He looked from one son to the next. “I deserve whatever you think of me, whatever you want to say to my face or behind my back, but I’ll tell you here and now that I won’t tolerate you taking any of this out on your mother.”

				Daniel saw his older brothers exchange glances and knew they’d taken the warning to heart, knew that it was a reminder that their behavior at the house on that earlier visit wasn’t to be repeated. It was almost as if they recalled a distant time when Connor Devaney’s word had been law, when he’d earned their respect.

				“Am I making myself clear?” Connor asked, pushing the point home.

				“Yes,” Ryan said tightly.

				“Maybe we should all sit down,” Daniel said, relieved that Michael’s undisguised bitterness had been the worst of it so far. “Molly, how about something to drink?”

				“Right away,” she said.

				He put an arm around his mother’s waist and guided her to a table, then regarded her worriedly. “You okay?”

				She nodded. “After they left so abruptly last time, I was afraid this day would never come,” she whispered. “Thank you for making it happen.”

				Daniel grinned. “I think you should thank Caitlyn and Kevin. I gather from Ryan that they were adamant about meeting their grandparents.”

				Her gaze went immediately to the girl who still hadn’t relinquished her hold on Connor. “I always wanted a little girl,” she said sadly.

				“Well, it’s another generation, Mom,” Daniel said. “A granddaughter will have to do.”

				“Oh, it does,” she said, her eyes bright. “She’s so lovely. She’s like her mother, isn’t she?”

				Daniel looked from Caitlyn to Maggie. The resemblance was impossible to miss, but from all he knew, it went beyond being skin deep. “She has her mother’s open heart and strong will, too,” he told his mother. “That may be what guides us through this.”

				As soon as everyone was seated and drinks had been served, the room was filled with an awkward silence. Not even Caitlyn was chattering with her usual exuberance. It was Ryan who finally broke the impasse.

				He looked at his father. “Since I’m the oldest, I’ll be the one to ask. Why?” he asked simply. “Why did you leave us behind? After all these years, after the way it messed with our heads, I think you owe us an explanation. Weren’t we good enough? Did I stir up too much trouble? Did Sean and Michael?”

				“Never,” Kathleen said with a shocked gasp. “Don’t ever think such a thing. You three were my angels. From the moment you were born, Ryan, I knew you were going to make something of yourself. You came into this world with an independent streak. Of course, that landed you in scrapes from time to time, but you were a good boy. I won’t hear you suggest otherwise.”

				“Then why?” he asked again. “For years now, each of us has had to live with being abandoned by the people who were supposed to love us unconditionally. The fact that we’re all married now is a miracle. Not a one of us believed we were worth loving, because of what you did to us. Our wives believed otherwise and stuck with us till we came around. It’s because of them that our hearts are finally whole.”

				In the silence that followed Ryan’s bitter words, it was again Kathleen who finally spoke. “Then I’m grateful to you,” she said, her gaze seeking out Maggie, then Deanna, then Kelly.

				Tears streaming down her face, she turned to her husband and reached for his hand. “I can tell them,” she said.

				Connor looked shaken, but he raised her hand to his lips and kissed it gently. “No. You’ve shared the blame long enough, Kathleen. It was my decision. It’s time I take responsibility for it.” He met Ryan’s gaze, then looked down at the trusting child in his arms. “You’re a father now, so maybe you’ll understand.”

				“God knows I want to,” Ryan said. “We all do.”

				Connor cleared his throat, then looked to Molly. “I wouldn’t mind another beer.”

				She jumped up at once. “Of course.”

				Only after she’d returned with the drink and he’d taken a long swallow did he finally speak. “When your mother and I were married, we were young. Too young, probably, but I fell in love with her the day I set eyes on her, and she felt the same. I had a job, a decent one with decent wages. A year later, Ryan, you were born. It was a joyous occasion. I looked at you the first time I held you and thought to myself, ‘I would give my life to protect this boy.’”

				Caitlyn patted her grandfather’s cheek. “You’re talking about my daddy, huh?”

				Connor gave her a tired smile. “That I am, little angel. Your daddy was something else. He had one speed—full throttle.”

				Across the room, Maggie grinned. “Like someone else in the family,” she said, gazing at her daughter.

				Connor settled back in the booth, looking more at ease now that the telling was finally under way. He’d always had the gift of being a natural storyteller, and he drew on that now. Daniel knew he would paint a picture for Ryan, Sean and Michael that would make that tragic turning point in all their lives as real as if it had happened yesterday. Maybe it would lead only to more anger and blame, but there was also the chance it could finally lead to understanding and forgiveness.

				“And then Sean came along,” Connor said, looking toward his second born, who was wearing a Boston Fire Department T-shirt. “You were born without fear. If Ryan did it, you wanted to do it, too. Nothing was too high for you to climb or too risky for you to try.”

				“He’s not scared of anything now, either,” Kevin said proudly. “He fights fires. That’s how me and Mommy met him.”

				Connor nodded. “It doesn’t surprise me in the least that you’d take chances, if it meant saving lives, Sean.” He turned to his wife. “You remember the day he climbed up onto the neighbor’s roof? Almost scared the life out of both of us.”

				Kathleen nodded. “How could I forget?”

				Sean regarded them with bewilderment. “Why was I up there?”

				“The neighbor’s cat,” his father said. “Poor, pitiful thing was meowing her head off, and you couldn’t stand it. Everyone else was wringing their hands, and you slipped around back, found a ladder and scampered right up there.”

				Kevin was clearly intrigued, but Sean frowned at him. “Don’t go getting any ideas.”

				“Amen,” Deanna said, giving her son a forbidding look as the others chuckled at the disappointment on Kevin’s face.

				“We had two fine sons,” Connor said, turning to smile at his wife. “But my Kathleen was aching for a daughter.” He focused on Michael. “That would be you, son.”

				The laughter grew louder and less tense as everyone gazed at Michael, who couldn’t have looked less feminine. His years in the Navy and his struggle to overcome injuries caused by a sniper’s bullet had given him a powerful build.

				Connor shook his head, his expression nostalgic. “If we thought Ryan was strong and Sean was fearless, you put the two of them to shame. There was nowhere they went that you didn’t sneak off to follow them. If they took a risk, you took a more dangerous one. They were your heroes, but there was little question that one day you’d do something heroic yourself.”

				Daniel heard the words and felt a sudden twinge of suspicion. “Michael was a Navy SEAL, but you knew that, didn’t you, Dad?”

				Connor kept his gaze on Michael and nodded slowly. “I did. I kept up with each of you. I worried over your unhappiness and made myself sick thinking about the danger some of you put yourselves in. I blamed myself for making you think that your lives were worth so little that you might as well risk them.”

				Kathleen stared at him in shock. “You knew where they were? You knew what they were doing? You knew all of that and didn’t tell me?”

				He regarded her apologetically. “It was selfish, I know that now, but I thought I was protecting you, making it easier for you to bear being separated from them, if we never talked about them. I guess in the back of my mind, I thought that I would know if they truly needed us, and that then I’d tell you and we’d decide what to do together.”

				“But we did need you,” Ryan said angrily. “Time and again.”

				“And I almost reached out,” Connor told him. “I heard about the trouble you were getting mixed up in, the petty shoplifting and such. I was about to come for you myself and shake some sense into you, but Father Francis stepped in. He gave you what you needed.”

				Ryan still looked angry, but he nodded. “He was my salvation, no question about it.”

				“So, if you cared enough to keep track of all of us, why the hell did you dump us in the first place?” Michael demanded.

				To Daniel’s surprise, his father didn’t take offense at his son’s tone.

				“You recall that your mother wanted a little girl. She’d just gotten pregnant again when I lost my job. I picked up work here and there, but I couldn’t find a steady paycheck. Feeding three boys required more money than was coming in. We struggled over that and over doctor’s bills and rent.”

				“And then you had us?” Patrick said, looking shaken. “Twins, when even one more baby was going to be a strain?”

				“The timing was unfortunate,” their father admitted. “But we looked at the two of you and you stole our hearts, just as your brothers had. For a long time, we told ourselves that things were going to get better, that I’d find another job and we’d land on our feet, but it didn’t happen.”

				He gazed around the room at his sons. “I don’t believe any of you have been out of work or desperate, but that’s the way I was feeling. And Patrick and Daniel, bless ’em both, weren’t easy babies, the way you other boys were. They had powerful sets of lungs and difficult dispositions.”

				“That hasn’t changed much,” Alice said, giving Patrick’s hand a squeeze.

				“I remember the fighting,” Ryan suddenly said softly. “You and Mom were fighting for the first time I could ever remember.”

				“We were,” Connor confirmed. “I knew that something had to change or I would lose my wife, lose everything that mattered to me. I knew we had to leave Boston and start over fresh.”

				Sean stared at him. “So you divided the family in half and tossed us aside to save the rest?” he asked heatedly. “What kind of choice is that?”

				“A desperate one,” Connor said. “The twins were little more than babies. They needed us. You three were strong. Young as you were, you were already independent. We knew you could make it without us, at least for a time. I hoped we’d be able to come back for you, but as time passed, it seemed best to leave things as they were. We believed you would find good homes, have a better chance than we could give you. I’m not saying it was a good decision, but it was the only one I could make at the time. Not a day has gone by that I haven’t prayed to God to keep you safe. Not a day has passed that I haven’t regretted what I did, but God help me, I didn’t know what else to do.”

				Kathleen reached for her husband’s hand and clung to it. “We didn’t know what else to do,” she said softly. “I don’t know if you’ll ever be able to forgive us. I don’t know if we’ll ever forgive ourselves, but we did the only thing that seemed to make sense at the time. We gave you three—Ryan, Sean and Michael—a chance at a better life than the one we could give you.”

				“You abandoned us,” Michael said fiercely. “Okay, I was lucky. I wound up with a family that gave me all the emotional support a scared kid could need, but Ryan didn’t. Sean didn’t. How was that for the best?”

				“If we’d kept all of you, there was little question that your father and I would eventually divorce,” Kathleen said. “It was that bad between us. You’d have been no better off.”

				“We’d have been together,” Michael said. “We’d have known what it meant to be a family, even if it was a family that had to struggle. Or you could have agreed to an adoption.”

				“That would have been so final,” Kathleen said, her voice breaking.

				Daniel looked into his mother’s eyes and saw heartbreak, but he could barely sympathize. He was too caught up in his own sense of guilt, even though he knew it was ridiculous. He and Patrick hadn’t been given a choice back then. They hadn’t asked to be the ones chosen to stay behind. He glanced at his twin and saw that he was struggling with some of the same emotions. Because they’d been barely more than babies, because they’d been helpless and needy, they’d gotten to stay with their parents.

				“If Patrick and I hadn’t been born,” he began.

				“Don’t you dare go there,” his mother said, cutting him off. “You and Patrick brought such joy into our lives.”

				“More than Ryan, Sean and Michael had?” he asked.

				“You can’t trade the joy of one child for another,” his mother responded.

				“But you did,” he reminded her. “That’s exactly what you did.”

				He felt Molly’s hand squeeze his, but it was scant comfort. He looked at his older brothers. “I’m so sorry.”

				Ryan scowled at him. “You have nothing to be sorry for. Don’t be crazy. You and Patrick were barely two when all of this happened. I can see why Mom and Dad felt they had no choice but to look out for you.”

				“You can?” his mother said eagerly.

				Ryan nodded slowly. “I look at Caitlyn now and know that I could never abandon her when she’s so young. I think about the way I was at nine and I was tough. The truth is, I did make it—not without a lot of mistakes, but I made it.”

				“That’s what we counted on,” their father said.

				Ryan held up a hand. “Wait, now. I’m not saying I agree with your decision or even that I can forgive it, but at least now I can understand it a little better.” He looked around the room. “I think we’re all pretty well wiped out now. Why don’t we call it a night and sleep on all of this, maybe talk again in the morning?”

				“What’s left to say?” Connor Devaney asked. “I’ve told you what happened and why. I won’t spend the rest of my days trying to defend it.”

				“And we’re not asking you to,” Ryan said.

				“But we need to keep talking, Dad,” Daniel said. “I don’t want to lose this chance to know my brothers, and I don’t think you want to lose this chance to know them and their wives and their children…your grandchildren. Please agree to come back tomorrow.”

				“We’ll be here,” his mother said, giving his father a look that dared him to challenge her.

				Connor sighed. “If it’s what your mother wants, we’ll be here.” He glanced at Molly. “I don’t suppose you still have your grandfather’s recipe for waffles, the old-fashioned kind?”

				Molly grinned. “I do indeed. I’ll make up a batch.”

				Caitlyn, who’d been half-asleep in her grandfather’s arms for some time now, woke up in time to hear. She clapped her hands together. “I love waffles.”

				“Me, too,” Kevin chimed in. “I can eat three of them.”

				“I can eat more,” Caitlyn said.

				Daniel saw his mother’s eyes turn misty. “Mom, what is it?”

				“They sound just like Ryan, Sean and Michael and the way they tried to outdo each other. It takes me back,” she said. She smiled at Molly. “Something tells me you’d best be prepared to make a lot of waffles in the morning, but I wouldn’t be surprised if quite a few of them wind up needing to be thrown out.”

				Molly squeezed her hand. “Not a problem.”

				“Just be sure I get mine first,” Daniel said.

				Molly rolled her eyes. “You really do need to learn to share,” she scolded.

				“Yeah, Daniel. I’ve been telling you the same thing for years,” Patrick chimed in.

				Suddenly the room was alive with teasing banter and laughter. To hear their wives tell it, sharing seemed to be a problem for all of the Devaney men.

				Daniel leaned back and listened, suddenly content. It was noisy and chaotic, but he had Molly beside him and his family all in the same place. It wasn’t perfect, but it was real. This was it. This was the way a family was supposed to be.

				And God willing, it was the way his family would be from now on.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 16

				Molly had spent the entire morning making waffles. Even though she’d been running Jess’s for years now, she’d never dealt with so many men with such huge appetites and the streak of competitiveness that seemed to drive them all to try to outdo each other.

				Tired as she was, though, she couldn’t help feeling satisfied that she’d had a small part in this reunion that meant so much to Daniel. She stood behind the bar and watched him with his brothers. There was still a certain reserve there on his part. She knew that came from his self-imposed and unwarranted sense of guilt over what had happened to them, but Ryan, Sean and Michael were slowly chipping away at it.

				They were good men, she thought. And in time they would forgive, if not forget, what Connor and Kathleen Devaney had done to them. As their families grew and everyday stresses came along to challenge them, their understanding of that impossible choice would deepen, too.

				She was putting away the last of the glassware when Daniel slipped up behind her and put his arms around her.

				“You’re awfully quiet this morning,” he said. “Everything okay?”

				She smiled. “I like watching you with your family. I always liked being with your folks, but it still seemed as if something was missing.”

				“It was,” he said quietly.

				“I think they’ve made progress this weekend, though, don’t you?”

				“I do,” he said. “Michael’s even lost that edge to his voice. And Caitlyn and Kevin are so enthralled with their new grandparents, who seem intent on spoiling them rotten, that they won’t let Ryan or Sean be strangers.”

				She turned to face him. “You must be happy.”

				“I am,” he said.

				But Molly heard the hint of hesitation in his voice. “Daniel, stop blaming yourself. It’s crazy.”

				“I know,” he said. “In my head, I can hear how ridiculous I sound when I say it. I was two, for goodness sakes.” He patted his chest. “But in here, I feel so responsible for costing them so much.”

				“Stop it,” she said. “They gained a lot, too. And now you all have a chance to have what you should have had from the beginning, a whole family.”

				He grinned at her. “You’re so smart.”

				“I know.”

				“And sexy.”

				“I know that, too.”

				“Think anybody would notice if I kissed you?” he asked.

				“Do you care?”

				He touched her cheek, his gaze darkening. “No. Come to think of it, I don’t.”

				He settled his mouth over hers, kissing her in a way guaranteed to have her blood heating and her heart pounding. Her head was spinning when she heard the first hoots and shouts.

				Daniel started to withdraw, then grinned. “Ah, what the hell?” he said, and picked up where he’d left off.

				When they finally separated, Connor was standing next to them. “Son, you kiss a woman like that in public, you’d better be making a declaration,” he said. He was scowling, but there was a definite twinkle in his eyes.

				“I suppose I am,” Daniel said, returning his father’s gaze evenly.

				A grin spread across Connor’s face. “About damn time,” he said, then lifted his glass. “To Molly and Daniel.”

				“Dad!” Daniel protested. “Hold on.”

				“What?” Connor asked.

				“She hasn’t said yes yet.”

				Molly blushed when Connor Devaney turned to her with blue eyes exactly like his son’s.

				“Well?” he demanded.

				She wasn’t about to let the two of them bully her into a quick reply. “I haven’t heard a proper question yet,” she said mildly.

				Daniel’s father grinned. “Guess that kiss didn’t pass the test, after all, son.”

				Daniel frowned. “It was a perfectly fine kiss.”

				“It was,” Molly agreed. “But I think the occasion calls for words, don’t you? You’re a glib Irishman. Surely you know how to woo me.”

				“Come on, Daniel,” Patrick hollered. “Let’s hear the pretty words. I’d kinda like to hear you do a bit of groveling.”

				“Yeah, Daniel,” his brothers chorused.

				Molly took pity on him. “You don’t have to let them push you into anything you don’t want to do,” she pointed out.

				“I want to do this,” he said grimly. “I just hadn’t expected to have an audience, but I suppose it’s fitting that I do this right here and now, in front of the family I’ve wanted reunited for so long. They’re proof that dreams can come true and that odds can be overcome.”

				Caitlyn chose that moment to join them. She gazed at her uncle with wide eyes. “Momma says you’re gonna propose,” she announced, drawing laughter. “Are you?”

				Daniel grinned weakly. “That seems to be the plan.”

				Caitlyn nodded. “Okay. You got a ring?”

				“As a matter of fact, I do,” he said, catching Molly completely off guard.

				“Can I see?” Caitlyn asked.

				Daniel sighed heavily and drew a box out of his pocket, but held it just out of the child’s reach. “I think Molly should see it first, don’t you?”

				“How come?” Caitlyn asked.

				“Because she’s the one I’m asking to marry me,” Daniel explained, his gaze seeking out Molly’s.

				Caitlyn seemed to accept that. She, too, gazed at Molly expectantly.

				“Well?” Daniel prodded.

				Molly wasn’t quite ready to take pity on him yet. She turned to the crowd. “Did you hear a question? I didn’t hear one.”

				“Neither did I,” Maggie said.

				“None I recognized,” Deanna agreed.

				“Come on, son,” Connor urged. “My drink’s getting warm while you fiddle around.”

				Daniel rolled his eyes. “Like there isn’t enough pressure,” he muttered, then sucked in a breath and regarded her with a serious expression. “Molly Creighton, it looks as if the time and place have been chosen for me to say this, but it’s been in my heart for a long time now. I love you.”

				Molly felt her heart fill with joy.

				“You complete me,” he continued. “We’ve had our share of struggles, but we’ve grown stronger because of them. I doubt there’s anything we can’t weather as long as we’re together and have faith in what we feel at this moment. Please don’t be put off by this roomful of Devaneys. Something tells me they’ll bring a lot of happiness into our lives.” He glanced over his shoulder. “One of these days, anyway.”

				“If it would help you out, we could offer testimonials,” Maggie called out.

				Daniel waved her off, fighting a grin. “Thanks, Maggie. I’ll handle this. Like Patrick said, I have some groveling left to do.”

				Molly fought a smile. “When, exactly?”

				“Now, dammit. Stop rushing me.”

				She held up her hands. “Sorry.”

				He drew in a deep breath and lifted his gaze to meet hers. “What I’ve been trying to say so that you won’t doubt it is that I love you. I always have, even if I acted like a fool a while back and lost my way. I’m praying with all my heart that you’ll look past that and that you’ll love me enough to marry me, to share this family with me, to have a family of our own. I know it’s been a long time coming, but will you marry me, Molly?”

				Molly swallowed hard and blinked back the sudden sting of salty tears. “Yes,” she whispered, barely able to get the word past the lump in her throat.

				“Can I see the ring now?” Caitlyn demanded impatiently.

				Molly laughed. Being part of this huge family that was still struggling to find its way was going to present challenges, but as long as Daniel was by her side, every moment would be worth it.

				She winked at Caitlyn, then said, “By all means, Daniel, show us the ring.”

				It was a simple emerald-cut diamond in a platinum band with baguettes on either side. It was gorgeous, far too beautiful to put on her work-roughened hands. She hesitated before holding out her left hand. Daniel slipped the ring on, then kissed her knuckles as if to put her self-consciousness to rest.

				“I have another present,” he said. “But it’s for Retta and you.”

				“Oh?”

				“I bought a dishwasher, so neither of you will spend half your lives up to your elbows in hot, sudsy water again.”

				Molly laughed. “Who said the man wasn’t a romantic?”

				Connor slapped him on the back. “Now, where was I?” he asked, lifting his glass again. “To Molly and Daniel, may there be years of happiness ahead of them.”

				Molly found her own half-filled glass on the bar and lifted it. “To the Devaneys,” she said, fighting tears. “I hope that you’ll continue the long journey back to each other. No matter the tears you’ve shed or the aches in your hearts, in the end you’re family. I hope you come to find pride and joy in that.”

				Daniel’s mother smiled at her. “Amen,” she said softly, then looked at each of her sons in turn.

				“Amen,” Ryan said.

				One by one the others chimed in, then looked to Connor.

				“To the Devaneys,” he said, his voice choked. “Together again.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				EPILOGUE

				The baby in Molly’s arms squalled loudly enough to shake the rafters of the old church. Next to her Daniel grinned.

				“If that’s the way Patrick and I were, it’s a wonder Mom and Dad didn’t leave us behind in Boston,” he said, gazing down at baby Connor, then letting his gaze drift to Molly’s rounded stomach. “Do you suppose our firstborn is going to be as noisy?”

				“Oh, I imagine we can count on that,” Molly told him, just as Alice came rushing into the church to claim her son.

				“Sorry,” she apologized. “Kathleen was fussing up a storm, too.”

				“Where is our goddaughter?” Molly asked, even as she handed over her godson.

				“With Patrick. He has a soothing effect on her,” Alice said.

				Daniel eyed the now peaceful baby warily. “I hope this twin thing is done for our generation.”

				“I don’t,” Molly said, her hand on her belly. “I think twins would be wonderful.”

				Her mother-in-law arrived just in time to hear her. “Twins are the greatest gift God can give you,” she said, smiling down on baby Connor. “As long as you can survive the first, oh, eighteen years.”

				Alice groaned. “I was hoping things would improve a whole lot sooner than that.”

				“Depends on whether they got more of your genes or their daddy’s,” Kathleen Devaney told her.

				Patrick arrived just then with a sleeping baby girl in his arms. “They’re Devaneys through and through,” he said. “Black hair, blue eyes, an appetite and a temper.”

				Molly gazed at Daniel. “At least they turn out okay once they’re fully grown,” she said. “Where is everyone, by the way? I thought this christening was supposed to start fifteen minutes ago?”

				“We’re waiting for Ryan and Maggie,” he told her. “He called from the road. He said it’s taken them longer because they’ve had to stop half a dozen times for Maggie to run to the restroom.”

				All three women exchanged a look. “She’s pregnant, isn’t she?” Molly asked, grinning.

				“Has to be,” Alice said.

				Kathleen’s expression turned nostalgic. “Never had a day of morning sickness, not with any of my boys.”

				Molly frowned at her mother-in-law. “You’ve just forgotten.”

				“No, I swear it. Not a day.”

				Alice scowled. “I could hate you.”

				“Me, too,” Molly said. “And we definitely don’t want to share that with Maggie.”

				“Share what with me?” Maggie asked, rushing into the church to take her place in front as baby Kathleen’s second godmother. She looked pale but extraordinarily happy.

				“Nothing,” Molly, Alice and Kathleen chorused.

				Ryan and the rest of the family came inside then, settling into pews as the priest joined them.

				“It is always a joyous occasion to welcome a new life into the church,” he said. “It is even more so when the family has been twice blessed.”

				Molly felt Daniel’s hands on her waist as he stood behind her and listened to the timeless ceremony. She held baby Connor cradled in her arms once more. He was sleeping now and smelled of talcum powder. She gazed at him and thought of another baby who hadn’t had a chance at life. Maybe God had known best, after all. Maybe she and Daniel had needed time to reach this moment, when their hearts were full and they were surrounded by family, so that a baby would be welcomed as it deserved.

				In a few months they would be back here again with their own baby, asking God’s blessing. Her heart filled to bursting as she envisioned it. She’d lost so much a few years ago, and she would never forget that. It made this moment—it made every moment she and Daniel shared—all the more precious.

				She twisted to gaze up at him and saw the love shining in his eyes, the sense of anticipation and the faint shadow of sadness, and knew he was feeling all of the same emotions she was feeling. It had taken time, but they were in the same place now.

				At the priest’s words, she held baby Connor out for his blessing, then grinned when the baby awoke and squalled loudly as the cross was made on his forehead. Maybe that’s what life was, in the end, a mix of blessings and protests, of struggles and joys.

				As Connor settled down again, Molly gazed around the church, saw the private smiles between Ryan and Maggie, Sean and Deanna, Michael and Kelly. Saw the wink Patrick gave to Alice and the misty smile Kathleen shared with Connor. And then she met Daniel’s gaze and saw the love brimming over in his eyes. There was her happily-ever-after ending, she thought, in his eyes.

				“I love you,” she whispered.

				He leaned down and whispered in her ear, “I love you, too…but would you please, please try not to wake the babies?”

				Patrick grinned at both of them. “Amen to that.”

				As if on cue, baby Connor and baby Kathleen both began to bellow. Patrick groaned.

				“Never you mind,” his mother said. “Your father and I will take the babies.”

				Connor was already reaching for his grandson. Molly handed the screaming baby over to him and watched in awe as the baby immediately fell silent.

				“I’m booking you for baby-sitting for the next six years, minimum,” she told her father-in-law.

				“Oh, no, you don’t,” Alice said. “I have first dibs.”

				“I want him in Boston,” Maggie chimed in, to Connor’s obvious delight.

				He glanced at his wife. “I think we have our family back,” he told her.

				She nodded, tears in her eyes. “It’s been a long time coming,” she agreed. “But I think we do at last.”

				* * * * *
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CHAPTER ONE

Maddie focused on the wide expanse of mahogany stretching between her and the man who’d been her husband for twenty years. Half her life. She and William Henry Townsend had been high-school sweethearts in Serenity, South Carolina. They’d married before their senior year in college, not because she was pregnant as some of her hastily married friends had been, but because they hadn’t wanted to wait one more second before starting their lives together.

Then, after they’d graduated, there had been the exhausting years of medical school for Bill, when she’d worked as an entry-level bookkeeper, making poor use of her degree in business, just to keep their heads above water financially. And then the joyous arrival of three kids—athletic, outgoing Tyler, now sixteen, their jokester, Kyle, fourteen, and their surprise blessing, Katie, who was just turning six.

They’d had the perfect life in the historic Townsend family home in Serenity’s oldest neighborhood, surrounded by family and lifelong friends. The passion they’d once shared might have cooled ever so slightly, but they’d been happy.

Or so she’d thought until the day a few months ago when Bill had looked at her after dinner, his expression as distant as a stranger’s, and calmly explained that he was moving out and moving on…with his twenty-four-year-old nurse, who was already pregnant. It was, he’d said, one of those things that just happened. He certainly hadn’t planned to fall out of love with Maddie, much less in love with someone else.

Maddie’s first reaction hadn’t been shock or dismay. Nope, she’d laughed, sure that her intelligent, compassionate Bill was incapable of such a pitiful cliché. Only when his distant expression remained firmly in place did she realize he was stone-cold serious. Just when life had settled into a comfortable groove, the man she’d loved with all her heart had traded her in for a newer model.

In a disbelieving daze, she’d sat by his side while he’d explained to the children what he was doing and why. He’d omitted the part about a new little half brother or sister being on the way. Then, still in a daze, she’d watched him move out.

And after he’d gone, she’d been left to deal with Tyler’s angry acting out, with Kyle’s slow descent into unfamiliar silence and Katie’s heartbroken sobs, all while she herself was frozen and empty inside.

She’d been the one to cope with their shock when they found out about the baby, too. She’d had to hide her resentment and anger, all in the name of good parenting, maturity and peace. There were days she’d wanted to curse Dr. Phil and all those cool, reasoned episodes on which he advised parents that the needs of the children came first. When, she’d wondered, did her needs start to count?

The day of being completely on her own as a single parent was coming sooner than she’d anticipated. All that was left was getting the details of the divorce on paper, spelling out in black and white the end of a twenty-year marriage. Nothing on those pieces of paper mentioned the broken dreams. Nothing mentioned the heartache of those left behind. It was all reduced to deciding who lived where, who drove which car, the amount of child support—and the amount of temporary spousal support until she could stand on her own feet financially or until she married again.

Maddie listened to her attorney’s impassioned fight against the temporary nature of that last term. Helen Decatur, who’d known both Maddie and Bill practically forever, was a topnotch divorce attorney with a statewide reputation. She was also one of Maddie’s best friends. And when Maddie was too tired and too sad to fight for herself, Helen stepped in to do it for her. Helen was a blond barracuda in a power suit, and Maddie had never been more grateful.

“This woman worked to help you through medical school,” Helen lashed out at Bill, in her element on her own turf. “She gave up a promising career of her own to raise your children, keep your home, help manage your office and support your rise in the South Carolina medical community. The fact that you have a professional reputation far outside of Serenity is because Maddie worked her butt off to make it happen. And now you expect her to struggle to find her place in the workforce? Do you honestly think in five years or even ten she’ll be able to give your children the lifestyle to which they’ve become accustomed?” She pinned Bill with a look that would have withered anyone else. His demeanor reflected a complete lack of interest in Maddie or her future.

That was when Maddie knew it was well and truly over. All the rest, the casual declaration that he’d been cheating on her, the move, none of that had convinced her that it really was the end of her marriage. Until this moment, until she’d seen the uncaring expression in her husband’s once-warm brown eyes, she hadn’t accepted that Bill wouldn’t suddenly come to his senses and tell her it had all been a horrible mistake.

She’d drifted along until this instant, deep in denial and hurt, but no more. Anger, more powerful than anything she’d ever felt in her life, swept through her with a force that brought her to her feet.

“Wait,” she said, her voice trembling with outrage. “I’d like to be heard.”

Helen regarded her with surprise, but the stunned expression on Bill’s face gave Maddie the courage to go on. He hadn’t expected her to fight back. She could see now that all her years of striving to please him, of putting him first, had convinced him that she had no spine at all, that she’d make it easy for him to walk away from their family—from her—without a backward glance. He’d probably been gloating from the minute she suggested trying to mediate a settlement, rather than letting some judge set the terms of their divorce.

“You’ve managed to reduce twenty years of our lives to this,” she said, waving the settlement papers at him. “And for what?”

She knew the answer, of course. Like so many other middle-aged men, his head had been turned by a woman barely half his age.

“What happens when you tire of Noreen?” she asked. “Will you trade her in, too?”

“Maddie,” he said stiffly. He tugged at the sleeves of his monogrammed shirt, fiddling with the eighteen-carat-gold cuff links she’d given him just six months ago for their twentieth anniversary. “You don’t know anything about my relationship with Noreen.”

She managed a smile. “Sure I do. It’s about a middle-aged man trying to feel young again. I think you’re pathetic.”

Calmer now that she’d finally expressed her feelings, she turned to Helen. “I can’t sit here anymore. Hold out for whatever you think is right. He’s the one in a hurry.”

Shoulders squared, chin high, Maddie walked out of the lawyer’s office and into the rest of her life.

An hour later Maddie had exchanged her prim knit suit and high heels for a tank top, shorts and well-worn sneakers. Oblivious to the early-morning heat, she walked the mile to her much-hated gym, with its smell of sweat pervading the air. Set on a side street just off Main, the gym had once been an old-fashioned dime store. The yellowed linoleum on the floor harked back to that era and the dingy walls hadn’t seen a coat of paint since Dexter had bought the place back in the 1970s.

Since the walk downtown had done nothing at all to calm her, Maddie forced herself to climb onto the treadmill, put the dial at the most challenging setting she’d ever attempted and run. She ran until her legs ached, until the perspiration soaked her chin-length, professionally highlighted hair and ran into her eyes, mingling with the tears that, annoyingly, kept welling up.

Suddenly a perfectly manicured hand reached in front of her, slowed the machine, then cut it off.

“We thought we’d find you here,” Helen said, still in her power suit and Jimmy Choo stiletto heels. Helen was probably one of the only women in all of Serenity who’d ever owned a pair of the expensive shoes.

Beside her, Dana Sue Sullivan was dressed in comfortable pants, a pristine T-shirt and sneakers. She was the chef and owner of Serenity’s fanciest restaurant—meaning it used linen tablecloths and napkins and had a menu that extended beyond fried catfish and collard greens. Sullivan’s New Southern Cuisine, as the dark green and gold-leaf sign out front read, was a decided step up from the diner on the outskirts of town that simply said Good Eatin’ on the window and used paper place mats on the Formica tabletops.

Maddie climbed off the treadmill on wobbly legs and wiped her face with the towel Helen handed her. “Why are you two here?”

Both women rolled their eyes.

“Why do you think?” Dana Sue asked in her honeyed drawl. Her thick, chestnut hair was pulled back with a clip, but already the humidity had curls springing free. “We came to see if you want any help in killing that snake-bellied slime who ran out on you.”

“Or the mindless pinup he plans to marry,” Helen added. “Though I am somewhat hesitant to recommend murder as a solution, being an officer of the court and all.”

Dana Sue nudged her in the ribs. “Don’t go soft now. You said we’d do anything, if it would make Maddie feel better.”

Maddie actually managed a faint grin. “Fortunately for both of you, my revenge fantasies don’t run to murder.”

“What, then?” Dana Sue asked, looking fascinated. “Personally, after I kicked Ronnie’s sorry butt out of the house, I wanted to see him run over by a train.”

“Murder’s too quick,” Maddie said. “Besides, there are the children to consider. Scum that he is, Bill is still their father. I have to remind myself of that on an hourly basis just to keep my temper in check.”

“Fortunately, Annie was just as mad at her daddy as I was,” Dana Sue said. “I suppose that’s the good side of having a teenage daughter. She could see right through his shenanigans. I think she knew what was going on even before I did. She stood on the front steps and applauded when I tossed him out.”

“Okay, you two,” Helen interrupted, “as much fun as it is listening to you compare notes, can we go someplace else to do it? My suit’s going to stink to high heaven if we don’t get out in the fresh air soon.”

“Don’t you both need to get to work?” Maddie asked.

“I took the afternoon off,” Helen said. “In case you wanted to get drunk or something.”

“And I don’t have to be at the restaurant for two hours,” Dana Sue said, then studied Maddie with a considering look. “How drunk can you get in that amount of time?”

“Given the fact that there’s not a single bar open in Serenity at this hour, I think we can forget about me getting drunk,” Maddie noted. “Though I do appreciate the sentiment, that’s probably for the best.”

“I have the makings of margaritas at my place,” Helen offered.

“And we all know how loopy I get on one of those,” Maddie retorted, shuddering at the memory of their impromptu pity party a few months back when she’d told them about Bill’s plan to leave her. “I think I’d better stick to Diet Coke. I have to pick the kids up at school.”

“No, you don’t,” Dana Sue said. “Your mama’s going to do it.”

Maddie’s mouth gaped. Her mother had uttered two words when Tyler was born and repeated them regularly ever since: no babysitting. She’d been adamant about it then, and she’d stuck to it for sixteen years.

“How on earth did you pull that off?” she asked, a note of admiration in her voice.

“I explained the situation,” Dana Sue said with a shrug. “Your mother is a perfectly reasonable woman. I don’t know why the two of you have all these issues.”

Maddie could have explained, but it would take the rest of the afternoon. More likely, the rest of the week. Besides, Dana Sue had heard most of it a thousand times.

“So, are we going to my place?” Helen asked.

“Yes, but not for the margaritas,” Maddie said. “It took me the better part of two days to get over that last batch you made. I need to start looking for a job tomorrow.”

“No, you don’t,” Helen said.

“Oh? Did you finally get Bill to hand over some sort of windfall?”

“That, too,” Helen said, her smile smug.

Maddie studied her two friends intently. They were up to something. She’d bet her first alimony check on it. “Tell me,” she commanded.

“We’ll talk about it when we get to my place,” Helen said.

Maddie turned to Dana Sue. “Do you know what’s going on?”

“I have some idea,” Dana Sue said, barely containing a grin.

“So, the two of you have been plotting something,” Maddie concluded, not sure how she felt about that. She loved these two women like sisters, but every time they got some crazy idea, one of them invariably landed in trouble. It had been that way since they were six. She was pretty sure that was why Helen had become a lawyer, because she’d known the three of them were eventually going to need a good one.

“Give me a hint,” she pleaded. “I want to decide if I should take off now.”

“Not even a tiny hint,” Helen said. “You need to be in a more receptive frame of mind.”

“There’s not enough Diet Coke in the world to accomplish that,” Maddie responded.

Helen grinned. “Thus the margaritas.”

“I made some killer guacamole,” Dana Sue added. “And I got a big ole bag of those tortilla chips you like, too, though all that salt will eventually kill you.”

Maddie looked from one to the other and sighed. “With you two scheming behind my back, something tells me I’m doomed anyway.”

* * *

The tart margarita was strong enough to make Maddie’s mouth pucker. They were on the brick patio behind Helen’s custom-built home in Serenity’s one fancy subdivision, each of them settled onto a comfy chaise longue. The South Carolina humidity was thick even though it was only March, but the faint breeze stirring the towering pine trees was enough to keep it from being too oppressive.

Maddie was tempted to dive straight into Helen’s turquoise pool, but instead she leaned her head back and closed her eyes. For the first time in months, she felt her worries slipping away. Beyond her anger, she wasn’t trying to hide anything from her kids—not her sorrow, not her fears, but she did struggle to keep them in check. With Helen and Dana Sue, she could just be herself, one very hurt, soon-to-be-divorced woman filled with uncertainty.

“You think she’s ready to hear our idea?” Dana Sue murmured beside her.

“Not yet,” Helen responded. “She needs to finish that drink.”

“I can hear you,” Maddie said. “I’m not asleep or unconscious yet.”

“Then we’d better wait,” Dana Sue said cheerfully. “More guacamole?”

“No, though you outdid yourself,” Maddie told her. “That stuff made my eyes water.”

Dana Sue looked taken aback. “Too hot? I thought maybe you were just having yourself another little crying jag.”

“I am not prone to crying jags,” Maddie retorted.

“You think we didn’t notice you were crying when we got to the gym?” Helen inquired.

“I was hoping you’d think it was sweat.”

“I’m sure that’s what everyone else thought, but we knew better,” Dana Sue said. “I have to say, I was disappointed you’d shed a single tear over that man.”

“So was I,” Maddie said.

Dana Sue gave her a hard look, then turned to Helen. “We may as well tell her. I don’t think she’s going to mellow out any more than she has already.”

“Okay,” Helen conceded. “Here’s the deal. What have all three of us been complaining about for the past twenty years?”

“Men,” Maddie suggested dryly.

“Besides that,” Helen said impatiently.

“South Carolina’s humidity?”

Helen sighed. “Would you try to be serious for one minute? The gym. We’ve been complaining about that awful gym all our adult lives.”

Maddie regarded her with bafflement. “And it hasn’t done a lick of good, has it? The last time we pitched a fit about the place, Dexter hired Junior Stevens to mop it out…once. The place smelled of Lysol for a week and that was it.”

“Precisely. Which is why Dana Sue and I came up with this idea,” Helen said, then paused for effect. “We want to open a brand-new fitness club, one that’s clean and welcoming and caters to women.”

“We want it to be a place where women can get fit and be pampered and drink a smoothie with their friends after a workout,” Dana Sue added. “Maybe even get a facial or a massage.”

“And you want to do this in Serenity, with its population of five thousand seven hundred and fourteen people?” Maddie asked, not even trying to hide her skepticism.

“Fifteen,” Dana Sue corrected. “Daisy Mitchell had a baby girl yesterday. And believe me, if you’ve seen Daisy lately, you know she’ll be the perfect candidate for one of our postpregnancy classes.”

Maddie studied Helen more intently. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“As serious as a heart attack,” she confirmed. “What do you think?”

“I suppose it could work,” Maddie said thoughtfully. “Goodness knows, that gym is disgusting. It’s no wonder half the women in Serenity refuse to exercise. Of course, the other half can’t get out of their recliners because of all the fried chicken they’ve consumed.”

“Which is why we’ll offer cooking classes, too,” Dana Sue said eagerly.

“Let me guess. New Southern Cuisine,” Maddie said.

“Southern cooking isn’t all about lima beans swimming in butter or green beans cooked with fatback,” Dana Sue said. “Haven’t I taught you anything?”

“Me, yes, absolutely,” Maddie assured her. “But the general population of Serenity still craves their mashed potatoes and fried chicken.”

“So do I,” Dana Sue said. “But ovenbaked’s not half-bad if you do it right.”

“We’re losing focus,” Helen cut in. “There’s a building available over on Palmetto Lane that would be just right for what we have in mind. I think we should take a look at it in the morning. Dana Sue and I fell in love with it right away, Maddie, but we want your opinion.”

“Why? It’s not as if I have anything to compare it to. Besides, I don’t even know what your vision is, not entirely anyway.”

“You know how to make a place cozy and inviting, don’t you?” Helen said. “After all, you took that mausoleum that was the Townsend family home and made it real welcoming.”

“Right,” Dana Sue said. “And you have all sorts of business savvy from helping Bill get his practice established.”

“I put some systems into place for him nearly twenty years ago,” Maddie said, downplaying her contribution to setting up the office. “I’m hardly an expert. If you’re going to do this, you should hire a consultant, devise a business plan, do cost projections. You can’t do something like this on a whim just because you don’t like the way Dexter’s gym smells.”

“Actually, we can,” Helen insisted. “I have enough money saved for a down payment on the building, plus capital expenses for equipment and an operating budget for the first year. Let’s face it, I can use the tax write-off, though I predict this won’t be a losing proposition for long.”

“And I’m going to invest some cash, but mostly my time and my expertise in cooking and nutrition to design a little café and offer classes,” Dana Sue added.

They both looked at Maddie expectantly.

“What?” she demanded. “I don’t have any expertise and I certainly don’t have any money to throw at something this speculative.”

Helen grinned. “You have a bit more than you think, thanks to your fabulous attorney, but we don’t really want your money. We want you to be in charge.”

Maddie regarded them incredulously. “Me? I hate to exercise. I only do it because I know I have to.” She gestured at the cellulite firmly clinging to her thighs. “And we can see how much good that’s doing.”

“Then you’re perfect for this job, because you’ll work really, really hard to make this a place women just like you will want to join,” Helen said.

Maddie shook her head. “Forget it. It doesn’t feel right.”

“Why not?” Dana demanded. “You need work. We need a manager. It’s a perfect match.”

“It feels like some scheme you devised to keep me from starving to death,” Maddie said.

“I already told you that you won’t be starving,” Helen said. “And you get to keep the house, which is long since paid for. Bill was very reasonable once I laid out a few facts for him.”

Maddie studied her friend’s face. Not many people tried explaining anything to Bill, since he was convinced he knew it all. A medical degree did that to some men. And what the degree didn’t accomplish, adoring nurses like Noreen did.

“Such as?” Maddie asked.

“How the news of his impending fatherhood with his unmarried nurse might impact his practice here in the conservative, family-oriented town of Serenity,” Helen said without the slightest hint of remorse. “People might not want to take their darling little kiddies to a pediatrician who has demonstrated a complete lack of scruples.”

“You blackmailed him?” Maddie wasn’t sure whether she was shocked or awed.

Helen shrugged. “I prefer to think of it as educating him on the value of the right PR spin. So far people in town haven’t taken sides, but that could change in a heartbeat.”

“I’m surprised his attorney let you get away with that,” Maddie said.

“That’s because you don’t know everything your brilliant attorney knew walking into that room,” Helen said.

“Such as?” Maddie asked again.

“Bill’s nurse had a little thing going with his attorney once upon a time. Tom Patterson had his own reasons for wanting to see Bill screwed to the wall.”

“Isn’t that unethical?” Maddie asked. “Shouldn’t he have refused to take Bill’s case or something?”

“He did, but Bill insisted. Tom disclosed his connection to Noreen, but Bill continued to insist. He thought Tom’s thing with Noreen would make him more understanding of his eagerness to get on with life with her. Which just proves that when it comes to human nature your soon-to-be ex really doesn’t have a clue.”

“And you took advantage of all those shenanigans to get Maddie the money she deserves,” Dana Sue said admiringly.

“I did,” Helen confirmed with satisfaction. “If we’d had to go in front of a judge, it might have gone differently, but Bill was especially anxious for a settlement so he could be a proper daddy to his new baby before the ink is dry on the birth certificate. As you reminded him on your way out the door, Maddie, he’s the one in a hurry.”

Helen regarded Maddie intently. “It’s not a fortune, mind you, but you don’t have to worry about money for the time being.”

“I still think I ought to look for a real job,” Maddie said. “However much the settlement is, it won’t last forever, and I’m not likely to have a lot of earning power, not right at first, anyway.”

“Which is why you should take us up on our offer,” Dana Sue said. “This health club could be a gold mine and you’d be a full partner. That’s what you’d get in return for your dayin, day-out running of it all—sweat equity.”

“I don’t see what’s in it for the two of you,” Maddie said. “Helen, you’re in Charleston all the time. There are some fine gyms over there, if you don’t want to go to Dexter’s. And Dana Sue, you could offer cooking classes at the restaurant. You don’t need a spa to do it.”

“We’re trying to be community minded,” Dana Sue said. “This town needs someone to invest in it.”

“I’m not buying it,” Maddie said. “This is about me. You both feel sorry for me.”

“We most certainly do not,” Helen said. “You’re going to be just fine.”

“Then there’s something else, something you’re not telling me,” Maddie persisted. “You didn’t just wake up one day and decide you wanted to open a health club, not even for some kind of tax shelter.”

Helen hesitated, then confessed. “Okay, here’s the whole truth. I need a place to go to work off the stress of my job. My doctor’s been on my case about my blood pressure. I flatly refuse to start taking a bunch of pills at my age, so he said he’d give me three months to see if a better diet and exercise would help. I’m trying to cut back on my cases in Charleston for a while, so I need a spa right here in Serenity.”

Maddie stared at her friend in alarm. If Helen was cutting back on work, then the doctor must have made quite a case for the risks to her health. “If your blood pressure is that high, why didn’t you say something? Not that I’m surprised given the way you obsess over your job.”

“I didn’t say anything because you’ve had enough on your plate,” Helen said. “Besides, I intend to take care of it.”

“By opening your own gym,” Maddie concluded. “Won’t getting a new business off the ground just add to the stress?”

“Not if you’re running it,” Helen said. “Besides, I think all of us doing this together will be fun.”

Maddie wasn’t entirely convinced about the fun factor, but she turned to Dana Sue. “And you? What’s your excuse for wanting to open a new business? Isn’t the restaurant enough?”

“It’s making plenty of money, sure,” Dana Sue said. “But I’m around food all the time. I’ve gained a few pounds. You know my family history. Just about everybody had diabetes, so I need to get my weight under control. I’m not likely to stop eating, so I need to work out.”

“See, we both have our own reasons for wanting to make this happen,” Helen said. “Come on, Maddie. At least look at the building tomorrow. You don’t have to decide tonight or even tomorrow. There’s time for you to mull it over in that cautious brain of yours.”

“I am not cautious,” Maddie protested, offended. Once she’d been the biggest risk-taker among them. All it had taken was the promise of fun and a dare. Had she really lost that? Judging from the expressions on her friends’ faces, she had.

“Oh, please, you weigh the pros and cons and calorie content before you order lunch,” Dana Sue said. “But we love you just the same.”

“Which is why we won’t do this without you,” Helen said. “Even if it does put our health at risk.”

Maddie looked from one to the other. “No pressure there,” she said dryly.

“Not a bit,” Helen said. “I have a career. And the doctor says there are all sorts of pills for controlling blood pressure these days.”

“And I have a business,” Dana Sue added. “As for my weight, I suppose we can just continue walking together a couple of times a week.” She sighed dramatically.

“Despite what y’all have said, I’m not entirely convinced it isn’t charity,” Maddie repeated. “The timing is awfully suspicious.”

“It would only be charity if we didn’t expect you to work your butt off to make a success of it,” Helen said. “So, are you in or out?”

Maddie gave it some thought. “I’ll look at the building,” she finally conceded. “But that’s all I’m promising.”

Helen swung her gaze to Dana Sue. “If we’d waited till she had that second margarita, she would have said yes,” Helen claimed, feigning disappointment.

Maddie laughed. “But if I’d had two, you couldn’t have held me to anything I said.”

“She has a point,” Dana Sue agreed. “Let’s be grateful we got a maybe.”

“Have I told you two how glad I am that you’re my friends?” Maddie said, feeling her eyes well up with tears yet again.

“Uh-oh, here she goes again,” Dana Sue said, getting to her feet. “I need to get to work before we all start crying.”

“I never cry,” Helen declared.

Dana Sue groaned. “Don’t even start. Maddie will be forced to challenge you, and before you know it, all of Serenity will be flooded and you’ll both look like complete wrecks when we meet in the morning. Maddie, do you want me to drop you off at home?”

She shook her head. “I’ll walk. It’ll give me time to think.”

“And to sober up before her mama sees her,” Helen taunted.

“That, too,” Maddie agreed.

Mostly, though, she wanted time to absorb the fact that on one of the worst days of her life she’d been surrounded by friends who’d given her a glimmer of hope that her future wasn’t going to be quite as bleak as she’d imagined.

Don’t miss Stealing Home

A Sweet Magnolias novel

Available wherever MIRA books are sold!

Copyright © 2007 by Sherryl Woods.




ISBN-13: 9781488076725

Daniel’s Desire

First published in 2003. This edition published in 2020.

Copyright © 2003 by Sherryl Woods


All rights reserved. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of publisher, Harlequin Enterprises ULC. 22 Adelaide St. West, 40th Floor Toronto, ON M5H 4E3 Canada.

All characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the author and have no relation whatsoever to anyone bearing the same name or names. They are not even distantly inspired by any individual known or unknown to the author, and all incidents are pure invention.

This edition published by arrangement with Harlequin Books S.A.

® and ™ are trademarks of the publisher. Trademarks indicated with ® are registered in the United States Patent and Trademark Office, the Canadian Intellectual Property Office and in other countries.


www.Harlequin.com

OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Back Cover Text


		Title Page


		Contents


		Chapter One


		Chapter Two


		Chapter Three


		Chapter Four


		Chapter Five


		Chapter Six


		Chapter Seven


		Chapter Eight


		Chapter Nine


		Chapter Ten


		Chapter Eleven


		Chapter Twelve


		Chapter Thirteen


		Chapter Fourteen


		Chapter Fifteen


		Chapter Sixteen


		Epilogue


		Excerpt


		Copyright








OEBPS/images/Cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





