
        
            
                
            
        

    
Your Christmas wish come true! Available for the first time as a stand-alone ebook—Brenda Novak’s Just Like the Ones We Used to Know, originally published in 2006 in the anthology Once Upon a Christmas

Angela Forrester’s foster child Kayla has just one wish for Christmas—to meet her real dad. Angela is determined to ensure Kayla gets her wish, even though Matt Jackson has no idea he has a child at all. When Angela meets Matt, she doesn’t have a chance to tell him about his little girl before sparks instantly fly between them, complicating matters. Will he turn tail and run when he learns the truth, or will he be the man and father they always dreamed of?
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CHAPTER ONE



“MRS. FORRESTER?”

Seeing Kayla’s teacher smile expectantly as she held the door, Angela swallowed hard, then straightened her spine and walked into the sixth-grade classroom. On the Friday afternoon before Christmas break, it was empty of students, yet it still smelled of pencil shavings and chalk, which evoked pleasant associations. Growing up, Angela had been a good student. But the girl she’d taken in a year earlier was struggling in school, in life.

Angela had become Kayla’s caregiver so late, could she really make any difference?

That was the big question and had been from the beginning. Angela was afraid she couldn’t. And she was afraid Kayla’s teacher had called her in, once again, to let her know just how badly she was failing.

Trying to ignore the helplessness that engulfed her so often lately, Angela perched uncomfortably on the chair next to Mrs. Bennett’s battle-scarred desk—she knew her place in this room well—and smoothed the skirt of the designer suit she’d worn to work that morning.


“I’m sorry to bother you again,” the teacher began, peering at Angela over her bifocals.

Angela pulled her heavy trench coat more tightly around her and forced a smile. “It’s fine. You know I want what’s best for Kayla.”

“I want the same thing.”

“Of course.” They just approached it differently. Mrs. Bennett could be stern and rather severe. She often indicated that she felt Angela was letting pity about what had happened in the past interfere with good old-fashioned discipline. But Angela had been a foster child herself—had spent several years living in the same house as Kayla’s mother, in fact—so she understood Kayla’s situation well. Besides, this was Angela’s first attempt at parenting. She was twenty-nine, but she wasn’t married. Maybe she wasn’t the best person in the world to finish raising Stephanie’s daughter, but before Stephanie’s mother had died, she’d given Angela guardianship because she was a better choice than any of Kayla’s other options.

“What seems to be the problem, Mrs. Bennett?” She decided to ask the question and get it over with. “Isn’t Kayla turning in her assignments?”

Angela knew Kayla finished her homework because they did it together. But only last Wednesday Mrs. Bennett had informed Angela that it’d been two weeks since Kayla had handed in a single paper. Angela had been shocked and worried, of course, but what made the situation more mystifying was the fact that Kayla couldn’t tell her why she wasn’t turning in the work.

“She’s improving there,” Mrs. Bennett said. “I’d like to see her test scores come up, but that’s another issue. I called you in today because I wanted you to see something she’s written.”

Written? The crisp Denver winter settled a little deeper into Angela’s bones. Kayla was generally excluded from the tight cliques of other girls. She kept to herself and rarely associated with the kids in her class, which had been the subject of yet another parent/teacher conference. So…had Kayla finally decided to get even with the ever-popular but cruel Barbie Hanover, who’d stolen her notebook and shown Jordan Wheeler the poem she’d composed about him?

Angela half expected Mrs. Bennett to smooth out a note detailing Barbie’s lack of good qualities or some other manifestation of the intense humiliation she’d caused Kayla. But Mrs. Bennett presented her with what looked like a regular English paper. And, even more surprisingly, written across the top in red ink was a big fat A.

It was probably Kayla’s first A, which should’ve been reason to celebrate. Except Mrs. Bennett’s sober expression indicated that Angela should still be concerned.

“What—”

“Read it,” Mrs. Bennett said.

Angela glanced at the heading.


All I Want For Christmas

By Kayla ???????

“She wouldn’t put her last name?” Angela asked in confusion.

Mrs. Bennett gestured that Angela should keep reading.

She returned her attention to the small, cramped writing.


I suppose you want to hear that Christmas is my favorite time of year. That’s what everyone else says, right? There’s candy and presents and parties. There’s baby Jesus and Santa Claus. Even for girls like me.

So why am I finding this stupid paper so hard to write? I should just copy someone else, someone normal. I can hear the people all around me. I want this…I want that…I’m getting a new cell phone, a new TV, a new dress. Barbie sits next to me and wants an iPod. Not any old iPod. It has to hold about a billion songs and play videos, too. Nothing but the best for Barbie, and we all know she’ll get it. Her friend Sierra is asking for a snowboard. That’s not cheap, either, so I wouldn’t ask for it even if I wanted it. But Sierra’s parents are rich, which means she’ll be pleasantly NOT surprised to find it under the tree on Christmas morning. They’re lucky. Not because they get what they want, but because they want what they get. A boy I know wants a new basketball. He’s—the next part had been heavily erased and written over—He’s even luckier.



Was Kayla writing about Jordan at this point? Angela wondered. She thought so. He was the only person not named, which was significant, and there was emotion behind all those eraser marks.

Angela frowned and kept reading.


Tyler Jameson is asking for an Xbox. Tyler was Jordan’s best friend, which seemed to offer more proof that she’d segued from the boy she liked to his best friend. He’s always making a list of the games he wants—at $60 apiece. His Christmas isn’t going to be cheap. Money. I wish it could buy what I want. I wish I could be satisfied with an iPod or new clothes, or even getting my ears pierced. But I don’t care about any of that. I want something Santa can’t pull out of a sack. I want a real last name. The kind that came before I did. Not, “We’ll just call her…” I want to know what my name should’ve been. I want to know who I belong to. I want my father. Then I could ask him why he loved my mother enough to make me but didn’t love me enough to stay.

If I knew him, I think even I could be happy with an iPod.




By the time she finished, Angela’s throat had constricted and she doubted she could speak. She didn’t know what to say, anyway. As tears filled her eyes, she felt Mrs. Bennett’s hand close over hers.

“Heart-wrenching, isn’t it?” she said softly.

Surprised at the empathy in the teacher’s voice, Angela nodded. Evidently Mrs. Bennett wasn’t quite as stern as she appeared. But Angela wasn’t sure why she’d called her in to read this essay. Angela couldn’t give Kayla what she wanted. Kayla’s father didn’t even know she was alive—and, because of what had happened thirteen years ago, Angela couldn’t tell him. This letter only made her feel worse because now she knew that nothing she could buy Kayla for Christmas would make the girl any happier.

“She’s a…a deep child,” Angela managed to say.

“She understands what really matters.”

Angela sensed that Mrs. Bennett had more to say, but the teacher wasn’t quite as direct as usual. She seemed to choose her next words carefully. “You’ve already shared with me the situation that motivated you to take her in. Have you heard from her mother lately?”

“Not for a few months.” Angela had had little contact with her friend since Stephanie had turned to prostitution in order to support her drug habit. Angela had tracked her down a number of times and tried to get her off the streets. She’d planned to put her in yet another drug rehab center. But during their last encounter, Stephanie had spent one night with them, stolen all the money out of Angela’s purse and disappeared before she and Kayla could get up in the morning. Without so much as a goodbye or an “I love you” for Kayla.

The incident had upset Kayla so much that Angela had decided she didn’t want to see Stephanie again. She had to let go of the mother in order to save the daughter. Which was why she was selling her house. She couldn’t have Stephanie dropping in on them whenever she felt like it, disrupting Kayla’s life. Kayla had refused to come out of her room for nearly three weeks after the last visit.

“You’ve never mentioned her father,” Mrs. Bennett said. “Do you know anything about him?”

“I’m afraid not,” Angela lied.

“Do you think a little research might help? Even if the circumstances surrounding Kayla’s birth weren’t good, the information might assuage the terrible hunger I sense in her through these words—and in some of her other behavior, as well.”

Angela sensed that hunger, too. But telling Kayla about her father would start a chain reaction that could disrupt, possibly ruin, a lot of lives. Besides, Angela had promised Kayla’s late grandmother—the woman who’d provided a foster home for Angela after her parents died—that she would never tell.

“There’s no way to find him,” she said. “I’ve tried.”

“Recently? Because now that we have the Internet—”

“It was a one-night stand. Her mother didn’t even know his name.” Another lie, but Mrs. Bennett seemed to buy it.

“I see.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry to hear that.”


“It’s unfortunate.” The whole thing was unfortunate—and only one person was to blame.

“Okay, well, we’ll continue to do what we can to make Kayla feel loved, won’t we? Thanks for coming in. I hope you both have a wonderful Christmas.”

“Same to you,” Angela said and stood as if nothing had changed. But a thought she’d had several times in the past was stealing up on her. What if she were to take Kayla back to Virginia City for a visit? It’d been thirteen years. Surely, Matthew Jackson would never guess after so long. It would give Angela a chance to assess the situation, determine where Matt was now, what he was doing—and whether or not there was any chance he might be receptive to such a shocking secret.

* * *

“WHEN WILL WE GET THERE?” Kayla asked.

“Sometime tomorrow.” Gripping the wheel with one hand, Angela turned down the Christmas music she’d put on as soon as they’d set off and glanced over at the girl who’d come to live with her fifteen months earlier. With long brown hair, wide brown eyes and a spattering of freckles, Kayla wasn’t the prettiest girl in the world. She had the knobby-kneed clumsiness often seen with lanky children who were poised for more growth—she was going to be tall, like her father—but Angela had no doubt she’d grow into a beautiful woman. Kayla held herself with a certain grace and dignity that Angela found impressive, considering everything she’d been through.

The girl had spirit. Her mother hadn’t broken it. The kids at school hadn’t broken it. Even Kayla’s wish for something she’d probably never get hadn’t broken it.

Angela was going to make sure nothing ever did. “MapQuest said it’d be about fifteen hours. Is that okay?”

“It’s great,” she replied. “I didn’t realize Denver was so far from where you grew up.”

Kayla’s excitement lessened Angela’s anxiety about returning to Virginia City. Maybe their second Christmas together would be everything she’d hoped. It certainly couldn’t be worse than the first, when Stephanie had shown up completely wasted and without a gift for Kayla. “I wish we could drive straight through, but we started too late this morning.” Last night they’d stayed up late packing, so they hadn’t gotten up as early as Angela would’ve liked.

Kayla took a rubber tie from her wrist and pulled her thick hair into a ponytail. “We can go as far as possible before we stop, right? I’ll help keep you awake. I love long car rides.”

Angela smiled. “So do I.”

“Is that why we didn’t go on a plane?”

“Partly. That and the fact that Virginia City’s a very small town. If we’d flown, we would’ve landed in Reno and then had to rent a car. And since we’ll be staying for two weeks, I’d prefer to have my own transportation.” Angela liked the flexibility having her car would provide. She and Kayla could head home anytime they wanted, without notifying anyone.

If she found Matt happily married with a few kids, she’d probably do that sooner rather than later.


“What if we run into a storm? Will we have to stop?” Kayla asked.

“That depends. I brought chains, but if it’s snowing too hard, we might want to get a room and wait it out.”

Kayla adjusted the seat belt so she could turn toward Angela. “Are you excited to see all your old friends?”

“The few who still live there,” Angela said.

“Almost everyone moved away?”

“A lot of us did. Unless you run a restaurant, a store or a hotel—or you’re willing to commute twenty-five miles to Reno—it’s not easy to make a living in Virginia City.”

“So who do you think is still there?”

“Sheila Gilbert, a friend of mine and your mother’s from high school, according to last year’s Christmas card. Other than that, probably just a few teachers I had when I went to school and some of the older, more established folks.”

“What about boys?”

Angela switched lanes to go around a semi. “What about them?”

“Won’t you want to visit some of your old boyfriends?”

“I didn’t have a lot of boyfriends.” When her mother had died eight years after her father, Angela had only been ten years old. She’d gone to live with her aunt Rosemary, until Rosemary had fallen and broken her hip. Then Angela had moved to Virginia City to live with Betty, who was a distant relative of Rosemary’s husband and also Kayla’s grandmother. From then on, Angela had spent most of her time trying to keep Stephanie, Betty’s real daughter, out of trouble. But she didn’t add that. Neither did she admit that the one man they probably would see was the person who made her the most uneasy. She doubted Kayla’s father had moved on, like so many others, because he came from some of the earliest Irish miners to settle in Virginia City and had a lot of family in the area. And, if he’d married Danielle as everyone had expected, he’d have even more reason to stay. Her parents owned one of the nicest hotels in the Comstock region.

Kayla studied her for a moment. “Whoever sees you is going to be impressed.”

Angela chuckled. “Why’s that?”

“You’re still so pretty.”

Still? Actually, Angela had bloomed late. She’d been tall, skinny and reserved, a foil for the boisterous and impulsive Stephanie. But at least her acne was gone, she knew how to apply a little makeup and she’d gained fifteen pounds in the places she’d needed it most, so she was no longer flat and shapeless. Overall, Angela was satisfied with her appearance—and grateful to feel comfortable in her own skin. Maybe her years in sales had done that for her. She’d been marketing large office buildings since graduating with a business degree from the University of Colorado at Denver and dealt with a wide variety of people. That experience had endowed her with confidence poor Stephanie had always lacked.

“You dress nice,” Kayla was saying, continuing her list of Angela’s assets. “And you have a really great car. I love this car.”

“Fortunately, it’s easier to make money in Denver than it is in Virginia City,” Angela said.

“Is that why you moved away?”

No, they’d moved because they’d had to leave. In a hurry. “Your nana wanted a change of pace,” she said.

“And you were still living with her?”

“I had my senior year to complete. But I would’ve gone even if I’d already graduated. It was time for college, so I had to go somewhere. And I wanted to help take care of you.”

Kayla made a face. “Since my own mother can’t do anything.”

Angela didn’t respond. She never complained about Stephanie, but she didn’t overreact if Kayla made an occasional derogatory comment. The girl had a right to her anger. Stephanie had let them all down in the worst possible way. Sometimes Angela couldn’t believe that the friend she’d loved like a sister had made the choices she’d made.

They drove in silence for several minutes. Angela was about to turn the music back up when Kayla spoke again.

“Do you think you’ll ever get married?”

“Maybe.”

“You don’t date much.” The words sounded almost accusatory.

“I’m too busy with work.”

“Most people go out at night,” she said. “You’re usually home by six, remember?”


Angela shrugged. She didn’t like leaving Kayla home alone. “I’ll meet the right man eventually.”

Kayla seemed thoughtful, almost brooding. “What if you find someone, and he doesn’t like me?”

“I can’t imagine anyone not liking you.”

Kayla’s attention shifted to the scenery flying past her window. “You’ve forgotten Barbie and her friends,” she said bitterly.

“Shallow, mean girls don’t count.”

“What about Jordan? He was nicer than everyone else. Until they started teasing him about me.” Her tone turned glum. “Now he won’t even look at me.”

“That could change as you get older.”

“Still. I know you feel like you owe Nana for taking you in, but I don’t want to be the reason you don’t have a life of your own. You’re not the one who got pregnant at sixteen.”

Angela reached across the seat to squeeze Kayla’s hand. “Kayla, I love you. You’re a central part of my life, and no one will ever change that.”

“But don’t you wish I had a father who’d come and take me off your hands?”

“No, I don’t,” she said, and she realized as she spoke that it was true. As difficult as the past year had been, she didn’t want to lose Kayla. Kayla was her only family.









CHAPTER TWO



MATTHEW JACKSON SAT with longtime friend and fellow firefighter Lewis McGinness at a table in the bar and restaurant on the first floor of the Old Virginny Hotel. With wooden oak floors, flocked wallpaper, a dark, ornately carved bar and a tin ceiling, the place had been restored to the glory it had known as a saloon in the booming silver era that had once made Virginia City the most important settlement between Denver and San Francisco. There was even a man dressed in nineteenth-century costume playing lively Christmas carols on a piano in the far corner, next to a Christmas tree adorned with paper chains and popcorn strands.

It was all for the benefit of the tourists, of course—a group of whom stood brushing the snow from their coats and marveling over the glass case by the register, which contained a few items originally owned by the famous 1860s soiled dove, Julia C. The display was designed to generate interest in the Bullette Red Light Museum down the street, where folks could see more intimate items, as well as some nineteenth-century medical instruments, all for a buck.

It was worth a buck, right?


Matt shook his head. Heaven knew something had to stimulate new interest in this town. Cut into the side of a mountain almost two miles above sea level, with its houses and businesses sitting on as much as a forty-percent grade, it wasn’t a convenient place to live. Although, at its peak, the town had boasted nearly thirty thousand citizens, it was down to about fifteen hundred and had been struggling since the early 1900s, when the mines had played out. But Matt had never thought of it as desperately hanging on to what once was. It was home, pure and simple. And yet, as the snow piled higher and higher outside, he had to acknowledge that Virginia City had seen better days, even in his lifetime.

In any event, it was turning out to be a long, cold year. After his older brother, Ray, and his wife had pulled up stakes and moved to Reno last October, Matt was beginning to feel a little like a stubborn holdout—which was how he’d begun to view the town. He wasn’t experiencing much of the Christmas spirit today, despite the snow, the lights that trimmed the buildings, already twinkling in the storm-darkened sky, the music.

“I should move to Arizona,” he said, sipping some of the foam off the top of his beer. “If I lived in the desert, I’d never have to shovel another walk.”

McGinness didn’t look up. He was too busy settling his giant, bear-like hands around the half-pound burger he’d ordered for lunch. “Good idea.”

Matt glanced at him sharply. “Did you just agree with me?”


“Then I’d get your job, right?” he said, a mischievous twinkle in his eyes.

Tipping back his chair, Matt scowled. “You could at least act as if you’d be sorry to see me go. I’ve been your chief for what, ten years?”

“I’d miss you,” he said, but shrugged. “In between spending the extra money I’d be making off my raise, of course.”

Matt righted his chair. “Remind me to fire you when we get back.”

“Why are you putting it off that long?”

“It’s your turn to pay for lunch, remember?”

McGinness swallowed his first bite and managed a grin. “Come on, you’re not going anywhere, Chief. This place is in your blood.” He took another bite and spoke with his mouth full. “And then there’s Kim.”

Matt started in on his French dip sandwich. “What does Kim have to do with anything?”

“She keeps your bed warm at night, doesn’t she?”

Not anymore. The moment she’d begun talking about marriage, he’d backed off. He wasn’t eager to make their relationship permanent, and getting any closer risked a messy breakup. He’d had a couple of messy breakups in his life, enough to know that even one was too many. “I like Kim. She’s a nice woman. But there’s something missing,” he admitted.

“Like your ability to commit?” McGinness stuffed a couple of fries into his mouth.

“You’re a regular comedian today, you know that, Lew?” Matt said.

“Just trying to be helpful.”


Matt was about to tell him to shut up and eat when the door opened and a woman stepped into the saloon. She had shiny black hair cut in a style that hit a fraction of an inch below her chin—definitely too sophisticated for these parts—and a smooth, olive complexion. She also had a girl with her, who appeared to be twelve or thirteen years old. But it was the woman who caught his attention. She was gorgeous, but that wasn’t it. He was pretty confident he recognized her.

He leaned over to get a better look. Sure enough. It’d been thirteen years since he’d seen her, but he was almost positive she was the girl who’d come to live with Stephanie Cunningham when they were in junior high. What was her name? Angela? That was it—Angela Forrester.

“What’s the matter?” McGinness asked.

“Nothing.” Matt quickly controlled his expression. He didn’t want to say anything that might make Lewis gawk at her and draw the woman’s attention. Their last exchange hadn’t been good. She’d been there the night Stephanie had caused him to lose the only girl he’d ever really loved. He was fairly sure Angela was partly responsible. But he didn’t know how she’d participated or why, and the last thing he wanted to do was relive the humiliation and embarrassment. Luckily, Stephanie had moved away only a few weeks after that incident and had never contacted him again.

“Let’s go,” he said, tossing twenty-five bucks on the table.


McGinness held on to the rest of his hamburger as though he’d rather part with his left hand. “What?”

Matt fixed his gaze on his plate before Angela could catch him watching her. “Never mind,” he muttered, settling back in his seat. “Just hurry so we can get the hell out of here, okay?”

* * *

MEMORIES PELTED ANGELA like the snow blowing thickly outside. She’d missed Virginia City more than she’d realized. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath, reveling in the familiar scents of food, coffee, pine trees and wet leather. Because of the cold, Denver could smell fresh and clean in winter—but no place smelled as authentically “Old Fashioned Christmas” as Virginia City. Maybe that was because it hadn’t changed much since it had been rebuilt after the great fire of 1875. Standing in the largest federally designated historical district in America made Angela feel as if she’d just stepped out of a time machine. She’d gone back into her own history. To Christmas, the way it used to be.

“It’s great here, isn’t it?” she breathed to Kayla as they crossed to an empty table.

“I like it,” Kayla replied, but she kept glancing over to another table, where two firemen were having lunch.

“What is it?” Angela asked above a lively piano rendition of “Deck the Halls.”

“That man was staring at you when we walked in.”

Angela opened her mouth to say that after so long, chances were slim they’d know each other. But then she caught a better glimpse of him and felt her jaw drop. Surely they couldn’t have run into Matthew Jackson the moment they’d pulled into town….

“Do you know him?” Kayla asked, peering closely at her.

Angela had no idea what to say. They’d chosen a table less than fifteen feet from Kayla’s father!

“Angie?” she prompted.

Angela found her voice. “Yes, I—I knew him as a…a guy in high school.” Although she had to acknowledge that he’d improved quite a bit. With dark whiskers covering his prominent jaw, and smile lines bracketing his mouth and eyes, he’d matured into a man who appeared rather rough-hewn. And while his sandy-colored hair had darkened, the unusual ice-blue color of his eyes hadn’t changed at all.

“He’s handsome, isn’t he?” Kayla whispered.

He was so handsome Angela almost couldn’t stop staring. And it wasn’t just his face. He’d put on maybe thirty pounds since graduation, but none of it had gone to his middle. He filled out that uniform to perfection, looking larger than she remembered him, and far more powerful.

Angela tried to gather her wits, but she was suddenly so nervous she was afraid to remain in the same restaurant. He doesn’t know, she told herself.

But the doubts she’d wrestled with from the beginning crowded in. What if he guessed? Would he? Could he?

On the drive over, Angela had convinced herself that the answer to those questions was no. Matt had been with Stephanie only that one night, when they were sixteen, and he hadn’t really chosen to be with her even then. He wouldn’t expect a child from one brief encounter, especially a child he’d never heard about. Besides, Stephanie had trouble carrying Kayla and she’d delivered two months early. That alone would make it difficult to figure out the dates.

Which meant it didn’t matter that Angela had suddenly shown up with a twelve-year-old girl in tow.

Reassured by her own reasoning, Angela immediately turned to the menu. But, inside, she couldn’t help grimacing at the terrible trick Stephanie had played on Matt. Angela felt partially responsible, but once it had happened, there was no way to fix it—other than doing what Stephanie’s mother had done. Angela didn’t think she could’ve stopped Stephanie, anyway. She’d never seen a girl so single-mindedly determined to get what she wanted. And what she’d wanted was Matt.

Ironically, she’d also never seen a man, who—before and after that night—had so studiously avoided Stephanie. It was almost as if Matt had sensed the halter she had waiting to slip around his neck….

“Look, here they come,” Kayla said.

The words suddenly registered, as well as the accompanying movement behind her and, turning, Angela realized that she also recognized the second man. He was a beefier version of the boy she’d seen with Matt so often in high school—Lewis McGinness, who’d been one of the best linebackers on the football team.

A smile curved his lips as he made his way toward them. Matt followed, seeming much more reluctant.


“Hello,” Angela said warmly and stood. A lot depended on her acting ability. She wasn’t about to raise suspicion by revealing how shaken she felt. She’d wanted to figure out what kind of man Matt had become before bringing Kayla into direct contact with him. But it was too late; she had to improvise.

“Hey!” Lewis swept her into a hug as if they’d been good friends in high school instead of mere acquaintances. “What brings you back to Virginia City?”

“I’m here for the holidays.”

“Where are you staying?”

“We just got into town, so we don’t have a room yet. But we’ll probably end up at the Gold Hill Hotel.” That was the hotel owned by Danielle’s parents, but neither man brought up her name when Angela mentioned it, so she still didn’t know if Matt had ended up marrying the girl he’d dated for so long.

“They’ve made some improvements, but the new Silver Queen is closer,” Lewis said.

Angela kept her smile firmly in place, even though she was acutely aware of Matt and his steady gaze. “We’ll have to stop by and take a look.”

Lewis waved a hand toward Matt, who seemed perfectly satisfied to stand in the background. “You remember Matt, don’t you? Or maybe you don’t. He went out with Danielle all through school.”

Did that mean he wasn’t with her now? Angela knew they’d reconciled after the incident at the party, but if their relationship hadn’t progressed beyond high school, Stephanie was probably a large part of the reason.


“Hi, Matt.” She held out her hand because he made no move to hug her as his friend had.

He shook hands with a definite lack of enthusiasm. “Good to see you again.”

I can tell you’re thrilled about it, Angela thought sarcastically. But she could understand that. Because of Stephanie, she couldn’t possibly evoke pleasant memories for him.

She put a hand on Kayla’s shoulder. “This is my daughter, Kayla.”

If Kayla was surprised at being introduced like that, she didn’t let on. Nodding shyly, she slipped an arm around Angela’s waist, acting more relieved than shocked. Angela knew her real mother was an embarrassment to her.

“She’s beautiful,” Lewis said. “Like her mother.”

“Thanks.”

“How long will you be staying?”

“A couple of weeks.”

He shifted to make room for Matt, but Matt didn’t come any closer. “Are you here to see anyone in particular?”

“No, I just wanted to show Kayla the town.”

“Where do you live now?”

“In Denver. I’m in real estate.” She glanced conspicuously at their uniforms and badges. “And you’re both firefighters, I see.”

“That’s right. Matt here’s the chief. Unless he moves to Arizona.” He tossed his friend a meaningful grin. “Then I’m taking over.”

“Now you’ll never get rid of me,” Matt grumbled.


Angela tried not to notice that Matt was even better-looking up close. He’d always been attractive; that, and his popularity, was why Stephanie had wanted him so badly. But the past thirteen years had added a few finishing touches.

“So…is your husband stuck at home, working over the holidays?” Lewis asked.

She shook her head. “I’m not married. You?”

“Tied the knot nine years ago, already got three kids.”

“That’s wonderful,” she said. “And…what about you, Matt?”

“No.” He didn’t elaborate, but Lewis quickly filled in.

“He’s asked quite a few women, but the poor guy can’t get anyone to take him.”

Lewis wore such a falsely pitying expression, that Kayla laughed out loud and Angela laughed with her.

“How’s your friend?” Lewis asked. “What was her name… Stephanie?”

Kayla’s arm tightened around her, and Matt’s mouth turned grim. “She’s fine.”

“Where’s she living now?”

Angela had no idea. Stephanie partied with one person or another, then drifted on. “In…Colorado.”

“What does she do for a living?” Lewis asked.

“Um…she’s in sales,” Angela said and felt some of the tension leave Kayla as the girl smiled more easily.

Lewis stepped aside to let some people pass through to the exit. “What about Stephanie’s mother? She used to babysit me when I was four. Only for a few months, but I still remember her. Does she live in Denver, too?”

The merry music and Christmas atmosphere lost some of its charm. Angela missed Betty, who’d been such a part of this place. This Christmas couldn’t be like the ones she used to know. Not without Betty. “No. She had a heart attack and passed away a little over a year ago.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

Angela nodded politely. “It was tough to lose her. She was a nice woman.”

There was a respectful pause, then Matt said, “We’d better get back to work.”

“See what a slave driver he is?” Lewis teased.

Angela smiled. “It was great to see you again,” she told him and meant it. But she wasn’t sure she felt the same about Matt.

“Would you and your daughter like to join me and my family for dinner tomorrow night?” Lewis asked. “Matt will be there, too, right, Matt?”

Matt blinked, as if Lewis had caught him off guard and he didn’t know how to escape.

“I wouldn’t want to impose,” Angela said.

“It’s no trouble,” Lewis insisted. “You might remember my wife. Peggy Sutherland?”

“Was she my age?”

“She’s four years younger.”

“I can’t quite place her,” Angela admitted.

“Maybe you’ll recognize her when you see her. Anyway, I know she’d love to have you over. She likes to entertain.”


By now Angela could see a muscle flexing in Matt’s cheek, but if Lewis bothered to notice, he completely disregarded his friend’s less than eager response. And, with the goal of getting to know Matt better, Angela chose to do the same. She’d come for a reason, after all. “If you’re sure…”

“I’m positive,” he said and Angela gave him her cell number so they could make the arrangements.









CHAPTER THREE



AS SOON AS THEY were inside the fire station, Matt pulled Lewis to a stop. “What the hell were you doing back there?”

“When?” His friend’s eyes widened as if he really was as innocent as he pretended to be.

“At the restaurant!”

“I was doing you a favor, buddy. Didn’t you see how beautiful she is?”

He’d been reluctant to acknowledge it. She and Stephanie must have slipped him something that night when they were juniors. He knew it. He’d never wanted Stephanie before. So how had he wound up in bed with her? And at a party, no less? “I’m not coming to dinner.”

“Why not?” Lewis said. “I know you’re thinking about…what happened. I was there that night, too, remember? At least I was there later on, when Danielle walked in and caught you. But that was thirteen years ago. It’s time to forgive and forget. Danielle’s married and has two kids. And you heard Angela. She’s not attached.”

“She said she’s not married. That doesn’t mean she’s not attached.”


“I got the impression she’s not seeing anyone.”

Matt stomped into his office. “She doesn’t even live here!”

“You might not be living here either, right?” Lewis called to him. “Maybe you’ll want to move to Denver instead of Arizona.”

Matt cursed under his breath.

“What did you say?”

“Now I’m really tempted to fire you.”

Lewis stood in the doorway. “You don’t want to do that.”

“Why not?”

“Because I have your best interests at heart.”

Matt slumped into his chair. “Yeah? Even my mother isn’t as meddlesome as you are.”

“It’s time for you to settle down. Being a father is awesome. You’re missing out, my friend.”

Matt said nothing. He wanted a family. He’d just never cared about anyone the way he’d cared about Danielle.

“Besides, wouldn’t you like to know what happened that night?” Lewis went on. “You’ve always said you don’t remember how you ended up in that room with Stephanie.”

“I remember bits and pieces, but mostly it’s a blur.”

“Well, Angela might be able to explain it.”

Matt shoved a hand through his hair. Even if she could provide the answers he’d long craved, what was done was done. They couldn’t go back and change anything.


Lewis came into the room and leaned on the desk. “So, what do you say?”

Matt still felt a little resentful despite the passing years. But maybe he was overreacting. Angela seemed nice enough as an adult. And there was a slight chance she hadn’t been a party to his downfall. Stephanie had certainly never needed her help to try and corner him before.

But every other time, he’d managed to get away. That was the difference!

“Something about Stephanie chilled me to the bone,” he said, recalling her overeager smile, the way she brushed up against him at every opportunity, her attention-hungry eyes.

“Angela isn’t Stephanie.” Lewis bent lower to peer questioningly into his face. “You’re not going to back out on me, are you?”

Matt sighed. What the hell. He could survive one dinner. And, as Lewis said, maybe she’d be able to tell him what had really happened so he could finally understand why he’d let Danielle down so badly.

* * *

ANGELA SHIFTED NERVOUSLY as she waited next to Kayla on the doorstep of Lewis’s wooden A-frame. Set a couple of blocks off C Street, the main business district, it looked like so many of the other homes and businesses in Virginia City—as if it had been built in the late 1800s. It probably had been. But it was recently painted, a muted yellow with white trim, and obviously well-maintained.

She wondered where Matt lived. While they were growing up, his parents had owned a jewelry store called Comstock Silver and Turquoise. She’d watched for it when she and Kayla had driven through the slushy streets—the weather had warmed enough to melt some of the snow that had fallen the day before—but if his parents still had the store, they’d changed the name and the location. An old-fashioned soda shop now resided where the jewelry store had been.

The door opened and a child of about five, with bright red hair and a few freckles, gazed out at her.

“Hello,” Angela said.

He continued to stare, but Lewis’s voice rose from behind him. “Derek, those are our dinner guests. Invite them in, okay?”

The boy stepped back and opened the door wider just as Lewis crossed the room, obviously intent on making sure his son followed orders. “Hi,” he said when he saw them. “I’m glad you could make it.”

Dinner smelled like roast turkey. “Thanks for inviting us.” She handed Lewis the bottle of wine she’d bought.

He checked the label, smiled as if it met with his approval and asked to take their coats.

Kayla removed her parka and Angela shrugged out of her trench coat. “Thank you. It looks like the weather’s clearing up,” she commented.

A short, slightly plump woman with hair the same color as the little boy—and lots more freckles—stepped out of the kitchen. “I think we’ll have a white Christmas. They’re expecting a big storm next week.”


She sounded relieved, and Angela guessed that a white Christmas was very important to her. Judging by the many decorations adorning the yard outside and the two Christmas trees—one in the living room and one in the adjoining dining area—she took her holidays seriously.

“Angela, this is my wife, Peggy,” Lewis said from the coat closet.

“Nice to meet you.” Angela didn’t recognize her, but she seemed friendly.

“And this—” he turned and grabbed the boy who’d answered the door, pushing him to the floor in a playful tussle “—is Derek.”

The boy squealed and giggled as he struggled to get free, and Lewis finally released him. “He’s the youngest of the kids. The older two are with their grandma tonight.”

“I wanted to go, too,” Derek sulked.

“Grandma takes gingerbread houses to a professional level,” Peggy confided, her voice a half whisper. “According to her, he’s not old enough.”

Hearing this, Derek climbed to his feet and folded his arms. “I can do it!”

“Next year, honey,” she promised and returned to the kitchen.

“Have a seat.” Lewis motioned to an antique floral couch and matching chair. The living room resembled a Victorian parlor. “Matt isn’t here yet, but he’ll be along soon. Can I get you a drink?”

Angela accepted a glass of wine; Kayla asked for a soda. “Are Matt’s parents still in town?” Angela asked.


“Yeah. But they’ve upgraded the store. It’s now called Virginia City Treasures and Gifts and is located closer to Taylor Street.”

Angela opened her mouth to ask about the rest of Matt’s family. As much as she believed Betty had done the right thing in taking Stephanie away when she had, the decision affected many more people than just Matt. Would they be angry to learn they had a twelve-year-old granddaughter/niece? In a way, Angela felt they had a right to know. And yet—

A knock interrupted her thoughts. Tensing, she waited for Lewis to answer the door. But he didn’t bother. He was setting the table, so he merely barked out, “Come in!”

Matt strode into the room as though he’d done it a thousand times. And he probably had. He and Lewis had been friends forever.

“Hi, Matt,” Peggy called from the kitchen.

“Uncle Matt!” Derek charged him and threw his arms around his knees.

“Whoa, hold on, buddy. Let me set this pie down,” Matt said.

The mention of pie brought Peggy hurrying into the living room. “Did you say pie? What kind?”

“What kind do you think?” he teased. “Your favorite.”

“Pumpkin?”

“Of course.”

She rose up on her toes to give him a hug. He put one arm around her and used the other hand to pat the head of the boy who was squeezing his leg. It was very apparent that he loved these people. But when his eyes met Angela’s curious gaze, she could tell those warm feelings didn’t extend to everyone.

Clearing her throat, she looked away.

“Can I help?” he asked Peggy.

“Yes.” She waved him toward the couch. “You can sit down and entertain our guests while I finish up. Lewis will pour you a glass of wine in a minute.”

Instinctively, Angela slid over to allow him more room, but it wasn’t necessary. He sat at the far end and focused on Kayla.

“How old are you?” he asked.

“Twelve.”

His eyebrows went up, and he glanced subtly at Angela. She knew he had to be doing the math, thinking she’d gotten pregnant awfully young. But he didn’t say anything. He let Derek climb into his lap and addressed Kayla once again. “Do you like school?”

Angela sat there, rigid with tension, as father and daughter conversed. She’d been crazy to bring Kayla here, she decided. The truth suddenly seemed so obvious. She could see the similarities in their faces—the slightly square shape to Kayla’s chin, the high cheekbones, the broad forehead.

But Matt didn’t seem at all suspicious. He did seem reluctant to get to know her, and even more reluctant to like her, but he had no qualms about Kayla. Of course, she’d said Kayla was her daughter, they’d bumped into each other during a chance meeting, and Lewis had instigated this dinner. It wasn’t as if they’d appeared on his doorstep or rung him up out of the blue.


“Not really,” Kayla said, answering his question about whether she liked school.

“Why not?”

“It’s—” her eyes shifted momentarily to Angela “—it can be tough to fit in.”

“For someone as pretty as you?”

She blushed. “Sometimes,” she hedged, and Angela guessed she didn’t want to appear too pathetic.

“It’s tough for everyone sometimes,” he said, even though, as far as Angela could remember, it had never been very tough for him. He’d always been one of the most popular boys in school. “What do you want for Christmas?” he asked.

“I’d like to find my dad.”

Angela nearly gasped at Kayla’s answer. She’d never heard Kayla admit this to anyone else. Until she’d read that essay, she hadn’t realized how deeply Kayla missed having a father.

But the words were already out, and there was no mistaking Matt’s surprise. “He’s not part of your life?”

She shook her head. “No, he—he left us a long time ago. He said he loved my mom, and he promised her they’d be together forever. But then he couldn’t handle a crying baby in the house and changing diapers and all that.” She wrinkled her nose, basking in Matt’s attention. “So he walked out, and left my mom to raise me by herself.”

Angela had stiffened at “he left us a long time ago.” Kayla had never been told any such thing. This had to be some kind of fantasy, something she figured would be more acceptable than the reality.


Angela wanted to stop her before she could embellish any further but couldn’t say anything in front of Matt. A correction might cause Kayla to make some remark that would give them away. She was the one who’d lied first, when she’d introduced Kayla as her daughter.

But, in a way, Kayla was her daughter now.

“He was older, then?” Matt asked.

“Yeah, uh…a lot older,” Kayla said. “We have no idea where he is.”

Matt seemed to look more kindly at Angela, probably because he felt sorry for her.

Only sheer will kept Angela from dropping her head into her hands. How had she expected this to go?

Certainly not the way it was going…

“I’m sorry to hear that,” he said sincerely. “But he’s the one who’s missing out. You know that, don’t you?”

“Time to eat!”

Peggy’s announcement brought the conversation to an end, and Angela nearly cried in relief.

* * *

MATT COULDN’T BELIEVE that someone had taken advantage of Angela when she was so young. He knew she didn’t really have a family; everyone knew that. A foster child wasn’t common in Virginia City then or now, so her first appearance at school, when they were in the seventh grade, had caused quite a stir. If he remembered right, Betty Cunningham had given her a home because of some tenuous connection with Angela’s family, and Betty hadn’t wanted to see her become a ward of the state.


But Betty, a widow herself, had already had her hands full. A bit eccentric, she’d taken in any stray animal that had crossed her path, so she’d had something like three dogs, a couple of cats, some hamsters and a ferret. Matt knew because Stephanie had lured him over to the house once with the promise of showing him the animals. When she’d come on to him, he’d gotten out of there right away, but he’d stayed long enough to see that the situation was unique. Besides caring for all those animals, Betty had had to deal with Stephanie, who’d always been getting into trouble, and Betty herself had been sick a lot.

Suddenly, Matt felt guilty for being so hard on Angela. If Angela had helped to corner him the night he’d had sex with Stephanie, her involvement could only have been in a peripheral way, and it had no doubt been Stephanie’s idea. Anyway, Lewis was right—they’d all been so young.

He caught her watching him from across the table and smiled. He hadn’t been very friendly to her so far, but it wasn’t too late. According to what she’d told him and Lewis, she was in town for two weeks.

He had half a mind to make sure they were the best two weeks she’d ever known.









CHAPTER FOUR



“ANGIE!”

Angela rolled over to find Kayla standing at the side of her bed. “What?” She squinted in the light streaming through the sheers at the hotel window. They’d chosen the Gold Hill Hotel because Angela remembered it so nostalgically from when she’d lived in Virginia City before. “What time is it?”

“It’s only eight. But I just talked to Matt. He’s off work on Mondays, and he says we want to get an early start.”

“Do we have plans with Matt?” she asked, confused. The last thing she recalled was the charming way he’d walked them to their car after the dinner party was over. She’d been terrified he was going to ask her out. Kayla’s story had really affected him, and she’d felt his eyes on her all night, had felt him shift closer to her while they’d been watching the movie after dinner. But at the car, he’d kept his hands in his pockets and had merely told them to get a good night’s sleep, then had waved as they’d driven off.

She’d thought that would be the end of it, at least for a few days. They’d had an enjoyable night, established a friendship. And now she had a lot to think about. Matt wasn’t married, and as far as she could tell, he wasn’t involved in a serious relationship. He had a steady job, family in the area, a solid reputation—what appeared from every angle to be a very normal life.

Which made telling him about Kayla a real possibility.

But Angela wasn’t sure he’d thank her for the news. His jaw tightened anytime Stephanie was even mentioned. What if he grew angry at the deception and rejected Kayla? Angela couldn’t subject Kayla to any more hurt. And Angela was equally afraid of the opposite possibility—what if he decided to take his daughter away from her?

“He wants to know if we’d like to ride the train,” Kayla said. “And afterward, he said we could help him pick out his Christmas tree.”

Kayla sounded thrilled. She and Matt had gotten along famously last night. He’d taught her how to play chess while Angela had helped Peggy clean up and had even given her advice about boys. How could Angela say no?

She wouldn’t. She’d go and make sure he was everything he seemed to be, and then she’d figure out whether or not to tell him.

* * *

THE TRAIN RIDE HAD been fun, but short. It was a narrated thirty-five-minute ride through the heart of the Comstock mining region, after which they went to pick out Matt’s tree. Angela liked tramping through the snow; it was cold, and she was getting wet, but she felt so alive. She tried to convince herself that the flutter of excitement in her stomach was the result of returning home. But she knew it wasn’t just Virginia City. Every time she looked at Matt, she felt a sudden warmth.

How long had it been since she’d kissed a man? she wondered as he tied the tree on top of his truck.

Since before Betty’s death. Angela hadn’t dated in more than a year.

She missed the male-female contact. She also missed the experience of feeling desirable and desiring someone else.

“Are you staring at his butt?” Kayla murmured, her voice scandalized.

Angela hadn’t realized that Kayla was watching her. She considered pretending otherwise, but she could tell by the knowing gleam in Kayla’s eyes that the girl wouldn’t believe it. Regardless of any embarrassment, she decided it was better to acknowledge the truth. “I’ve never seen a pair of jeans fit quite so well,” she said, using her mitten-covered hand to shield her mouth so Matt wouldn’t hear her.

Kayla giggled. “You should go out with him.”

“No, we leave in two weeks.”

“Why not have some fun while we’re here?”

“We are having fun—”

“Hey, what are you two talking about?” Finished, Matt faced them with one eyebrow cocked.

It probably wasn’t too difficult to tell they’d been talking about him. But Angela refused to admit it. “What we want for Christmas?” she said as innocently as possible.

He wiped his sleeve across his forehead as if he’d worked up quite a sweat. She and Kayla hadn’t been much help. They’d chosen the biggest blue spruce they could find and left him to it.

Angela figured firemen liked doing tough stuff. She’d definitely enjoyed seeing him wrestle that tree into submission.

“And what do you want?” he asked doubtfully.

Angela shook her head. It was the first time she’d thought about sex in ages, but now that the idea had crossed her mind, she couldn’t seem to forget it.

“I’m waiting,” he reminded her.

“Um…a purse?”

He scooped up a loosely packed snowball and hit her with it. “Come on, you just made that up.”

She scooped up a snowball of her own. “Are you calling me a liar?”

He grinned as if unconcerned about the threat. “I guess I am.”

She launched her snowball, but he dodged it easily and hit her with another one. “Are you going to tell me what you were saying to Kayla?”

“No.”

“I’m pretty sure I can get you to change your mind,” he warned.

“You couldn’t torture it out of me,” she said and laughed when Kayla managed to hit him while he was distracted.

“That’s it,” he said and then snowballs began to fly from all three of them. Angela could hear Kayla laughing as she held her own in the battle, and quickly created a small arsenal of snowballs behind a fallen tree. Then, when Kayla drew Matt’s fire, Angela took careful aim and bam!

He’d taken off his parka while cutting the tree, so when her snowball smacked him in the back of the head, it showered snow down the neck of his thermal T-shirt.

It was more of a direct hit than she’d intended. As he turned toward her, the look on his face told her she was in trouble.

With a frightened squeal, she began running as fast as she could in the knee-deep snow, but it wasn’t thirty seconds before he tackled her.

“Tell me you’re sorry,” he said.

“She thinks you’re handsome! She said she likes your butt!” Kayla called and seized the opportunity to save herself by scampering into the truck. Angela heard the click of the locks only seconds after Matt brought her to the ground.

“Thanks a lot, Kayla,” she muttered.

He grinned, obviously pleased that Kayla had just handed him total victory, but he didn’t let that distract him from his punishment. “Say ‘Chief Jackson, I’m terribly sorry to have caused you any discomfort.’”

“No way! You started it!”

“Fine. Then I’m going to finish it.” He shoved snow down her jacket, laughing as she bucked and writhed beneath him. But she wasn’t feeling nearly as cold as she should’ve been. And it wasn’t long before she could tell that her movements were arousing him, too.

She stopped struggling, but he didn’t get up. He smoothed the snow and disheveled hair from her face. “You’re beautiful, you know that?” he said passionately.

The fact that she could feel the physical proof of his appreciation didn’t seem to bother him. He kept his body snugly against hers, putting pressure on a very sensitive spot—so sensitive that she wished he’d push a little harder.

Her chest rose and fell while she tried to catch her breath. “You never even looked at me when we were younger.”

But he hadn’t looked at anybody, had he? Except Danielle.

He didn’t mention his old girlfriend. “I didn’t know what I was missing.”

“What do you want for Christmas?” she asked. She was grasping for anything to change the subject, to lessen the tension.

His gaze lowered to her lips, and his voice grew slightly rough. “To catch you under the mistletoe.”

* * *

MATT HELD HIS WINEGLASS loosely in his hands as he lay on the rug, staring at the lights on the tree they’d just decorated. Kayla had done most of the work, but now she was in the other room watching a Christmas program on television. Angela sat a few feet away, petting Sampson, Matt’s German shepherd.

As her hand moved over the dog’s fur, Matt was dying to scoot closer to her—if only to thread his fingers through hers. But after their encounter in the snow, she’d been acting spooked. Whenever he sat near, she backed away. And yet she’d been responsive when he tackled her. The flush in her cheeks had come from more than just physical exertion. He could tell by her eyes.

Maybe she needed more time before she’d consider a romantic relationship. She’d be going back to Denver soon, and long-distance relationships weren’t easy, but he couldn’t help wanting to get to know her better in spite of that. He felt a sort of…excitement he hadn’t experienced in years. He hoped she’d stay, hoped they could explore the possibilities. If nothing else, they should make the most of the time she had left.

“What happened to your parents?” he asked.

She’d been sitting with her legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles, leaning back on her hands to admire the tree. But at his question, she changed position so she could reclaim her wine. “My father died when I was two. My mother died when I was ten.”

“That’s too bad,” he said. “How’d it happen?”

“My parents were older when they had me. They’d been told that my father was infertile. And then, at forty-eight, my mother suddenly conceived.”

“They must’ve been thrilled.”

Sampson sat up and barked, but when she scratched him behind the ears, he laid his head in her lap. Matt had never seen the dog take to anyone so readily.

“I suppose, in some ways, they were,” she said. “But the fact that it was a little late in life probably tempered their happiness, you know? And two years later, my dad died of cancer. Pneumonia took my mom eight years after that.”

“Is it hard to talk about them?” he asked softly.

“No, it’s…okay.”

He didn’t want to bring up any subject that might be painful for her, and yet he wanted to hear the details of her life. “Wasn’t there anyone else in your family who could take care of you?”

“No. My parents’ brothers and sisters were even older than they were and had finished raising their families. One lived in Belgium. Another was a widow. She tried to take me, but then she fell and broke her hip.”

She’d indicated it didn’t bother her to talk about her past, but she’d tensed up. He could see it in the way she held her body.

Despite his determination to give her more time, Matt moved toward her.

She watched him warily. But when she finally met his eyes, he saw that she wasn’t unaffected by the chemistry between them. He couldn’t tell what was holding her back, but he knew it wasn’t a lack of interest.

Taking her hand, he began stroking her slim fingers. “So you went to live with Betty.”

She stared at the places where he touched her, as if mesmerized by his movements. “She was my aunt’s husband’s second cousin,” she said slowly. “When she heard Aunt Rosemary was going to have to put me up for adoption, she knew it wouldn’t be easy to find a good home for a ten-year-old, that I’d probably be bounced around in the foster system until I turned eighteen.”

“So she decided to take you in.”

“Yes.” She shivered as his fingers moved up the inside of her arm. Liking the reaction, he immediately imagined her in his bed, and wanted more. But she was still sending him inconsistent signals. Her body responded eagerly, yet she seemed reluctant.

“Do you like this?” he asked.

She nodded.

“What about this?” Lifting her hand, he caressed the sensitive tips of her fingers with his tongue. Then, one by one, he took each finger into his mouth, gently sucking on it.

She didn’t answer. But he heard her quiet gasp. She was breathing faster, too. He was willing to bet her heart was pounding right along with his.

Leaning closer, he brushed his mouth lightly across hers.

Good. Better than good. He was just going back for another pass, hoping to claim one deep, wet kiss. Her daughter was in the other room. He didn’t want to make Angela uncomfortable; he only wanted to show her what could happen if she gave in to what she was feeling.

But she pulled away before he could show her much of anything.

Matt frowned. “You’re not interested?” he murmured in confusion. Surely he couldn’t be that bad at reading her responses. He’d never misjudged a woman’s receptivity before.

“It’s getting late,” she said. “We—we’d better go.”

She tried to get up, but he held her fast. “Why are you running from me?”

“I’m not running from you.”

“What are you afraid of? Why won’t you give me the chance to really know you?”

“I’m not afraid of anything.”

“I want to spend some time with you, Angela. I want to be with you,” he said. “And I want to touch you.”

“I—” She seemed at a loss. “Matt, listen. This…isn’t right.”

He scowled. “Are you married?”

“I already told you I’m not.”

“Are you committed?”

She tucked her silky hair behind one ear. “No.”

“What is it, then?”

“I don’t even live here,” she said.

“That’s the reason?”

“Isn’t it enough?”

“No. Not if you’re feeling what I’m feeling. We have two weeks. Who knows where it could go beyond that? We wouldn’t be the first people to try and manage a long-distance relationship.”

“I’m not feeling anything,” she said quickly. “I—I have too much going on in my life. I can’t get involved right now.”

She was lying about what she felt. The excuse of a busy life sounded flimsy, too.

He opened his mouth to argue. But then he stopped himself. He’d be stupid to press her. She was in full retreat. Pushing harder would make her run that much faster.

They sat still for several seconds, staring up at the tree. “Okay,” he said at last.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“Will you do me one favor?”

Her gaze moved over him, as if she were committing every detail to memory. “If I can.”

“Tell me what happened that night. With Stephanie.”

“It’s over, in the past—”

“I want to know,” he said stubbornly.

She pulled her legs in close and propped her chin on her knees. “Stephanie was always so…impetuous,” she said reluctantly.

“Impetuous?” he echoed. “She was the most sexually aggressive girl I’ve ever met!”

“She had a terrible crush on you.”

“Calling it a crush makes it sound normal,” he muttered. “It was more like an obsession.”

“I know. I tried to get her to leave you alone. So did her mother. She wouldn’t listen. She never listened—to anyone.”

The bits and pieces he could recall began to filter through his mind. “I remember seeing her at the party when I arrived,” he said. “You were there, too. She asked me to dance, followed me around. The typical stuff. I was annoyed, but not too worried, you know?”

“Yes.”

“It was Danielle’s mother’s birthday,” he explained. “She’d gone out to dinner with her parents and was supposed to meet me later. I can still hear the music, see the people. Someone offered me a beer, but I knew I’d be driving her home that night and said no.”

“Is that all you remember?” she prompted when he stopped.

“No. I remember the way Stephanie was touching me, my eagerness to let her. What doesn’t make sense is why I did what I did. Things got out of control, and I didn’t seem to care. Then, in the middle of everything, I’m lying naked on the bed, and Danielle’s staring down at me, screaming and crying. Stephanie’s there, too, holding the sheets to her bare chest and smiling smugly, as if she’d wanted us to be caught.”

“I’m sure she did. That would’ve suited her purpose.”

How manipulative was that? He shook his head in disgust. “She told Danielle I’d just made love to her, when, regardless of what happened, there was no love involved, and she knew it.” He winced at the memory of Danielle vomiting afterward.

“Anyway, I couldn’t deny it,” he went on, embarrassed all over again. “I really had…you know. But, for the life of me, I can’t figure out why I didn’t stop. I would never have hurt Danielle that way. I’d had plenty of opportunities to be with Stephanie, if that was what I wanted.”

“Did you eat any brownies?”

“Is that where it was?” he asked.


Angela nodded.

“What was it, exactly?”

“Betty’s sleeping pills.”

“Sleeping pills?”

“They were strong. Because of her aches and pains, the doctor prescribed some sedatives. Stephanie simply stole a few from the medicine cabinet and mixed them in when she frosted a couple of the brownies she brought to the party.”

“The ones she made for me.”

“Yes.”

He considered Angela for several long moments. He was relieved to finally have his suspicions confirmed, to know he really wasn’t the callous jerk everyone had thought he was.

But that raised another question, one that seemed far more important now than it ever had before. “Did you know what she was planning before you went to the party? Did you help her?”

“No. I only knew that she had hopes of getting with you. She said you’d ‘be hers’ by morning. But she always talked like that. I didn’t realize, until she admitted it the next day, that she’d drugged you.”

He sighed. “I’m just glad she didn’t get pregnant. Can you imagine? It would’ve ruined my life.”

She said nothing.

“Angela?”

“That would have been terrible,” she said quietly.

He chuckled without mirth. “I don’t know many guys who’ve had to worry about being seduced against their will, especially at sixteen. Do you?”


“Stephanie was determined. When she wanted something, she stopped at nothing to have it.”

He studied her carefully, wondering why she was keeping him at arm’s length. “What about you?” he asked.

“What about me?”

“What do you do when you want something?”

She gazed up at the tree. “I try to think about how it’ll affect others.”

He knew her answer was significant. He just didn’t know in what way.









CHAPTER FIVE



“SO…DO YOU LIKE HIM?” As soon as they reached their room, Kayla sat cross-legged on the end of Angela’s bed and smiled eagerly, obviously expecting a girl-to-girl chat.

“He’s nice,” Angela replied, trying not to sound too enthusiastic.

“Just nice?”

Angela stepped into the bathroom to undress. “No, he’s cute, too.”

“Oh, my gosh!” she called back. “Cute? He’s like…Jake Gyllenhaal. Are you blind? I sat in there watching stupid television shows so you could be alone, and now you’re telling me he’s cute?”

“When I said he had a nice butt, you told on me,” Angela accused, trying to put Kayla on the defensive.

But when Angela emerged in her pajamas, she found Kayla stretched out on the bed, grinning unrepentantly. “Yeah, but he liked hearing it. He hasn’t been able to keep his eyes off you since.”

Angela’s head hurt from all the conflicting emotions. When she’d first decided to return to Virginia City, she’d expected to find Matt happily married with a few kids. She couldn’t show up on a man’s doorstep, a man who had a wife and children, and tell him he had another daughter he’d never even heard about. Not when the child had been conceived the way Kayla had. He wasn’t responsible for what had happened, so how could she justify disrupting his life and the lives of those he loved? Knowing she couldn’t do that had made her feel safe. She’d come here to put to rest the unsettling “what if” scenarios that had plagued her, even before she’d read Kayla’s essay. She’d wanted to validate the decisions that had been made in the past and gather more strength and determination to continue with things as they were.

Now she didn’t know what to do. She’d never bargained on Matt’s being single. Neither had she guessed that she’d be so attracted to him. Their interest in each other confused an already difficult issue. But with or without Kayla, she saw little chance that what they felt would ever turn into a committed, long-term relationship. They were both single at twenty-nine. That had to say something about them. Her life and her business were in Denver; his were here in Virginia City.

She wouldn’t tell him, she decided. Not yet. She didn’t know him well enough. Besides, as much as Kayla thought she wanted a father, Angela wasn’t sure the sudden upheaval and total change of situation would be good for her.

And yet…she felt guilty for keeping the secret. How could she deny Kayla the chance to know the man who’d fathered her? Especially when Angela had discovered it was Kayla’s deepest desire?


Smothering a sigh, Angela sat next to Kayla on the bed. What would be best for this girl? She’d promised Betty she’d never tell. But Betty had only been trying to right Stephanie’s wrong, to make sure others wouldn’t be hurt by it. When Betty had asked Angela for that promise, she’d been assuming Matt wouldn’t want to know he had a daughter.

Now, Angela wasn’t so sure. “What do you think of him?” she asked and tried to listen beyond the actual words.

“I think he’s great,” Kayla said. “Perfect.”

“In what ways?” she prodded.

“He listens when we talk. He’s patient and funny.”

“We’ve only known him a couple of days,” Angela said.

“That doesn’t matter. He won’t change.”

Angela pulled Kayla into an embrace. She thought the same thing. But she had to be positive. And, as she stroked the girl’s hair, she couldn’t help wondering—was Matt ready for the shock of his life?

* * *

CHRISTMAS WAS IN FOUR DAYS and Matt hadn’t bought a single present. He was reminded of that when his mother called him at work the following morning.

“You’re coming to the gift exchange, right?” she said.

He rolled away from his desk and locked his hands behind his head, stretching his aching back. He’d been doing paperwork since he’d arrived at seven, and it was nearly noon. “Why aren’t we having the party on Christmas Eve?” he asked.


“Because your uncle Jim’s leaving for New York. He and Don have wanted to see the city for years, and that’s their Christmas present to each other.”

“I see. So…” Matt rummaged through the stacks of papers on his desk to unearth his calendar. “When is it again?”

“Tomorrow night. At seven.”

“Okay. I’ll be there.” He jotted it down and started to hang up, but his mother was still talking.

“And do not have that friend of yours make Grandma any more eggnog,” she said.

He lifted the phone back to his ear. “Why not? She likes it.”

“It gives her gas.”

“Then why does she ask me for it?”

“The taste. Haven’t you ever liked something that wasn’t good for you?”

He was beginning to wonder if Angela fit into that category.

“You know how stubborn she is,” his mom added.

“What else should I get her?”

“What about one of those firemen calendars you and the other guys posed for?” It had been a local effort to raise money for burn victims.

“You’re joking, right? What would an eighty-year-old woman want with pictures of me and a bunch of other half-naked firemen?”

“She likes Lewis.”

“Lewis?”

“She says you’re never too old to pretend.”


He kneaded his forehead. “Mom, that’s not creating an appealing mental picture.”

“You’re not the only one who likes sex in this family,” she said. “Your father and I—”

“Mom! Stop!”

“Have always been crazy for each other,” she finished. “Oh, and bring some calendars for your aunt. She wants to give a few of them away.”

“I’ve got to go,” he said.

“When are you planning to do your shopping?”

He scowled. “How do you know I haven’t done it already?”

“Because you always wait till the last minute. You need a wife, Matthew.”

“You’ve been saying that for years.”

“And you’ve been ignoring me for just as long. You think I want to die without grandkids?”

He rolled his eyes. “You’re barely fifty-five.”

“And I feel every year of it. Your brother and his wife say they don’t want children. Can you imagine that? You’re my one hope, and you haven’t had a steady girlfriend in years.” She hung up, sounding thoroughly disgusted but, after a few seconds, Matt called her back.

“Can I bring a couple of people to the party?”

“Lewis and his family?”

“No. A woman and her daughter.”

There was an intrigued silence. “You’ve never brought a woman to the gift exchange before. Do I know her?”

“She used to go to school with me. Now she lives in Denver.”


“Really… Would she ever consider moving here?”

“I don’t know.”

“Has she seen the calendar?”

He waved as one of the guys called out to him from his open door. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“Bring an extra one just in case,” she said and disconnected.

* * *

PULLING HER MINISKIRT down as far as it could go—to mollify Angela’s nosy neighbors, two of whom were staring out their windows at her—Stephanie promised the cab driver that she’d pay him in a second and hurried up the walk. The house looked empty, and there was a For Sale sign in front, but Stephanie could see that the furniture was still in the living room. Angela might be planning to move, but she hadn’t done it yet.

Her barely there sweater was more effective at attracting customers than keeping her warm, but she wrapped it around herself as well as she could and knocked on the door. Meanwhile, she could feel the neighbors’ eyes boring holes in her back. A cab in this exclusive area drew too much attention. She should’ve had the driver drop her at the corner so she could walk, but he probably wouldn’t have done it anyway. He didn’t want to let her too far out of his sight; she hadn’t paid him yet.

No one came to the door. “She’s got my kid. But do you think she’d give me a number or tell me where the hell they’re at?” she grumbled. She knew she’d made Angela mad the last time they’d seen each other. After that, her friend’s numbers had all changed without warning. But Stephanie hadn’t wanted the help Angela had offered. She could live her own life, thank you very much.

Glancing at the waiting taxi, she waved to reassure him and hurried around to the gate. She felt jittery, shaky, ill—and she knew it wasn’t related to the bronchitis she’d had for over a week. She needed some junk before her symptoms got worse. But if she couldn’t get inside the damn house, how was she going to get any money?

The back door was locked as tight as the front. Stephanie could see a single light shining in the living room, the typical “sorry, we’re not home but don’t want you to know it” light, and considered breaking a window. She didn’t have any choice, did she? She had to get in, find a few bucks and get out. Before the neighbors could stop her.

Her mind was fixated on the quarters and dimes Angie threw in a big jar on a shelf in her closet. There had to be thirty, forty bucks in there.

Angie didn’t need it. She never used it. Stephanie knew that was all it would take to carry her through the night. It’d be different if she’d been able to work. But what man wanted to pay for a woman with a raging fever and a hacking cough?

Finding a rock in the planter area next to the French doors, she bent to pick it up. But her hand was shaking so badly she could hardly lift it, and by the time she’d managed, the man from next door was standing less than ten feet away.


“Can I help you, miss?”

She dropped the rock and ducked her head so he couldn’t see the black eye she’d sustained from a particularly rough customer four days earlier. “Angie, she—she’s my friend. She said I could borrow forty bucks, to—to come on over and get it. But I—I got a cab waiting out front. And she’s not here.”

“She told you to come over.”

It wasn’t a question. He was looking down his nose at her, like all the other rich bastards in this neighborhood.

“That’s what I said, isn’t it?” She knew her voice had grown belligerent, but she couldn’t seem to control it any more than she could control the shaking. She couldn’t think straight. The terrible need inside her was eating her up….

“But that couldn’t possibly be true,” he replied. “As you can see, the house is closed up. She’s gone for the holidays.”

Gone for the holidays? Angie never went anywhere for the holidays.

“She—she said she’d give me forty bucks,” Stephanie insisted.

“I think maybe you should seek a shelter and some professional help,” he said.

Finally, she faced him squarely. “Listen, buddy, I—I’ll give you a blow job right here for twenty bucks,” she whispered. “I’ll do anything else you want for forty.”

He didn’t take her up on her offer. He shook his head sadly, reached into his wallet and gave her the money.


* * *

ANGELA WAS PRETTY SURE that attending Matt’s family’s Christmas party was not a good idea. She would’ve said no—except that he’d asked Kayla first. And Kayla had, of course, immediately accepted. Kayla was playing cupid. She liked being around Matt. A lot.

“Matt told us you two went to school together,” Ben, Matt’s father, said after they’d been ushered in and offered a drink. He was doing his best to make her feel comfortable.

Angela glanced over at Matt, who stood by the punch bowl. He was talking to his brother and sister-in-law, who’d come from Reno, and a couple of uncles or cousins. Angela had been introduced to everyone, but Matt had such a big family, she was starting to lose track of who they were and how they all fit in. “That’s right. I lived with Betty Cunningham.”

Matt’s dad was an older version of Matt, except there was gray mixed in with his dark blond hair, and he had brown eyes. Matt’s mother was almost as tall as his father, and significantly overweight, but she was jovial and warm.

“Betty was a wonderful person,” Ben said. “Loved jewelry. Came down to the store often.”

Angela liked the rustic log home Matt’s father had built. A mile or so from town, it was cut into Mount Davidson, like the other homes and businesses in the area, and smelled of the fire crackling in the hearth. Scrupulously clean and well-decorated in rustic browns and reds, it had a wall of windows in front. The Christmas tree stood before the windows, reaching all the way to the center beam of the polished wooden ceiling, its lights reflecting in the glass. Angela guessed that in the daytime, the Jacksons had a lovely view of the Como Mountains.

“I miss her,” she admitted. Somehow, the hustle and bustle of the party and the easy camaraderie between all these people only added to Angela’s sense of isolation.

“Your daughter is such a nice girl.” Sherry, Matt’s mother, joined them now that she’d finished whatever errand had sent her scurrying to the kitchen with Kayla as soon as she and Angela had arrived.

“Thank you.”

“I’ve got her decorating cookies with my sister’s kids,” she confided. “She’s a natural.”

“I’m sure she’ll like that.” Angela caught Matt watching her. She smiled as if she were having a good time, but she wasn’t. She didn’t want to be here. This showed her what Kayla could have—without her.

* * *

“WHAT’S WRONG?” Matt asked.

Angela had left the party and stepped onto the extensive deck that wrapped around his parents’ home. A chill wind was blowing—possibly the beginning of the storm Peggy McGinness had predicted—but there was a full moon and when he came up next to her, he could see the snow glistening far below. It was beautiful. But not half as beautiful as the woman staring forlornly down at it.


She glanced over at him. “Nothing, I just…needed some fresh air.”

“Are you overwhelmed by the crowd?”

“No,” she said, but when she met his knowing gaze, she instantly recanted. “Yes.”

He chuckled with her. “You get used to the chaos.”

“They’re great. You’re very lucky.”

He knew he shouldn’t touch her. He’d promised himself he’d take the relationship more slowly, so she wouldn’t rebuff him again. But she looked so lost standing there, he couldn’t help trying to comfort her, include her. Moving behind her, he gripped the wooden railing, penning her between his arms. He was hoping she’d lean back and let him hold her, but she didn’t. “They really like Kayla,” he said.

She had a strange expression on her face when she twisted to peer up at him.

“Angela?”

She studied him for a moment, then seemed to relax. “She likes them, too. She—she’s never had anything like this.”

He slipped his arms around her, pulling her into full contact with him. He wanted to shelter her from the cold, close the emotional distance she kept putting between them as easily as he could close the physical one. If she’d let him… “Neither have you.”

She didn’t answer.

Lifting her hair, he pressed his lips to her neck. “Why not open up? Give it a try?” he asked softly.

“Matt, I—” He stiffened, afraid she was going to pull away again. “I have something to tell you.”


The tone of her voice didn’t sound promising. “What’s that?”

“It’s about that night, with Stephanie.”

He could tell by how rigid she’d gone that this wouldn’t be good. Could she have warned him and hadn’t? He no longer cared. That was thirteen years ago, and Stephanie had probably dragged her into it. He wasn’t going to allow what had happened then ruin what could happen now. “I don’t want to talk about that night,” he said. “As far as I’m concerned it never took place.”

“But Stephanie—”

“Doesn’t exist.”

“Is that what you want?” she asked fervently. “To forget? To live your life just as it is?”

“This is what I want,” he responded and, keeping their backs to the house in case anyone glanced out, he slid his hand up her smooth, flat stomach.









CHAPTER SIX



ANGELA KNEW BETTER than to let their relationship get physical. Matt claimed he didn’t care about what had happened thirteen years ago, but he didn’t understand. There was a living, breathing person as a result of that night. Surely, he’d want to know.

Or maybe not. Maybe he liked his life exactly as it was. That was what he’d implied.

But now wasn’t the time to dwell on her worries. His fingers were lightly caressing one breast through the thin fabric of her bra, sending shock waves of pleasure cascading through her.

“Matt,” she murmured, still torn. Her conscience demanded she stop him, but her body begged her to close her eyes and forget. She’d tried to say his name in a commanding tone—but it came out choked and eager, and she could feel how deeply it affected him.

Pulling her along the railing to a set of stairs, he led her down to a small guest room. Set off from the rest of the house, it had a bed and its own bath.

“Let me see you,” he whispered as he shut and locked the door behind them.

In the house above, they could hear Christmas music, laughter, the tramping of feet. But it seemed far removed from them. Angela imagined Kayla grinning from ear to ear, licking frosting off her fingers. For the moment, everyone was happy. There was no need to ruin the party by blurting out the truth or to deny themselves these few stolen minutes. What would that really change?

Slowly, Angela slipped her red sweater over her head, watching carefully for Matt’s reaction as it dropped to the floor—and was gratified when his eyes darkened and his jaw sagged.

“God, you’re more beautiful than I imagined.” Bending his head, he cupped her breasts, kissing the swell of one, then the other.

Angela let her head fall back. She wouldn’t think, she told herself. Not about Denver or Virginia City. Not about the past or the future. She’d only feel—the feverish excitement building inside them; his deft hands unhooking her bra and sliding around to touch her; his warm, wet mouth closing over the tip of one breast; his muscular body pressing her into the mattress.

* * *

MATT COULDN’T BELIEVE he’d brought Angela into his old bedroom right in the middle of his parents’ Christmas party. He’d meant to kiss her, to catch a tantalizing glimpse of her body, to touch her briefly. But the situation was quickly spiraling out of control. And he couldn’t stop it for fear she’d never let him have another chance. His craving was too great. He had to feel her body’s quivering responses, acquaint himself with all the little things that made her moan and writhe and cry out.

He hoped to make this as memorable as possible for her, but he didn’t dare take it slow. There wasn’t time. He didn’t want to embarrass her by being gone so long someone would come looking for them. And the way she was tugging impatiently at his clothes told him she was as frantic as he was.

Once they were undressed, he pulled her down on the bed with him and pinned her arms over her head while he rolled on the condom he kept in his wallet.

She watched him with heavy-lidded eyes, her lips wet and slightly parted. But the gentle kiss he meant to give her quickly turned savage. Soon he was driving into her with powerful, rapid strokes. Minutes later, they were both damp with sweat and gasping for breath. And just when he thought he was too far gone to hold back any longer, it happened. She groaned, met his gaze as if he’d given her the most wonderful gift in the world, and shuddered.

He was only half a second behind her.

* * *

STEPHANIE LAY ON THE rumpled bed of the cheap hotel room staring bleary-eyed at the television. She could smell urine and perspiration, but it didn’t bother her. She squinted, trying to decide if she was actually watching a program. It didn’t matter. The flicker itself was fascinating, especially when her mind was floating so freely around the room. Spinning, moving, gliding…

“Hey, get up, bitch.”


Slowly, she turned her head and blinked. A man’s fuzzy shape appeared. Jaydog? “Hey, Jaydog,” she said, the syllables running together.

She tried to make her gaping mouth form a smile, but he didn’t seem happy with her greeting. A sharp pain suddenly dimmed her euphoria. Had he kicked her?

He was still kicking her. And screaming. He wanted her to do something. He wanted her to get out.

Climbing to her feet, she swayed unsteadily as she walked, heading for an opening that was blinding in its brightness. That had to be the door. She misjudged the distance and ran into a corner, causing an additional glancing blow to her shoulder. But then she was outside and the door slammed behind her.

She didn’t know how long she stood there before she noticed that she wasn’t wearing any clothes.

* * *

HE’D MADE A MISTAKE. Matt realized that almost right away. He’d expected his encounter with Angela to bring them closer, to put an end to her cautious reserve.

But after they rejoined the party, she left his side as quickly as she could. He found his gaze trailing after her wherever she went, hoping for a smile or some reassurance that what they’d done was okay—but he got nothing. She wouldn’t even look at him. And if there was any accidental contact, she’d recoil.

What was going on? What they’d shared had been a great deal more than he’d expected. Especially so early in their relationship. But she was leaving in a week. It wasn’t as if they had months or years stretching out before them. Even if they maintained a relationship, they wouldn’t get to see each other very often. Besides, maybe he’d initiated the contact, but her surprising response had been the match that ignited the powder keg. The encounter had been completely spontaneous. Real. Raw.

He couldn’t regret it.

Yet she was even less open to him now than she’d been before.

What had he done wrong? He supposed he shouldn’t have taken things so far. But he hadn’t planned for it to happen—not here, anyway.

He wasn’t sure when he should’ve stopped. Angela had never indicated that she’d wanted him to. She’d acted as if she’d been starved for human touch, love.

He’d wanted to give her both.

He took a seat across the room from her and her daughter as his mother started handing out presents. Angela and Kayla sat with polite smiles fixed on their faces—outsiders looking in, enjoying everyone else’s gifts and excitement without hoping for anything themselves.

He glanced over, but Angela avoided meeting his eyes. Again.

Maybe she’d been so hurt in the past that she was scared to let down her guard, he decided. She must’ve had a lonely childhood, after losing both parents and then living like a guest in someone else’s house.

Then there was Stephanie. He couldn’t even begin to imagine what dealing with her on a daily basis must’ve been like. Even as an adult Angela seemed to live a pretty solitary life—just her and Kayla. They were both engaging and polite, and he sensed that they wanted closer relationships than they had but didn’t know how to reach out because they had no trust.

He remembered Kayla’s story about her father. So he walked out, and left my mom to raise me by herself. We don’t even know where he is.

The bastard had caused some deep scars.

“Are you going to open it?”

Matt blinked and focused on his sister-in-law, who’d just shoved a present into his lap.

“Sure,” he said, and unwrapped a bottle of his favorite cologne.

“This is great. I was getting low.” He gave her a hug, then waited for the process to continue around the circle until it was Angela’s and Kayla’s turn.

His uncle, who was sitting next to him, received a basket of salami and cheese. Matt’s father acted excited over a new hand drill.

At first, Grandma had tried to boycott the gift exchange because his mother had put a ban on the special eggnog Matt usually provided. But then she relented, opened his brother’s gift, which was a box of chocolate-covered cherries and, with a spiteful glare for his mother, stuffed three in her mouth at once.

“Wow. You go, Grandma,” Ray said, sitting taller for Matt’s benefit. “I guess I’m your new favorite grandson, huh?”

Matt shot his mother a look that said, “Next year I’m bringing the eggnog.” But he didn’t bother to wait for her response. It was Kayla’s turn to open her gift, and he didn’t want to miss it.

“This is for me?” she asked in surprise when his aunt dug the present out from those that remained.

His mother checked the tag. “Yep. From Matt.”

Kayla smiled shyly at him and tore away the wrapping. When she reached the plush blue box inside, she sent him another questioning glance, then snapped open the lid.

Her smile spread across her whole face. “It’s a gold locket,” she breathed. “I love it!”

Her response filled some of the hollowness Matt had been feeling since he’d left the bedroom downstairs. Especially when she hurried across the room to hug him. Her little arms felt so thin and fragile, as fragile as he imagined her heart must be.

“I’m glad you like it,” he said.

She immediately returned to her mother so Angela could help her put it on, but Sherry insisted they let someone else do that so Angela could open her gift.

Angela’s eyes flew wide when Sherry set a box in her lap, a box that was much, much bigger than Kayla’s. “I’m sorry. I—I didn’t bring any gifts,” she said self-consciously.

Matt shrugged. “I didn’t tell you it was a gift exchange.”

She cleared her throat. “You should have.”

He hadn’t wanted her to feel obligated to go out and buy a bunch of presents. He’d just wanted her to come. “It’s fine.” Hadn’t anyone ever given her a gift she could accept without feeling the obligation to respond in kind?

Probably not. Typically, only parents and grandparents gave gifts like that.

Matt’s mother huddled closer to Angela. “Let’s see what it is.”

“Yeah, open it,” Kayla chimed in, her locket now securely fastened around her neck.

Angela unwrapped the box and pulled out the quilt Matt had found in one of the gift shops. Handmade by a local woman, it showed nine historically significant structures in Virginia City—the First Presbyterian Church on C Street, Mackay Mansion on D Street, Piper’s Opera House at B and Union, the Fourth Ward School on C, St. Mary’s in the Mountains, Storey County Courthouse, the Territorial Enterprise Museum, where Mark Twain had begun his career, and the Liberty Engine Company No. 1 State Fireman Museum. In the Fireman square, he’d had the maker stitch Love, Matt, along the edge.

“It’s beautiful!” Angela exclaimed.

He could tell she really liked it. “I thought it might give you something to remember us by.”

“Come on, Matt. Who could forget you?” his brother teased.

“She won’t forget you,” his mother announced and slapped a square flat present in her lap.

Matt immediately recognized the size and shape, and groaned. “I left those at home. On purpose. How did you get—”

“I have my own stash,” she said triumphantly.


Sure enough, it was a copy of the calendar.

“He’s May and November,” his aunt informed Angela, and just about ripped it out of her hands so she could turn to the right months. “See? Isn’t he gorgeous? He’s my nephew, but I gotta tell ya, he’s the hottest one in there.”

He rubbed a hand over his face. “Come on, Aunt Margaret.”

His sister-in-law laughed and pointed. “I never would’ve believed it possible, but I think you’re embarrassing him.”

Matt scowled. “Why would I be embarrassed? I only did it to help the burn victims.”

“Honey, that thing’s started more fires than you’ll ever put out,” his aunt teased.

The whole family had a good laugh at his expense. But Matt didn’t mind too much. Not when Angela finally looked up from the calendar and he saw the heat in her eyes.

Maybe she was trying not to acknowledge what she felt. But whatever had caused the frenzy downstairs wasn’t gone. Not by a long shot.









CHAPTER SEVEN



SHEILA GILBERT LOOKED much the same as she had in high school. Barely over five feet tall, with shoulder-length blond hair, blue eyes and a curvaceous figure, she’d gained a smoker’s voice and somehow lost her ready smile—but those appeared to be the only changes.

“It’s wonderful to see you again,” Angela said as she and Kayla led the way to a table at the Silver Dollar Café, where Sheila had suggested they meet. A mom-and-pop place that had opened since Angela had left town, the restaurant was located across the street from Matt’s parents’ jewelry store. Angela had noticed that little detail the moment they’d driven up. Every few seconds, she found her attention drifting to the window—just in case she spotted a member of his family on the street outside. She’d liked the Jacksons. She’d liked them all—

“When did you get in?” Sheila asked.

Angela forced herself to focus. “Last Sunday.”

“What brings you back?”

She shrugged as the waitress delivered their water, and Sheila ordered coffee. “I missed it, wanted to see the town,” she said when the waitress had hurried away.


“You missed this place?” Sheila raised a skeptical eyebrow. “You’re kidding, right?”

Kayla’s nose appeared above the top of her menu. “You don’t like it here, Sheila?”

“What’s to like?” she asked.

“Everything,” Kayla replied earnestly. “The mountains and the trees and the buildings. And Matt, and his parents and cousins. And his funny grandma.”

Obviously, Kayla liked them, too.

“Matt?” Sheila turned to Angela expectantly.

“Matthew Jackson,” she said. “We ran into him the first day we got here.”

Sheila released a low whistle. “Now I understand. If you’ve seen Matt, you’ve seen the very best Virginia City has to offer.”

Kayla proudly lifted her locket. “He gave me this at the Christmas party last night.”

Sheila held it in her own hand for a moment. “Very nice.” She grinned wryly. “See? That’s my problem. He’s never given me a locket.”

“But you like him,” Angela said.

“Who doesn’t?” Her voice grew dreamy. “He’s a tough catch, so be forewarned. But maybe you’re better at big-game hunting than I am. Anyway, he’s nice, sexy and brave. He keeps us all safe while looking like a dream in that uniform.” She leaned forward. “And have you seen the calendar? I have May permanently taped to my ceiling. The mere sight of that picture makes me—”

Angela cleared her throat.

Sheila’s eyes darted toward Kayla. “—makes me proud of our local firemen,” she finished. But her smile said what she hadn’t been able to say. And Angela completely understood. After Kayla had gone to sleep last night, Angela had sat up staring at the picture that featured Matt with a fire hose slung over one muscular shoulder. He was wearing nothing but a fireman’s hat and a pair of pants slung so low on his narrow hips that they revealed the line of hair descending from his navel—the line of hair she’d seen for herself last night, along with what the picture didn’t show.

The memory of his hands on her body, of his body joining perfectly with hers, played in her mind again.

She pinched the bridge of her nose, hoping to stem the tide of mortification, arousal and embarrassment rising to her face. When he’d brought her home, he’d asked her to call him after she got settled in the room, had murmured that he wanted to talk to her about what had happened between them. She’d mumbled something noncommittal, thanked him for the quilt and turned away before he could give her even a peck on the cheek. But she hadn’t been able to make herself dial his number. She felt too guilty for taking advantage of his ignorance where Kayla was concerned, knew it would make him hate her when he found out.

When he found out…

Now it was only a matter of time, wasn’t it? Because she’d already fallen in love with him and every member of his family. And if Kayla had the chance to be part of them, of what they had, Angela wouldn’t let anything stand in the way—least of all herself.

Instinctively, she reached across the table to take Kayla’s hand.

“What is it, Angie?” she asked, the question in her voice telling Angela she was squeezing a little too hard.

She had to do it, right? She had to tell for Kayla’s sake.

The lump in Angela’s throat made it difficult to speak. “Nothing. I just—I love you,” she said.

Kayla smiled sweetly as Sheila looked on. “I love you, too. I’m so glad you brought me here.”

A crushing pain made it difficult to breathe. Letting go, Angela tried to smile. “Me, too,” she said, then hid behind her menu because Sheila was watching her strangely, and she knew she’d start crying if she didn’t.

God, it’s going to be tough to give you up, she thought.

* * *

STEPHANIE’S HEAD POUNDED as the voices of the other people droned on and on. She was in a shelter, she realized slowly, lying on a mattress, gazing at the cavernous ceiling. She didn’t know how long she’d been there or who had brought her in. But she could tell they’d given her something to help her deal with the spasms that racked her body. She could also tell it wasn’t enough.

Getting up, she started for the door. She wanted to go back. Jaydog would fix her up. He always did. For a few tricks, he’d get her exactly what she needed.

A woman wearing nurse’s scrubs caught hold of her arm before she could reach freedom. “Miss, I don’t think you want to go out there. The help you need is right here.”

“You don’t have what I need,” she argued.

“It isn’t easy, but you can do it.”

“Let me go.” She tried to jerk away, but the woman’s grip only tightened.

“Listen to me,” the woman said, her voice low, harsh. “Is this the kind of life you want? Look at yourself!” She handed her a mirror, and Stephanie almost didn’t recognize the face that stared back at her. When had she gotten so gaunt and haggard? So old? And what had happened to her hair? Had someone set fire to it? Or had she set fire to it herself?

“I need some sleep,” she insisted. “I—I’ll get a haircut. I’m not as bad as you make me sound.”

“Do you want to live?” the woman asked.

Stephanie blinked at her in surprise. “What?”

“If you want to make it another year, give me the number of someone I can call.”

Stephanie took a second look at the stranger in the mirror. Who was that person? Where was she going? What had she done?

She had no answers. She had nothing.

“Who can I call?” the woman repeated, more forcefully.

Stephanie didn’t have Angela’s cell-phone number. Their relationship had become so rocky Angela had changed the number and wouldn’t give it to her. But Stephanie did remember the name of the place where Angela worked.


* * *

“WHAT’S WRONG?” Lewis asked, poking his head inside Matt’s office.

Matt yanked himself out of the lethargic stupor that seemed to swallow him whole every time he stopped moving, and shuffled some papers around. “Nothing, why?”

“You’re not yourself today.”

Angela hadn’t called him last night. She hadn’t even squeezed his hand or thrown him a quick smile when they’d parted. She’d made passionate love to him for about ten minutes, then…no real interaction at all. “Thanks,” she’d said as he’d dropped them off. “For everything.” And then she’d gone and he hadn’t heard from her since.

He shouldn’t have taken her into that bedroom. She probably thought he didn’t respect her. Or that he was only interested in what he could get from her while she was in town. Or…

Hell, he didn’t know. He’d never gotten so many mixed signals in his life. He was thoroughly confused.

“So how was the big gift exchange?”

Lewis was still standing in the doorway of his office.

Matt tried to rouse himself again. “Great. Fun. Grandma didn’t get her special eggnog, for which she’ll never forgive me. But other than that…” Other than that, it had definitely had its high points. Like the moment Angela had frantically stripped off his pants and greedily touched him everywhere, arching into him when he’d first covered her body with his.


She’d wanted to make love, too, hadn’t she? Because if that was no, how would he ever know yes?

“I ran into Ray a few minutes ago,” Lewis said.

“Oh, really? Where?” Matt could hear the flatness in his own voice, but Lewis didn’t comment on his lack of enthusiasm.

“At your parents’ store. I stopped by to pick up the necklace I bought for Peggy.”

“Peg’s going to have a nice Christmas.”

“Yeah.”

“That’s good.”

Lewis stepped into the room and leaned on the back of one of the chairs. “Anyway, Peg and I plan to invite Kayla to come to Reno with us tonight.”

The mention of Kayla instantly raised Matt’s level of interest. “What for?”

“We’re going to Circus Circus, you know, for the kids. Then we’ll be staying over to have a buffet breakfast and do a little shopping. Christmas Eve is the day after tomorrow, so it’s pretty much our last chance. I thought I’d let you know in case you wanted to take the opportunity to be alone with Angela.”

Matt felt a sudden flicker of hope. Last night, he’d handled her the way he would a house fire—urgently and without finesse. She must’ve been disappointed. So…what if he brought her some flowers, took her out for a romantic dinner, spent the evening just getting to know her? If she didn’t touch him, he wouldn’t touch her. Then maybe she’d forgive him, let him start over… This time, he’d take it slower.


But she hadn’t called him even after he’d asked her to.

It was too late.

He shook his head. “Thanks, but I’m not going to bother her again. I don’t think she wants to see me anymore.”

* * *

“CAN WE GET IT FOR HIM? Please?” Kayla begged.

Angela didn’t have to ask For who? After breakfast, when they’d set off to do some Christmas shopping, Kayla had wanted to find a gift for Matt. Angela did, too. She just hadn’t expected to find anything quite like this.

“Please say yes,” Kayla said.

Angela lifted the sculpture of a fireman carrying a child to safety and read the plaque at the bottom. Safe from Imminent Danger.

Tracing a finger lightly over the face of the child, she took in the details—the smile, the rounded cheeks, the pigtails. It was a girl, which struck Angela as very significant.

“Angie?”

Angela blinked and finally answered. “Yes?”

“It’s perfect for him, don’t you think?”

It was perfect. It was also expensive, but his gifts to them hadn’t been cheap, and it said everything Angela wanted to say. Shelter her from harm. Keep her safe. Be a good daddy.

She could trust a fireman, right?

* * *

WHEN HE HEARD ANGELA at the station, asking to see him, Matt couldn’t believe it. He’d just decided she didn’t want anything to do with him. And now she was here?

Ruben, one of his men, directed her to Matt’s office.

Matt rounded the desk as Kayla came hurrying through the door.

“We got you a present,” she said breathlessly.

Angela followed, carrying a large square box wrapped in a paper decorated with little Christmas trees.

“You didn’t have to get me anything,” he said. But since it had brought them to the station, he was damn glad they had.

Kayla clasped her hands in front of her as if she could scarcely contain the excitement. “Open it!”

He would have, right away. Except Angela’s gaze swept over him from head to toe, so hot and hungry it nearly stole his breath. He hadn’t made any mistake last night—she wanted him as badly as he wanted her. So what was the problem?

He didn’t know, but he’d certainly ask. Because he now understood that his other plan would never have worked. Considering the force of what they were feeling, what they wanted, there was no way they’d be able to let their relationship develop slowly.

“Hi,” he said, his eyes locking with hers.

“Hi,” she murmured and gave him such a sexy, mysterious smile he got lost in it for a while—until Kayla tugged on his arm.

“Don’t you want to see what we got you?”

He doubted it could compare with what Angela had given him last night. Grinning, he took the package, set it on his desk and tore off the paper.

It was a bronze statue of a fireman saving a child.

“Do you like it?” Kayla asked.

He smiled as he stared at it. “I do. Very much. Thank you.”

“Now every time you look at it you’ll think of us,” she said.

He didn’t admit it, but he was afraid he couldn’t forget them even if he wanted to.

* * *

ANGELA REACHED FOR the phone half a dozen times without picking it up. Tonight was the night to tell him. Kayla had gone to Reno with Lewis and his family, so Angela was alone. She could talk to Matt, explain the pregnancy that had resulted from what had happened thirteen years ago and see what he’d like to do about it before she broke the news to Kayla.

Maybe he’d settle for annual or biannual visits. Why not? He wasn’t used to having a child. And it wasn’t as if Angela needed him for financial support. She did fine on her own. She’d suggest they share Kayla.

But what if he didn’t want to share? He didn’t seem like the type to have a part-time daughter. He seemed like the kind of man who claimed what belonged to him and took care of his own.

She wiped her sweaty palms on the old jeans she’d pulled on, along with a sweatshirt. She was scared. But picturing that essay, those question marks that had replaced Kayla’s last name, made Angela reach for the handset with enough resolve to get the job done. Kayla Jackson had a nice ring to it. Matt was a father to be proud of.

The phone rang just as Angela touched it. Taking a deep breath, she brought it to her ear. “Hello?”

“I want to see you. Will you come over?”

It was Matt. Of course. She’d known it would be.

Angela bit her lip. Could she really break her promise to Betty? What if he insisted on raising Kayla, and Stephanie managed to get her life together? Would he include her at all?

There were so many variables, so many risks….

“Angela?”

“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes,” she said and hung up.









CHAPTER EIGHT



STEPHANIE SAT ON HER COT and kept rocking, back and forth, back and forth. It was the only way to deal with the turmoil inside her. The methadone the nurse had given her was curbing her withdrawal symptoms, but nothing could ease her agitation over what she’d just learned.

When the nurse had called Angela’s work number, she’d been told that Angela was out of town. Then the nurse had explained that it was an emergency, and some assistant had said Angela had gone to Virginia City for the holidays.

Stephanie rocked faster. Virginia City. Angie had gone home without her. And she’d taken Kayla. After thirteen years.

Why? That was the question. There was nothing left in Virginia City.

Except maybe Matt.

* * *

ANGELA COULD SCARCELY breathe as she waited on Matt’s front step—and it didn’t get any easier once he opened the door.

Dressed in a pair of faded jeans and a blue striped shirt with a white T-shirt underneath, he was fresh from the shower. His hair was still damp and curled around his collar. She thought he looked better than she’d ever seen him. Especially when his lips curved into a crooked smile as his eyes swept over her, telling her that he liked what he saw just as much. “Come in.”

She couldn’t get physical with him, she reminded herself. They both needed to have clear heads, to make a wise decision uninfluenced by peripheral desires. A decision about Kayla.

But then he tilted up her chin and kissed her softly, and all she wanted to do was melt in his arms and let him bury her fear beneath a torrent of sensation.

“I’m making you some dinner,” he said, as she greeted Sampson. “I hope you’re hungry.”

Angela had been so preoccupied that she hadn’t bothered to eat. “I am hungry,” she admitted and ignored the voice that was yelling Tell him! in the corner of her mind. They had all night, didn’t they? She had to wait for the right moment.

* * *

STEPHANIE STOOD at the pay phone, cursing the long wait as other addicts called a boyfriend, a girlfriend, family. They were limited to one call a day and Stephanie had already taken her turn, but she didn’t care. She pushed in front of several people, brushing aside their complaints. She needed to use the phone again, and no one was stopping her.

Was Angela moving to Virginia City? Was that what was going on? Or was she taking Kayla to her father?

After she’d found out she was pregnant, her mother’s reaction was the only reason Stephanie hadn’t told Matt. She’d wanted to let him know about the baby, could hardly wait to break the news that he had to notice her now. That she had something no one else did, even his beloved Danielle. She’d never seen her mother as angry as she’d been the day she’d learned—thanks to Angela—exactly what Stephanie had done. Betty had promised right then that if Stephanie ever told Matt about Kayla—if she ever told anyone the name of Kayla’s father—it would be the last straw. Betty would disown Stephanie, and she’d be out on her ass. For real. No family. No friends. No one to catch her when she fell.

Deep in her heart, Stephanie had known she needed her mother too much to sever that tie. And, in her more honest moments, she’d also known that even if Matt had accepted Kayla, he would never fully accept Stephanie. So she’d been forced to stick with her only form of support. She had to save herself one last chance, always. Betty was her ticket to a better life, when she’d finally had enough.

Once she’d grown older, however, she hadn’t used that chance and she’d rarely thought of Matt. He hadn’t been much of a partier in high school. She knew he wouldn’t approve of her and didn’t need his arrogant judgments.

But neither did she need Angela thinking she could take Betty’s place now that Betty was dead. Angela had told Stephanie she had to clean up if she wanted to be part of her daughter’s life. Yet Angela had no right to make such a stipulation. Stephanie had only signed those guardianship papers, giving Kayla to her mother, because she’d been desperate for a few bucks. Angela wasn’t even related to Kayla. How could Betty have signed Kayla over to her? Angela was a parasite her mother had picked up long ago, and now the flea thought she owned the dog.

Memories of her friend pleading with her to take control of her life threatened to undermine Stephanie’s resolve, as did an underlying knowledge that Kayla was probably better off without a mother like her, but Stephanie wouldn’t allow it. As long as Angela had Kayla, Angela couldn’t turn Stephanie away.

But Angela’s return to Virginia City seemed to confirm Stephanie’s worst fear. Was it over? Was Angela really giving up on her?

At last, Stephanie reached the front of the line. Behind her, she could hear two women complaining about how pushy she’d been. She knew they might report her. She’d leave the shelter if they did. This call meant that much to her.

She held the receiver, her hands shaking from withdrawal, but also from the emotions pounding through her. Her daughter was the one good thing that had ever happened to her. She couldn’t let Angela turn Kayla over to Matt.

“Operator. How can I help you?”

Stephanie drew a bolstering breath. She had to talk to someone who might’ve seen Angela, someone who might know what was going on. But who?

It took four tries—and all the change she’d won in a poker game earlier—before the operator actually had the number Stephanie had requested. “I’ll put you through,” she said.

Then the phone rang twice and Sheila Gilbert picked up.

“I have a collect call from Stephanie Cunningham. Will you accept the charges?”

There was a slight pause, followed quickly by a surprised, “Sure, no problem.”

* * *

MATT SAT AT ONE END of the couch facing Angela, who sat on the other. Sampson lay contently between them, stretched out at their feet. They’d had dinner and talked about his family, his job, her job, what it was like in Denver, how Virginia City had changed. He’d enjoyed the conversation, felt they’d connected in a way he hadn’t connected with a woman in years. She hadn’t touched him, but he still hoped the evening would end as he wanted it to. Imagining her as he’d seen her at his parents’, her head thrown back in wild abandon as he kissed her neck, bare shoulders and breasts, made his heart race.

He ached to touch her again. Would he get the same powerful reaction?

He certainly didn’t want to spook her again. That night at his parents’, everything had happened way too fast. This time, he was determined to slow things down. Maybe he could even convince her to stay the night.

He liked the thought of that. But he felt it was important to talk about their other encounter. He had a feeling this relationship could be different from the casual flings he’d had with various women since Danielle, and that made him nervous. For the first time in ages, he wanted something he could lose. Especially because Angela didn’t seem receptive to anything serious. And she lived two states away.

Obviously, there’d have to be some kind of compromise if they were going to build anything long-term out of their tremendous attraction.

“About the other night…” he began.

She lifted her eyes above the rim of her glass. She’d refused wine and was having cranberry juice. “What about it?” she asked as she set the glass aside, suddenly cautious.

“I’m confused,” he admitted. “I can tell you’re not interested in letting me touch you again, and yet…I thought you enjoyed it.”

She cleared her throat. “I did.”

Frowning, he studied her. “Then why—”

“It’s not a matter of want,” she said, still guarded.

“So…you’re upset because it was too fast? More than you bargained for? What?”

“No.” She tucked her hair behind one ear, giving him the impression she was stalling, thinking. “I—having you there, touching me, kissing me…it got the better of me, that’s all. I knew I shouldn’t let myself be swept away. But it’d been so long since I’d made love…and it’ll probably be a long time before I do it again.”

Matt felt as if she’d kicked him in the stomach. “You’re saying it wasn’t necessarily me you wanted. I just happened to come along and I could provide what had been missing from your life?”

“Matt, I’m dealing with a lot right now. I can’t worry about my own needs and desires. Like I said, that got the best of me, but now I’ve got to—”

“The other night you said my name as if I was the only man in the world,” he interrupted. “You arched into me as if you’d abandon your soul to me, too, if you could.”

Her jaw dropped as she gaped at him. “What do you want me to say?” she replied. “That I wish circumstances were different? That I wish we had a chance? Because I do. I want to make love with you right now. It’s all I can do to keep from reliving those minutes, to keep from wanting you again! But—”

Matt’s body had reacted instantly to her passionate words. He wanted the same thing. Here on the couch, on the table, anywhere. He couldn’t remember ever feeling so desperate for another woman. “But?” he echoed.

“There’s something I have to tell you.”

The gravity in her voice made him uneasy. But she’d already insisted she wasn’t married. Twice. So, as far as he could see, what she had to say couldn’t be too bad. Nothing big enough to come between them, anyway. “What’s that?” he asked.

She hugged herself as if she were almost too frightened to proceed. He was tempted to reach out and pull her to him, to comfort her, but he waited.

“Kayla isn’t really my daughter,” she said. “I—I was lying about that. She came to live with me fifteen months ago.”

He blinked. That was surprising but certainly not devastating.

“She feels like my daughter. I love her like a daughter.”

He would’ve felt relieved, except the tears filling Angela’s eyes kept him a little off balance. “Of course you do,” he said gently. “I understand.”

“No, you don’t.” She wrung her hands as the tears spilled down her cheeks. “You see…there was no man who walked out on us. She—she’s Stephanie’s daughter.”

He tried that on for size. This was supposed to be the big shocker? That Angela was raising Stephanie’s daughter? He hoped so, because it didn’t take longer than a split second to realize he could love Kayla regardless of what he felt for Stephanie. It actually made sense. Stephanie was much more likely to get herself in trouble than Angela, who’d been cautious even back in high school.

“It’s okay,” he said. “I’m cool with that.”

She dashed a hand across her face. “I’m not finished.”

Sliding closer, he took her hand. “Whatever you have to say, it’s going to be fine.”

She closed her eyes. “Kayla’s grandmother was raising her. I—I took her to live with me when her grandmother died.”

“Why didn’t Stephanie step up?” he asked. “You said she was in Denver, in sales or something.”


She opened her eyes and her hand gripped his like a lifeline. “Stephanie’s a heroin addict, Matt. The only thing she sells is her body. She—she’s not the person I once knew. I’ve finally come to the conclusion that it’s not safe for Kayla to be around her.”

“Wow.” He reached out to smooth the hair from her forehead. “I’m sorry to hear that. Sorry for you and for Kayla. But it doesn’t change what’s between us.”

Her forehead creased in a troubled expression. “Remember that party?” she asked.

“What party?”

“In high school.”

That party. With Stephanie naked. Where he’d had one of his first sexual encounters. Sexual encounters…

Fear struck and Matt dropped her hand. “Yes?”

Angela looked bereft, as if she’d reach out to him, but didn’t. “Matt, I brought Kayla here because she belongs to you.”

Matt rocked back and pressed both hands to his chest, hardly able to breathe. How had Kayla gone from being Angela’s daughter to being his daughter in just a few seconds? His and Stephanie’s, who was now a prostitute and a drug addict!

“It…it can’t be true,” he said softly because his voice wouldn’t go any louder.

“It is true,” she insisted. “Stephanie wanted to get pregnant. She thought she’d finally be able to have you if she did. But when Betty found out what she was up to, she yanked us both out of school and we moved. Betty didn’t want it to ruin your life. She knew how unfair it was to you, your family, your girlfriend, everyone.”

He shook his head, still unable to believe what he was hearing. He’d slept with Stephanie once! And she’d drugged him to get that far. Now Angela was telling him he had a twelve-year-old daughter?

What do you want for Christmas?… I’d like to find my dad….

God! A blinding rage suddenly took hold of him and he shot to his feet. “You knew and yet…you came here, all the while knowing…You let me—” He stopped. Too many thoughts and feelings were assaulting him. He wasn’t sure what he was trying to say. He felt so…manipulated. Then and now.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

He stalked to the window so he wouldn’t have to look at her and stared out. It was snowing again, coming down so thick he couldn’t see more than a foot in front of him. What was he supposed to think? What was he supposed to do?

“What do you want from me?” he asked after a long silence.

She didn’t answer right away. When he finally turned, she was standing and had her purse clutched tightly in her hands. “Nothing,” she said. “I—I just thought you should know.”

“Does she know?” he asked.

Angela shook her head. “I decided it’d be smarter to tell you first. This way…nothing has to change. I have everything I need to take care of her. But I…I didn’t want to steal anything from you. Or take anything from her if…if you felt differently. That’s all.”

That was all. She’d given him the most shocking news of his life and now she was leaving with a simple “Oops—never mind.”

He tried to focus on the act of breathing. He kept seeing Stephanie that night, her triumphant smile as Danielle had wept—and he felt sick.

He’d gotten her pregnant. He’d fathered a child at sixteen. And now that child was twelve years old and didn’t know who her own daddy was.









CHAPTER NINE



NOTHING HAS TO CHANGE. Those words seemed to echo in Matt’s head long after Angela left. They were so ridiculous. If what Angela had told him was true, if Kayla really belonged to him, everything had changed. Regardless of the way Kayla had been conceived, he couldn’t simply go on as if he didn’t know he had a daughter.

He’d get tests, of course—for his own peace of mind. Stephanie was the one behind this, and he didn’t trust her one bit. But he was fairly sure DNA would confirm what he’d just been told. Kayla was his. Stephanie had been so obsessed with him, he doubted she’d so much as looked at another boy that entire year. And when he pictured Kayla, he could see the family resemblance. It was a wonder he hadn’t noticed it before. Or maybe not. Why would he? He’d never even entertained the thought. Not after one incident he could hardly remember. And not after such a long silence.

I want to find my daddy….

Still at the window, Matt shoved a hand through his hair. I’m your daddy. The reality of that was overwhelming. And yet he felt a strong sense of responsibility. He had to tell Kayla. He couldn’t let a child of his go through life feeling lost and unloved.

But how did he explain what had happened? And where did they go from here?

He needed to call Angela, get her to come back so they could talk. Now that the initial shock was beginning to wear off, he could see that she was in a difficult situation, as well. She wasn’t to blame for Stephanie’s actions thirteen years ago. And yet she was standing in for the absent parents, taking care of a child who wasn’t even hers.

His child.

He wasn’t convinced he’d ever get used to the idea.

Reaching for the cordless phone, he dialed the hotel. No answer. He tried her cell.

“This is Angela Forrester. I’m out of town until after the holidays, but if you’ll leave your name and number, I’ll return your call as soon as I can. If this is an emergency, please contact my assistant, Lisa Burton, at Pierpont Realty.”

The beep sounded in Matt’s ear. “This is an emergency, but your assistant can’t help me. I need you. I’m sorry if I didn’t react the way you’d hoped I would. I admit that I’m still…reeling. But I need to talk to you, to discuss this. Can I come over? Or if you find that too threatening, you can come here.”

Frustrated, he punched the off button and was about to toss the phone across the counter when it rang.

“Thank God,” he muttered and answered immediately, although caller ID said Unknown. He assumed Angela had her cell number blocked. But it wasn’t Angela.

“I have a collect call from Stephanie Cunningham.”

Matt stiffened. Stephanie was calling him? After thirteen years of silence? That scared the hell out of him. He hadn’t even decided what he was going to do about Kayla and already Stephanie was back in his life!

“Will you accept the charges?” the operator asked.

He cursed silently to himself but agreed. Then Stephanie’s voice came across the line.

“Matt, don’t listen to her,” she said in a rush. “It’s a lie.”

He expected to feel a wave of intense hatred, especially now that he knew the real consequences of what she’d done to him, but he didn’t. A variety of other emotions surged through him instead—anger, pity and disgust. He’d never imagined Stephanie as part of his future. Had he just stepped into some alternate reality?

“What’s a lie?” he asked, pacing in agitation. Sampson whined, obviously sensing something wrong, but Matt ignored him.

“You don’t need to give Kayla any locket. She’s not yours. She’s from…someone else, a—a guy I met after I left Virginia City.”

Matt wished he could believe her—so his life would return to normal. He almost asked her for Kayla’s birthday so he could compare the dates. But he didn’t need to. The hard edge of desperation in Stephanie’s voice told him she was the one who was lying. And now that he’d heard the truth, there was no hiding from it. “What are you hoping to gain by telling me that?” he asked.

“I’m doing you a favor. You’re off the hook. You’re not the father. Tell Angela she has to come home now. She—she can’t leave me here. She can’t take my child away from me.”

So he wasn’t the only one frightened by recent developments. They were all scared, he realized. His involvement upset the delicate equilibrium. And yet Angela had risked it.

“Where are you?” he asked.

“None of your business,” she said, but he could hear others talking in the background—“Get off the phone, bitch. I get to make my call, too”—and imagined her in jail or some sort of community shelter.

Briefly, the temptation to take Stephanie at her word, skip the paternity test and pretend he’d never met Kayla reasserted itself. He didn’t need to be part of this mess, did he? It wasn’t his fault. Angela would take care of Kayla. She’d be fine.

And yet…

He focused on the statue he’d brought home from the station, the one Kayla and Angela had given him for Christmas. It was a fireman rescuing a child. Safe from imminent danger.

With a mother like Stephanie, what child needed him more desperately than his own?

“I’m sorry, Stephanie,” he said. “But there are going to be some changes.”

“What changes?” she cried.

His eyes still on the statue, he drew a deep breath. “If Kayla’s mine, I’ll be taking care of her from now on.”

* * *

ANGELA’S HEART BEGAN TO RACE the moment she heard Matt banging on her door. What now? She’d managed to avoid his calls, but she could hardly let him wake all the other hotel guests at one o’clock in the morning.

Dropping his quilt, which she’d been hugging around her since she’d finished packing Kayla’s and her belongings, she hurried across the room and opened the door to find a rumpled-looking Matt.

“Let me in,” he said, his voice terse, his eyes intense.

Angela didn’t want to. She regretted telling him about Kayla and longed to go home, to pretend that what they’d said and done here in Virginia City had never happened. Tomorrow night was Christmas Eve, but she’d drive straight through. She couldn’t wait.

“Matt—”

He peered over her head at the luggage. “It’s too late to run,” he said.

Someone across the hall peered out, wearing a disgruntled expression, and Angela quickly waved Matt inside.

“I’m not running. I’m—”

“Heading home.” He glowered at the bags. “Two states away, which probably sounds like a pretty safe distance.”

“I thought maybe we should…you know, take the next few weeks to consider the situation. You can call me in Denver when—”


“I’ve considered it,” he interrupted.

The determination in his voice sent terror shooting through Angela. He had something to say already? She’d only left his place a couple of hours ago. “What have you decided?” she whispered.

He reached over to run his thumb along Kayla’s name, which was embroidered on the backpack she’d brought for her beloved books. “I want her. She’s mine. I’ll take care of her from here on out.”

Tears sprang to Angela’s eyes. “Matt, wait. Please, I…” The lump in her throat choked off her words. She wasn’t sure what to say, anyway. She knew Kayla wanted her father more than anything and that Matt would be good to her. She also knew he could offer her a loving extended family, the roots she craved and greater protection from the influence of her mother. The distance alone would be a plus, because Stephanie couldn’t stop by every time she was down and out and wanted money for drugs.

Angela should let Kayla go, shouldn’t she? But the thought of driving home without her, of packing up all her belongings and shipping them off, broke Angela’s heart. She’d hoped to convince Matt that they could share Kayla, despite the thousand miles that separated them, but the words wouldn’t come. It wasn’t a realistic idea, anyway. One of them would have to play a very minor role in Kayla’s life. And she knew which one that should be.

She breathed deeply, trying to absorb the pain, and felt his hand at her elbow.


“You okay?” he murmured.

Fresh tears fell as she looked up at him. “No,” she said. Then his arms went around her, as his quilt had a few minutes earlier, and his mouth touched hers in a kiss that spoke of warmth and comfort—but quickly changed to driving passion and escalating need.

* * *

MATT WOKE UP IN Angela’s bed. He could smell the clean scent of her hair, feel the softness of her bare skin as she continued to sleep with her body curled into his side, and knew that he’d gained more than a daughter last night. He wanted Angela, too. He wasn’t sure how they were going to work out the logistics—where they’d live and who would change jobs—but he was hoping she’d marry him so they could become a family.

He smiled wryly at the thought of that. A family? A week ago, he hadn’t even had a girlfriend.

He adjusted the quilt they’d used to cover themselves, the quilt he’d given Angela for Christmas, and his smile widened. Just when he’d begun to think it would never happen…

“You’re awake?” Angela murmured.

He’d been cautious with his movements so he wouldn’t disturb her, but now he slid his hand up over the curve of her hip to her breast, as he’d wanted to do ever since he’d opened his eyes.

“Aren’t you tired?” she asked, covering a yawn. “We were up all night.”

“I feel good. What about you?”


She gave him a sexy smile. “Fishing for compliments?”

He chuckled. “You kidding? Your screams were enough. I’m surprised our neighbors didn’t complain to the management.”

“I didn’t scream that loud!” She tried to sit up in mock outrage, but he pressed her back, too busy enjoying what his fingers had found.

“Okay, but you groaned a lot,” he said. “I loved it. And the way you looked at me right before you—”

She tried to brush his hand away. “Do we have to go over the details?”

“Why are you embarrassed?” He laughed as he moved her beneath him. “I told you I loved it. And the marks on my back will heal.”

She narrowed her eyes. “I didn’t leave any marks on your back!”

“Yet,” he said. “There’s always this morning.” He kissed the indentation beneath her ear. “And the morning after.” He kissed the pulse at her neck. “And the morning after that.” He let his mouth drift lower, enjoying the fact that he could so easily make her quiver.

“No, I’m going home today…remember?” She gave a little gasp on that last word because he’d hit his real target.

“It’s the holidays,” he said, blowing cool air on the breast he’d just suckled.

She was getting lost in his lovemaking. He could tell. But she fought it. “So?”

“So you’re spending Christmas with me.”


“Trying to get another gift out of me?” she teased.

Leaving her breast, he kissed a trail down to her navel. “No, something better.”

“What’s that?” she asked, but he knew she was having a difficult time concentrating. He was making sure of it.

“A promise.”

“What…kind…of promise?”

He didn’t answer. He was too busy.

“Matt!” Her hands clenched in his hair.

He wasn’t sure if she’d said his name by way of question or encouragement. But she seemed pretty interested in holding him right where he was, so he guessed she’d been encouraging him—and waited until just the right moment to answer. When her eyes closed, and her muscles tensed, she said his name again, only this time with power and more than a little urgency, and when the moment passed, he told her what he really wanted.

“Marry me.”

* * *

ANGELA SAT IN THE living room of Matt’s parents’ home, enjoying Christmas morning. Outside, sunlight glistened on the snow and the world around them appeared crisp and bright, silent and peaceful. Inside, Christmas music played softly in the background as Sherry handed out mugs of hot chocolate and Kayla helped Matt’s two younger cousins sort the Christmas presents, which they planned to open in a few minutes. Angela had brought some gifts for Kayla, so Kayla had a small pile of her own, but Matt had something far better waiting for her. Today was the day she’d get exactly what she wanted for Christmas: She’d learn the identity of her father.

“You nervous?” Matt murmured. He’d been sitting next to Angela since she and Kayla had arrived a few minutes earlier.

Angela nodded. “Dying. You?”

“Yeah.”

He seemed excited. He also seemed intent on making them a family. Angela had asked him not to mention the possibility to Kayla. She needed more time to think. She had a home and a career in Colorado. Pulling up stakes and moving back to Virginia City was a big decision. Especially so soon. And then there was Stephanie…

When Matt had told Angela about his conversation with Kayla’s mother, Angela had made some calls, trying to locate her. It was so difficult to give up hope. She’d thought maybe Stephanie was ready to get clean at last. But when she’d finally made contact with the shelter where Stephanie had been staying, she’d been told that a man named Jaydog had picked her up late last night.

That was where the trail had gone cold. Stephanie was probably right back on the streets, doing anything she could to feed her addiction. Angela had been through the cycle enough times to know that—and yet she felt so guilty for loving Matt, for wanting to be with him. Could she really move back to Virginia City with Stephanie’s daughter and agree to marry the boy Stephanie had wanted so desperately?


She didn’t think so.

“He’s asked her to marry him,” Angela heard Sherry whisper to Ray, Ray’s wife and Claudia, her sister, in the kitchen. “Can you believe it? He’s in love!”

Angela glanced worriedly at Kayla, afraid she might overhear. But Kayla didn’t even look up. She was too busy burrowing under the tree.

“What did she say?” came Ray’s murmured response.

“She’s thinking about it.” Sherry lowered her voice, but Angela could still make out the words. “So be really nice to her.”

Evidently, Matt had heard his mother, too, because he squeezed Angela’s hand and Angela couldn’t help laughing softly to herself.

“So where would they live?” Claudia asked.

“I’m praying it’ll be here. What good is getting my first granddaughter if I never get to see her?”

Matt’s mother had a point. If they got married, they’d live in Virginia City. Angela knew that already. But even if they didn’t marry, Kayla would stay with Matt. Angela felt certain she’d be happier here than she’d been in Denver. The only decision left was whether or not Angela could allow herself to be part of the idyllic picture. Could she say yes? After everything Betty had done for her, did she have that right?

“We’re ready!” Kayla shouted.

Sherry ushered in the group from the kitchen, while Claudia’s children rounded up their dad and Matt’s father, who’d been checking out the new computer in the other room.

Matt let go of Angela’s hand and leaned his elbows on his knees, watching Kayla as she sat next to her presents.

“Do we take turns like before? Or do we all open at once?” she asked.

When Matt stood, Angela knew he couldn’t wait any longer. “Before we get too carried away with all the gifts, I have something to say.”

Sherry grabbed her husband’s arm excitedly, Ray grinned at his wife and Claudia motioned for complete silence. Obviously, except for the children, they all thought they knew what he was about to announce. But this would be a surprise.

Angela clasped her hands tightly in her lap.

“I have a special gift for Kayla. One I’d like her to open now,” Matt said.

Kayla sat up straighter. “But you already gave me a gift, Matt.” Her hand went to her throat in search of her locket but, finding it missing, she turned worried eyes to Angela. “My locket! It’s gone!”

“You haven’t lost it,” Angela said. “I took it last night. Matt’s giving it to you again.” She cleared her throat to help steady her voice. “Only this time it has your father’s picture in it.”

Silence as thick as the snowdrifts piled outside descended on the room as everyone stared at Kayla, who was still gazing in shock at Angela. “That can’t be true,” she said.

“It’s true,” Angela said.


Matt crossed the room and pulled the plush blue box from his pocket.

“Are you sure I should open it here?” she asked him.

He knelt down beside her so everyone could see. “It’s okay,” he murmured. “Go ahead.”

Kayla’s trepidation showed in the stiff set of her shoulders. With a final glance at the people watching, she slowly, carefully withdrew the locket.

Angela’s pulse raced as Kayla opened the tiny clasp. Then the girl’s jaw dropped and her gaze flew to Matt, who was watching her with so much hope that everyone in the room could feel the poignant emotions inside him.

“You’re my dad? I mean, my real dad?”

Tears glistened in Matt’s eyes. He kept blinking, obviously struggling to hold them back, but he nodded. “I just found out myself the day before yesterday. I’m glad I know,” he said and gathered her in his arms.

Angela didn’t realize she had tears rolling down her own cheeks until they began to drip off her chin. She wiped them as Kayla squeezed Matt tightly.

“Merry Christmas, Kayla,” he said. Then he released her and turned her to face all the others in the room. “And these people—they’re your family, too.”

Sherry had nearly fainted at “You’re my dad?” Now she leaned heavily on her husband and waved a hand in front of her, as if she couldn’t get enough air. “Does that mean you’re going to marry him?” she asked Angela hopefully.

She still believed what she’d originally been told—that Angela was Kayla’s real mother. They could explain the details later, Angela decided. She had enough going on right now. Everyone’s attention had shifted to her, even Kayla’s.

“Marry him?” Kayla murmured.

“That—that’s one option,” Angela admitted. “We’ve been…talking about it.”

“And what are the other options?” Kayla asked.

Everyone’s eyes cut back and forth between them. Angela hoped no one could tell how badly she was shaking. “You could live here with…with Matt.”

Some of the excitement fled Kayla’s face. “Without you?”

“I don’t know yet, Kayla. I have a house in Denver—”

“We’re selling the house, remember?”

“And a job.”

“Can’t you work here?”

“You wouldn’t have to. I can support you,” Matt said.

His mother moved closer to him. “He’d make a good husband.”

“And you’ve seen the calendar,” his aunt added. “You know what kind of fires he can put out.”

Angela didn’t have a chance to answer any of them. Kayla’s eyebrows were drawing together in hurt and anger. “You said I’d always be a central part of your life, and no one would ever change that. Now you’re giving me away?”

“I’m not giving you away,” Angela said. “I—I’m letting you live where I think you’ll be happiest.”

“I can’t be happy without you!”


Angela turned to Matt, expecting him to help her defer answering. But he didn’t. “I can’t be happy without you, either,” he said softly, honestly.

“Do you love him?” Sherry asked.

Angela didn’t want to admit the truth. She knew what would happen. But Matt was watching her so intently, she couldn’t lie. “I do.”

“So say yes… Marry him…It’s Christmas,” everyone said, pressing closer.

Angela let her uncertainty show in her expression. “What about Stephanie?” she asked, seeking Matt. “Kayla’s her daughter. You’re the man she wanted.”

This threw the others, but not Matt. “We’ll do what we can for her,” he promised. “When she’s ready.”

Kayla’s arms slipped around Angela’s waist. “Leaving us won’t help her!” she said, hugging her tightly. And it was those words that finally made sense to Angela. Denying herself the joy of being with Matt and Kayla wouldn’t help anyone.

The tears started to come again, but Angela brushed them away. “Yes.”

“You’ll do it?” Kayla cried. “You’ll marry him?”

Angela smiled through her tears. “I will.”

Matt’s arms went around both of them, and he kissed Angela’s temple. “I’ll make sure you never regret it,” he whispered.

The rest of the group hugged and congratulated her one by one, and Angela smiled as she realized that Kayla’s new family had just become her own.


Maybe this Christmas wasn’t like the ones she used to know. But she knew there’d never be a better one. Except for next year. And the years after that…

* * * * *









Don’t miss Brenda Novak’s newest book, RIGHT WHERE WE BELONG, a moving story about rebuilding your life when you’ve got nothing left to lose, available now from MIRA Books.

Read on for a sneak peek!






CHAPTER 1

“You knew! You had to have known!”

The vitriol in those words caused the hair on the back of Savanna Gray’s neck to stand on end. She was just trying to pick up a gallon of milk at the supermarket with her kids, had never dreamed she might be accosted—although since her husband’s arrest, it felt like everyone in town was staring daggers at her. The crimes Gordon committed had shaken the small, insular town of Nephi, Utah, to the core.

“Don’t you dare run off!” someone said behind her. “I know you heard me.”

Savanna froze. She had been about to flee. Her emotions were so raw she could barely make herself leave the house these days. She wished she could hole away with the curtains drawn and never face her neighbors again. But she had two children who were depending on her, and she was all they had left. Those children now looked up at her expectantly, and her son, Branson, who was eight, said, “Mommy, I think that lady’s talking to you.”

Gripping her shopping cart that much tighter, Savanna swung it around. She was determined to do a better job of defending herself against this type of thing than she’d done in the past. But then she recognized Meredith Caine.

A videotape of Meredith—clothes torn, mascara smeared and lip bleeding while her sister, who was with her now, tried to comfort her—had played on the news several times while police searched for the man who’d attacked her as she carried a load of laundry down to the basement of her apartment building. That man was Savanna’s husband. Since his arrest, Savanna’s house had been egged—twice. Someone had driven onto her lawn and peeled out, leaving deep ruts. And someone else had thrown a bottle at her parked car that’d broken all over the driveway. But she’d never been directly confronted by one of Gordon’s victims, only their friends or family or others in the community who were outraged by the assaults.

Facing Meredith wasn’t easy. Savanna wished she could melt into the floor and disappear—do anything to avoid this encounter. Meredith didn’t understand. Savanna had watched her on TV with the same compassion and fear all the other women in the area felt. She’d had no idea she was living with the culprit, sleeping with him—and enabling him to operate without suspicion because of the illusion she helped create that he was a good family man. She’d thought he was a good family man, or she wouldn’t have married him!

“Meredith, don’t do this. Let’s go.” Her sister tried to drag her off, but Meredith remained rooted to the spot, eyes shining with outrage.

“Where were you, huh?” she cried. “How could you have missed that your husband was out stalking women at night?”

Gordon had been a mining equipment field service technician for the last seven years of their nine-year marriage, which meant he drove long distances to reach various mines and worked irregular hours. Savanna had believed he was on the road or repairing equipment, like he said. She’d had no idea he was out prowling around. Despite what Meredith and everyone else seemed to believe—that simply by virtue of being close to him she should’ve been able to spot such a large defect in his character—he’d never done anything to give himself away.

“I thought…I thought he was doing his job,” she said.

“You believed he was working all those hours?” Meredith scoffed.

“I did.” She hadn’t been checking up on him. She’d been trying to manage the kids, the house and her own job working nine-to-five for a local insurance agent. Besides, Gordon always had a ready excuse for when he came home later than expected, a believable excuse. Another piece of equipment had failed and he’d had to drive back to his last location. His van wouldn’t start, and he’d had to stay over to get a new battery. The weather was too terrible to begin the long trek home.

Were those excuses something a wife should have been leery of?

“Maybe you should’ve paid a little more attention to what he was doing,” Meredith snapped.

Savanna began to tremble. “I wish I had. Look, I’d be happy to talk to you—to explain my side so that maybe you could understand. But please, let’s not do this here, in front of my children.”

Meredith didn’t even glance at Branson and Alia. She was too angry, too eager to inflict some of the pain she’d suffered on Savanna. “Your husband didn’t care about my children when he put his hands around my neck and nearly choked the life out of me. Thanks to him, I haven’t been able to have sex with my own husband since!”

“Meredith!” Her sister gasped, obviously more aware of the children and, likely, the attention this confrontation was drawing.

Alia, Savanna’s six-year-old daughter, pulled on Savanna’s sleeve. “Mommy, why did Daddy choke her?” she whispered loudly, her big blue eyes filling with tears.

“Your father…” Savanna’s throat had tightened until she could scarcely breathe, let alone talk. “He made some poor choices, honey. Like we talked about when he went away, remember?”

“Choices?” Meredith jumped on that immediately. “That man is pure evil. But keep lying—to them and yourself.”

At that point, Meredith’s sister managed to pull her away. They left Savanna standing in front of the cooler that held the milk and cheese, feeling as if she’d been slugged in the stomach.

“Show’s over,” she mumbled to those who’d stopped to watch the drama unfold.

“The kids at school say Daddy grabbed three women and ripped off their clothes,” Branson said, his voice small as his gaze followed Meredith and her sister to the checkout register at the opposite end of the aisle. “That’s true, isn’t it.”

He wasn’t asking. He was just now realizing that Gordon wasn’t innocent as they’d all stubbornly hoped. That her son would have to accept such a terrible truth, especially at his tender age, would’ve broken Savanna’s heart—if it hadn’t already been shattered into a million pieces. “They’ve been talking about your father at school?”

For the most part since Gordon’s arrest, Branson had clammed up when it came to discussing his father, pretended as if nothing had changed. Almost every day, Savanna would ask him how things were going at school, and he’d insist everything was fine.

This proved otherwise, which made her feel even worse.

Head bowed, he scuffed one sneaker against the other. “Yeah.”

“Mommy?” Alia’s lower lip quivered as she gazed up, looking for reassurance.

Savanna knelt to pull them both into her arms. “Don’t worry. Everything’s going to be okay. You aren’t responsible for what your father did.” She wanted to believe she wasn’t, either, but part of her feared that maybe she had more culpability than she cared to admit. Had she been too gullible, too trusting, as everyone implied?

She must’ve been, or she wouldn’t be in this situation. And standing by Gordon even after the police searched the house had only made public opinion worse. She’d wanted so desperately to trust her husband above others, to protect her family, so that was what she’d done—until the mounting evidence grew to be too much. But that process of utter shock, denial, crushing pain and, finally, numb acceptance wasn’t anything others had witnessed her go through. They merely saw her as being tied to him, as loving and supporting the monster who’d raped three women, and since he was no longer walking around town, she’d become the target of everyone’s resentment.

“Boys aren’t supposed to hurt girls,” a bewildered Branson said.

“You’re absolutely right, honey,” she told him. “You shouldn’t hurt anyone.”

“So…why would Daddy choke that lady?”

Tears burned behind Savanna’s eyes as she hugged them both tighter. “I don’t know.” That was a question she asked herself at least once a day, but she had no answers—for any of the terrible things he’d done. It wasn’t as though she’d ever denied her husband physical intimacy. Other than a few oddities she’d chalked up to personal quirks, she’d thought they had a normal sex life. Since this whole thing had come out, however, she couldn’t help wondering if she could’ve been more alluring or adventurous or exciting to him. Maybe if she’d been satisfying, he wouldn’t have gone searching for something else and none of this would’ve happened…

Straightening, she shoved her cart to the side, left the few incidental groceries they’d gathered and took hold of her children’s hands.

“Where are we going?” Branson asked when she circled around to the far side of the store to avoid Meredith as she led them out.

“Home,” she replied.

“What about the milk?”

“We’ll get it later.” She couldn’t stay in the store another second.

After helping her children get buckled up, she slid behind the wheel of her little Honda, which, fortunately, hadn’t been impounded by the police like the van Gordon had driven to work.

“Are you sad, Mommy?” Alia asked.

“No, honey,” she replied. Sad could never cover it. The nightmare that had started when the police showed up with that search warrant only got worse and worse. She kept telling herself that she’d survive and find solid ground again, be able to stabilize her life, but she’d been far too idealistic. It’d be two more months before the trial even started. Then who knew how long the legal proceedings would take. Gordon and his crimes were all people could talk about—all they would be talking about—for the foreseeable future.

Given the evidence, he’d likely be convicted, but even if he wasn’t, Savanna wouldn’t stay with him. She hoped she’d never have to lay eyes on him again. She no longer felt safe in his presence, no longer felt as if her children would be safe. She’d already filed for divorce, but she knew that wouldn’t remove him from her life for good. He was the father of her children. The repercussions of his actions would ripple through the next decade or two, maybe longer.

Once they got home, she fed Branson and Alia and helped with homework, but her mind wasn’t fully engaged. She went through the motions like an automaton, trying to persevere until they were in bed and she could call her younger brother.

At nine-thirty, she tucked them in, poured herself a glass of wine and carried it into her bedroom, where she shut and locked the door and dialed Reese’s cell.

“Hey, sis. I’m out with a friend,” he said as soon as he answered. “Can you make it quick?”

She blinked against the tears she’d been battling for several hours. Quick? Gordon’s emergence as a suspect, the gathering of evidence, the search of the house, the arrest…it seemed like the longest, most invasive process she’d ever endured—as well as one of the most painful. “I can’t stay here, Reese.”

“What do you mean?” he responded. “In that house? Or in Nephi?”

“In Nephi. In Utah. I have to get out of here, leave the whole area. I never want to see any of these people again.”

“But we talked about this. You said it would be better to keep the kids in the same school rather than rip them away from their friends and teachers. They’ve already lost their father.”

“I felt that way at the time, but I’ve changed my mind. I don’t think it’s good for them to stay here, to try and bear up beneath all the negative energy. And I know it’s not good for me. We need a fresh start.”

There was a slight pause. Then he said, “Why the sudden change of heart?”

“I told you. I can’t handle the anger and the blame. It feels as if almost every person I meet hates me. And I doubt that’ll go away anytime soon.”

“What do you mean? Why would they hate you? You’re not the one who raped those women. They don’t think you helped Gordon in any way…”

“No one has launched that accusation, thank God. Right now, they’re only blaming me for missing whatever signs I should’ve seen.” She stared glumly into her glass. “And maybe they have the right. I can’t say anymore what I should or shouldn’t have done. Would some other woman have noticed that he was too secretive? Would they have called his work to verify his hours and location? Would they have searched his stuff and found that ‘rape kit’ hidden in the shed out back?”

“We’ve been through this. There was nothing to make you doubt him. You even had a regular sex life—or that was what you told me.”

“We did, for the most part. But how would I know? I was twenty when I married him, and he’s the only man I’ve ever been with. Who am I to say what’s normal between two people? I can only judge from my own experience. Maybe you should tell me.”

“I’ve never been married. So far, my longest relationship has lasted two months.”

Still, he had more sexual experience than she did, but when he chuckled about that, she wondered, as she often did, why he hadn’t ever made a commitment to anyone.

She figured he would eventually—he was only twenty-four. Regardless, that was a question best left for another time. Tonight, she was too bogged down by thoughts of Gordon and what he’d done. “They found blood from one of the women in our van. Did I tell you that? He had his family riding around in a vehicle that still had the blood of a woman he’d attacked.”

“You told me. That was when we both decided we could no longer maintain our faith in him, remember?”

She raked her fingers through her hair as she studied herself in the mirror above the dresser. She no longer even looked like the woman she used to be. She hadn’t taken the time to get her hair trimmed—hadn’t wanted to visit the salon she normally frequented while everyone there was whispering about her—so it had grown out of the bob she’d been wearing before her world collapsed. All she could do was pull the thick, auburn mass into a ponytail or let it go wild and curly. She’d always liked the gray-blue of her eyes, but they looked empty now—hollow, shell-shocked. Who was this person staring back at her with a face so pale she could almost trace the blue veins underneath? “Maybe I should’ve noticed the blood.”

“You have children. They scrape their knees and elbows now and then, don’t they? And Gordon fixed mining equipment, which meant he had to have injured himself occasionally. Why would you assume—from a few drops of blood—that he was out harming women?”

She turned away from the mirror, couldn’t bear to look at herself any longer. “I don’t know. It’s just that so many people think I should’ve spotted something. I’m beginning to doubt myself. The morning after he raped Meredith, he had scratches on his arm. I asked how he got hurt. He said he backed into a ditch he didn’t see at a mine site and got scraped up by blackberry bushes while trying to get a two-by-four under his rear tire. Maybe that seems like a lame excuse now that the police have pointed out the pattern of those scratches. It did look like four fingernails had gouged his arm, but…I honestly thought nothing of it at the time.”

“It’s only been a month since they locked Gordon up, Savanna. Surely things will get easier.”

She detected a hint of impatience. He’d heard so much about her problems of late. As sympathetic and supportive as he’d tried to be, she’d been falling apart for too long, ever since she’d learned that her husband was the primary suspect in the string of violent sexual assaults that’d sent the good people of Nephi into a panic. Understandably, Reese was eager to get back to his regular life. He was her younger brother, after all, wasn’t used to having to support her so much. She’d been the one to carry them both through the loss of their eldest brother and both parents a little over a year ago.

He’d had enough sorrow for one fourteen-month period. She felt like an idiot for not realizing before now that she’d exhausted his reserve of compassion, that this was the point where she’d need to soldier on alone.

“I’ll let you go,” she said abruptly.

After a brief silence, he said, “I’ll call you later, okay?”

He probably felt guilty for revealing that hint of impatience. But he was with someone. He’d said that. Anyway, if he was capable of moving on after losing, all at once, three members of their immediate family and was beginning to feel good again, she wouldn’t continue to drag him down. “There’s no need,” she said. “I’m fine. I just wanted to let you know that I’ll be moving as soon as I can arrange it.”

“That takes time. You’ve got to sell the house, don’t you?”

“No.”

“You’re going to walk away from it?”

“Why not? There’s no equity. Gordon took out a second mortgage almost as soon as he inherited it from his grandmother. With the market the way it is…we’ve been upside down on this place for two years or more.”

“What about your credit?”

“The house is in his name. He never put me on the loan or the title. If his mother wants to save this place, she can move in and make the payments. I’ll leave all of his stuff behind—” she’d already boxed it up and stacked it in the garage, anyway “—and put the keys under the mat.”

“But where will you go? Back to Long Beach?”

“No.” They’d sold the beautiful five-bedroom, four-bath home their parents had owned in Los Angeles, where they’d been raised, and split the proceeds. Reese had paid off his student loans and was using what he had left for graduate school. He was planning to be a doctor. She’d spent a portion of her inheritance on Gordon’s defense—which she now considered to be a waste of money.

“Then where?” he asked.

The only place she could go. “The farmhouse in Silver Springs.” It was all she had left.

“Savanna, no. That place needs too much work. Dad was barely getting started with it when he…when they had the boating accident. How will you live there?”

“I’ll renovate it myself.” And why not? They had to do something with it. And neither one of them had wanted to put it up for sale. That home hadn’t been just another real estate purchase to their father, although he’d done a lot with real estate over the course of his life. This was the ranch his grandparents had once owned. He’d had fond memories of the place, was so excited to be able to bring it back into the family where he’d said it belonged.

“With what money?” Reese asked.

“The money I have left from the LA house.”

“That won’t carry you very far, not when you’ll be using it for the repairs as well as your monthly overhead.”

“Without a mortgage or rent, I should be able to manage a basic renovation and survive for a year, if I’m careful.”

“And what will you do once the renovation is complete?”

“I don’t know, Reese. Worst case, I’ll have to sell and move on, figure out what comes next for me. Best case, I’ll be able to get a loan against the property, give you your share and rebuild my life in Silver Springs.”

He cursed.

“What? You don’t like the idea?”

“I don’t like what you’re having to deal with. It’s not fair. First, we lose Mom, Dad and Rand—and then, as if that wasn’t tragic enough, Gordon starts raping women? How does all of that even happen to one person?”

She didn’t answer his question. Her mind had shot off on a tangent. “Maybe that was why I missed it.”

“Missed what?” he said, sounding confused.

“What Gordon was doing. I was so torn up I wasn’t paying as much attention to him as I should have been. I was barely holding myself together, trying to get through it.”

“But he only raped one woman last summer. The other two he attacked six months ago—almost back-to-back. Why the big gap if it was your bereavement over Mom, Dad and Rand that set him off?”

“There might not be a gap. The police believe he victimized other women. They’re looking at unsolved cases that might be similar in the cities and towns near the mines where he worked.”

“Shit…”

“You’re missing the point. I’m saying my grief—the fact that I was wrapped up in my own problems—is what might’ve started him down that road.”

“I understand, but that’s hardly an excuse. My God, you were mourning the loss of more than half your family. He should’ve been trying to support you for a change.”

She took a sip of wine. Gordon had never been particularly supportive, not in an emotional sense. He’d worked and contributed his paycheck to the upkeep of the family, same as she did, but he wasn’t all that engaged. He’d been gone too much and tired and remote when he was home.

Still, she’d thought they had a decent marriage, one that she could make work. Her parents had been together for thirty-two years when they were killed. She’d wanted that kind of life—one devoted to her family—and had been determined to stick it out for the long haul, even if Gordon wasn’t perfect. “You’re right. I don’t know what started it. I just keep guessing.”

“There’s something wrong with him. That’s what started it.”

She leaned against the headboard and covered her feet with a blanket. “I wish I could go back to using Dad’s last name.”

“Why can’t you?”

“Because then I’ll be a Pearce and my kids will be Grays.”

“So change theirs, too.”

“I will eventually. But not now. I can’t deal with that on top of everything else.”

“No one in California will tie you to the rapist in Nephi, Utah, anyway.”

“Thank God I won’t have everyone staring at me when I go to a gas station or a store.” She heard a woman talking to him in the background. “I’ll let you go. Have a nice night.”

“Savanna?”

She pulled the phone back to her ear. “Yeah?”

“Call me when you’re ready to move. I’ll come help you pack and drive the van.”

He was in graduate school at the University of Oregon in Eugene, which wasn’t close. And it was the third week in April, so he had finals coming up. She didn’t plan to wait until he could help. “There’s no need, little brother. I got it.”

Taking a deep breath, she hung up, finished her wine and somehow resisted the urge to pour another glass. She had to be careful, couldn’t allow herself to fall into a bottle. Gordon’s mother had been an abusive alcoholic—it was why his father had left them so long ago. Savanna would never forget some of the upsetting stories he’d told her—of coming home to find his mother passed out on the couch, soaked in her own urine; of his mother nearly dying of smoke inhalation after falling asleep with a lit cigarette; of his mother screaming and cursing and throwing objects at him when he was a small boy. Maybe Dorothy was the reason he’d turned out so bad. The detective investigating his case had said that rape was more about power and control—and venting anger—than sexual gratification. But it wasn’t as if Gordon’s victims had resembled his mother in any way. And he’d grown close to Dorothy in recent years. They seemed to adore each other…

There were no easy answers, she decided, and got up to start packing. Part of her felt she should stay until the end of the school year. Although it went longer than Reese’s semester in college, it was still only six weeks away. But now that she’d made the decision to move, she couldn’t wait even that long.

Copyright © 2017 by Brenda Novak, Inc.

RIGHT WHERE WE BELONG—available now from Brenda Novak and MIRA Books!


ISBN-13: 9781488095740

Just Like the Ones We Used to Know

Copyright © 2006 by Brenda Novak

		

First published in the anthology ONCE UPON A CHRISTMAS by Harlequin SuperRomance in 2006

This edition published in 2017

					

All rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or in part in any form by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including xerography, photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, is forbidden without the written permission of the publisher, Harlequin Enterprises Limited, 225 Duncan Mill Road, Don Mills, Ontario, Canada M3B 3K9.

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 Trade Marks Office and in other countries.

www.Harlequin.com

cover.jpeg
brenda
novak

]usrﬁ ]ﬂ{? um nes






images/00001.jpeg
QHARLEQUIN"’

entertain, enrich, inspire™





