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        Against his wishes, John Osborn’s mother hires an assistant for his antiques
            shop. One glance and John knows that Dani is unsuitable—she’s too pretty, off-beat and
            vivacious for the business. John is certain that she won’t last past the summer in his
            sleepy seaside town. But Dani is determined to prove herself so she can rebuild her life
            and repair her broken heart, and she’s going to do it in Ocean Shores. The store sparks
            her creativity, even if a vintage cradle uncomfortably awakens her buried longing for a
            family of her own. Her warmth and empathy make her a natural at sales, and despite
            himself, John starts to like her. But John was deeply wounded by the only woman he ever
            thought he’d love, so he keeps himself buttoned up and guarded. He may have to admit
            that Dani is the best thing that’s ever happened to the store…but is she also the best
            thing that’s ever happened to him?
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CHAPTER ONE

“You did what?” John Osborn demanded of his mother.

“I hired you an assistant,” Mamie explained in low tones. She glanced nervously toward the woman working unobtrusively in the far corner of the store. “She’s wonderful, John, really. In addition to working the floor, she does light bookkeeping. You know as well as I do that you’ve been needing someone for months. You can’t help liking Dani.”

“Dani? What kind of name is that for a woman?”

“Dani Beckman,” his mother responded. “She’s a sweet thing and I won’t have you upsetting her.”

“Upsetting her? What about upsetting me?” The minute his back was turned his mother took it upon herself to involve herself in his business affairs. This was what he got for asking her to watch the store while he was away on a buying trip. John studied this woman his mother had hired and groaned inwardly. One glance told him Dani was entirely unsuitable for the antiques store.

First off, he didn’t approve of the way she dressed. She had on an outfit that looked like something a rock star would wear. Her black skintight pants weren’t pants at all—they resembled leotards. And if her flowery top was supposed to be a dress, then it was by far the shortest one he’d ever laid eyes on. No one wore hats these days, especially black velvet ones with big yellow daisies.

“Mother, what were you thinking?” he muttered under his breath.

“That you could use the help,” Mamie reminded him.

That was true enough. The antiques business had thrived the last several years, even in the “off” season. John had worked hard to build a clientele in the small seaside community of Ocean Shores.

“I prefer to hire my own help.”

“I know,” his mother said contritely, “but Dani is such a dear. I liked her the minute she inquired about a job. You will, too, once you get to know her. It was either hire her then or let someone else snap her up.”

That was exactly what John wanted. He had no intention of keeping Dani around for more than the next five minutes.

He’d never been comfortable around women like Dani Beckman. She was too pretty, too bright, too gregarious. Mostly too damn young. When he was with someone like her for more than a few hours, John came away feeling dull and witless. This was Patricia’s legacy, he supposed. He hadn’t been clever enough, charming enough, romantic enough to hold on to the only woman he’d ever loved. She’d said he was dead boring when she’d left him, and John strongly suspected she was right.

“Introduce yourself,” Mamie urged. “And John, please, be cordial.”

John supposed that was the proper thing to do, seeing that he’d be laying her off before the end of the day. For everyone concerned, the sooner Dani Beckman was gone the better.

John walked over to where his new assistant was sitting at a desk. From the looks of it, she was tallying a list of figures. “Hello,” he said stiffly, “I’m John Osborn, the owner.” He stressed the last bit of information, hoping she’d realize his mother had only been tending the store as a favor to him.

“Hi. I’m pleased to meet you.” Dani’s face brightened with a smile that outdazzled the lights of Las Vegas. He should have known firing her would be like aiming a rifle barrel at Bambi.

The sensible thing to do would be to explain there’d been a simple misunderstanding. He’d tell her his mother had no business hiring an employee on his behalf. He’d make it as painless as possible and be done with it.

He would have, too, if she hadn’t looked so damn vulnerable, sitting there with those round, dark eyes of hers gazing up at him as if anticipating the worst. For the life of him, John couldn’t make himself say the words.

“I understand Mother hired you for sales and bookkeeping,” he muttered instead.

“Yes.” The woman was no dummy, she must have known what he intended. He noticed the way her fingers tightened around the pencil.

“How much sales experience do you have?” he asked.

She sighed audibly. “None.”

“None,” he repeated slowly and cocked his eyebrows as he assimilated the information.

“I worked for Murphy’s Department Store for nearly seven years,” she was quick to add.

“Seven years?” He didn’t think department stores were into child labor these days. If she’d been employed that long, she had to have been hired while still in junior high school.

“I’m twenty-seven,” she said as if reading his thoughts.

It would have been impolite to check her identification, but frankly John had a hard time believing she was a day over twenty-one.

“I know I look younger,” she said quickly, the words rushed and raised, “but it’s true.”

“And what exactly did you do at Murphy’s?”

“A little of this and that, but mostly I did the window displays.”

His mother certainly knew how to pick them. The woman knew absolutely nothing about the antiques business. Nothing about sales or bookkeeping, either, he’d wager.

“What about your bookkeeping skills?”

“Your mother said the job entailed light bookkeeping.”

“Then you’ve had some experience in this area?” Maybe he was being unfair to prejudge the woman.

“Not real experience,” she admitted reluctantly, “but I routinely balance my checkbook and I’m a fast learner.”

She was batting those big brown eyes at him again. John didn’t doubt for an instant that she’d turned many a man’s mind by fluttering those long lashes of hers. He, however, was immune. It would take a whole lot more than Bambi eyes to change his mind.

“I hope you’ll give me a chance to prove myself.”

She regarded him, and John felt a grudging respect. It was a shame, really. The situation was unfortunate. But he wasn’t going to be blackmailed into working with someone his softhearted mother had hired on a whim.

In addition to everything else, John sincerely doubted that Dani would last more than a couple of weeks, if that long. He’d seen plenty just like her who arrived at the ocean resort for the summer, looking for a good time and a little romance. Once she’d had her fun, that would be the last of her. By that time, he’d have wasted months training her, and would need to start the process all over again with someone new.

The bell above the door chimed and a customer walked inside. John immediately recognized Mrs. Oliver. She was a looker. He’d lost count of the number of times she’d wandered into his store, eyed several items and asked a variety of educated questions. Her routine was always the same and John grew accustomed to her visits. She came because she liked the atmosphere, he suspected, and because she wanted someone to visit. John couldn’t remember her ever buying anything.

“Hello,” Dani said eagerly, and moved toward the front of the store and Mrs. Oliver. “It’s lovely weather we’re having for April, isn’t it?”

“Why, yes.” Mrs. Oliver glanced from Dani to John and then back again.

Apparently Dani wanted to prove her sales prowess with the widow Oliver. John almost pitied her. He left the two alone and walked into the back room where his mother was assembling a pot of coffee.

“Well, dear,” she said when he joined her. “What do you think of Dani?”

“She’ll have to go.”

“Go?” Mamie sounded shocked. “What do you mean?”

“Mother, the woman’s completely unsuitable. She knows nothing about antiques. As for the bookkeeping part…that’s a joke. She doesn’t know any more about that than she does sales. For the love of heaven, she dressed mannequins for a Seattle department store.”

“She’ll learn.” Mamie stared at the measuring cup over the rim of her granny glasses, then poured the grounds into a container and inserted it into the coffeemaker.

“I’m sorry to disappoint you,” John muttered, “but I have no choice.”

“Really?” Mamie turned on the water faucet. Distracted as she was with the task at hand, she seemed not to be listening. “I do hope you’ll reconsider.”

“Give me one reason why I should.”

“A reason?” she repeated. “Actually I could give you several. You need to lighten up a bit, son. Now I don’t want you to take this the wrong way, but ever since Patricia—”

“Mother, please, I don’t want to talk about her. Patricia and I are finished, and have been for a good long while. Please, just drop it.”

“I’m not talking about her, dear. It’s you we’re discussing. It’s time for you to realize not every woman in the world is like…her.”

John’s spine stiffened. “You’re doing it again.”

Mamie looked up and sighed expressively. “I am, aren’t I? I apologize. It’s just that I worry about you and the way you’ve thrown all your energy into this business. It’s as though…the shop is your whole life.”

John cleared his throat. He found this conversation uncomfortable. His mother was right, his life did revolve around the antiques store, his collection of books and an occasional game of chess. But he was content and if it was a crime, then he was guilty. He certainly didn’t need or want someone cute like Dani Beckman messing with his mind, reminding him of all the might-have-beens.

“You’re playing the role of matchmaker again, aren’t you?” he asked, making sure the disapproval was thick in his voice. Not that he would consider dating Dani. It was clear to anyone looking at them how different they were. To be perfectly frank, he wasn’t interested in becoming involved with a woman who dressed like a fruitcake. He’d had his fill of feminine games, and a woman’s wiles.

“Matchmaking? Heavens, no,” Mamie answered, laughing softly. “It’s just that, well, you could use a bit of fun and laughter in your life, and Dani’s just the person to brighten things up around here. It’s fine to care about the past the way you do. But John, really, there’s no need to bury yourself in a time long since gone.”

John blinked, miffed by the way his mother involved herself in his affairs.

“Of course, you can let Dani go, if you wish,” she persisted. “Osborn Antiques belongs to you, but I do hope you’ll reconsider.”

The coffee brewed noisily behind him as John mulled over his mother’s words. He pulled aside the drape that separated the office and small kitchen from the main part of the store.

Dani Beckman stood beside Mrs. Oliver. She’d smoothed out the fragile blades of the antique lace fan and fluttered it daintily in front of her face, her lashes lowered.

John had shown the identical fan to this customer no less than ten, possibly fifteen times. He watched, mesmerized as Dani closed the fan and balanced it in the palm of her hand. The distance was too great for him to hear what she was saying, but whatever it was had Mrs. Oliver’s rapt attention.

To his utter amazement, the matronly client nodded sharply and opened her purse. John stood back with his mouth gaping open as Mrs. Oliver wrote out the check.

He waited until the woman had left the store before approaching Dani.

“What did you say to her?”

Dani looked up at him innocently. “About what?”

“She bought the fan, didn’t she?” he asked brusquely.

“Yes.”

“I want to know what you said that convinced her to make the purchase.”

“Nothing special,” Dani said, looking mildly surprised by his reaction. “We chatted a bit about who might have owned this lovely fan at one time, and the places it could have been. I read a historical novel recently in which the woman cleverly used a fan to reveal her love for a certain young man.” She hesitated, as if she wasn’t sure she should continue. “I did suggest this very one might have brought lovers together in ages past.”

“I see,” John said with a frown. Frankly, he didn’t understand it. The fan was pricey. He’d had it for several months and had been wanting to sell it, but didn’t think he would get his asking price. Yet Dani had sold it, with ease, to a woman who’d never bought a thing from him.

“Are you going to keep me on or not?” she challenged, her shoulders squared.

John scratched the side of his head while he mulled over the situation. Five minutes ago he’d known exactly what he intended to do. Not anymore.

“You’re going to have to look more like a…” He stopped, not knowing how to say it.

“Go on,” she urged.

“I’d prefer it if you dressed…differently.”

Her eyes revealed her surprise as she looked down on her leotards and top. “What’s wrong with what I have on now?”

“You resemble a teenager. If you work for me, I want you to look like an adult. How old did you say you were? Twenty-seven?” He was probably breaking some employment code that would cause the state to close him down if she ever reported him. But he didn’t care. She wanted honesty and that was what she was going to get.

“All right.”

She seemed eager enough to please, and that suited John, although he didn’t suspect it would last long. “I own the shop, not my mother. She occasionally works for me, but that’s about all.”

“Understood.”

John rubbed his hand along the side of his face, still of two minds. If he kept her on, he was asking for trouble. There were plenty of people from the community who’d welcome the opportunity to work for him. By keeping Dani he was depriving someone else of employment.

“I’ll give it a month,” he decided.

“A month,” she echoed, then grinned. “No problem, I’ll have proven myself by then.”

John suspected she wouldn’t stay on more than a couple of weeks. “Frankly, I expect you to be long gone by then.”

“Really?” His assessment of her staying power appeared to nettle her.

“I’ve seen it before. You’re here for the sun and the fun.”

The line about her mouth became thin and white. Her lips relaxed after a moment. “We’ll just have to see about that, won’t we?”

* * *

John Osborn didn’t like her. Well, that was fine with Dani, because she didn’t think much of him, either. He scowled at her as if she’d done something terrible by selling Mrs. Oliver the fan. One would think he’d be pleased.

As for the rude comment about the way she dressed, well, she could make a few remarks of her own about his wardrobe.

Mamie had said her son was thirty-five, but John looked older…in attitude, if not in fact. It was as if he’d purposely set out to discourage her. The guy probably didn’t know what a pair of jeans and running shoes looked like. It wasn’t just her he didn’t like, she suspected, it was women in general.

No wonder he wasn’t married. It seemed to Dani that he’d settled comfortably into bachelorhood, which was perfectly fine with her. At the moment, a relationship was the last thing on her mind.

Frankly, Dani mused, she didn’t care what Mr. John Osborn thought. She was keeping this job. She needed it. Desperately. Working at the antiques shop meant she didn’t have to return to Seattle. It meant she didn’t have to see Bob Adams again for a very long time, if ever, which at the moment suited her just great.

The shop closed at five and after bidding everyone a good evening, Dani headed out the front door.

“I’ll see you in the morning,” she said to John, who looked none too pleased at the reminder.

He nodded without comment.

“Have a good evening.”

“You, too,” Mamie called after her.

Dani heard John mumble something. At first she couldn’t make out what he said, but as she walked across the street and headed for the beach, the words made sense. John had insinuated she’d probably spend the night partying. He made it sound as if she was some kind of party animal, simply because he didn’t approve of the way she dressed. The man had a low opinion of women, and she wondered who had hurt him so terribly to cause him to distrust all womankind.

Dani had been hurt, too. She considered this time, these days, a period of recuperation. She’d moved to Ocean Shores to rebuild her shattered dreams, to repair the damage to her heart.

Her, a party animal? Not likely. It was an effort not to traipse home each night and give in to bouts of self-pity. It demanded energy to count her blessings, instead of remembering what a complete idiot she’d been over Bob.

It had been by accident that Dani had ended up at the ocean the day she’d discovered Bob was involved with Pamela. The pain of finding the man she’d loved with another woman had been so overwhelming, so powerful that she’d gotten in her car and started driving, with no destination in mind.

Her thoughts had been dulled with such intense pain that she was all the way to Olympia, the state capital, before she realized she’d left the Seattle city limits.

A freeway sign directed her toward the ocean beaches, and Dani had driven until she arrived in the resort community of Ocean Shores. She’d parked on the beach, left her vehicle and taken a long, brisk walk barefoot in the sand. A vigorous wind had buffeted her, and the salty spray mingled with her tears.

Something about the surf pounding relentlessly against the shoreline had eventually quieted her spirit. The wind, wild and free, had blown hard against her while the sea gulls called overhead. With her hands buried deep inside her coat pockets, Dani had walked and walked, and let the tears flow, cleansing her.

It had been that fateful afternoon, two months ago, that Dani had found her peace. It had come grudgingly, after a deep inner struggle, and at a price.

But it had come.

Those were the last tears she’d shed over Bob Adams. It still hurt to think about him, to acknowledge how easily he’d managed to dupe her.

He was every woman’s dream. Tall, handsome, wealthy and fun. When Dani was with Bob she felt like the luckiest woman alive to have this man love her.

It had taken that afternoon at the beach to swallow her pain, admit how incredibly naive she’d been and decide what had to be done.

Breaking off the relationship with Bob hadn’t been easy. But it was necessary for her sanity and her self-worth. Bob, however, was determined to do what he could to repair the damage. But as far as Dani was concerned, everything they’d shared was over. She returned the engagement ring, gave her two weeks’ notice at Murphy’s and packed up her belongings. She knew automatically where she wanted to live.

The ocean.

The key to her plan was finding employment. She had been about to despair when she wandered into Osborn Antiques and met Mamie. The two had struck up a conversation and before long they were sipping tea and chatting like long-lost friends.

Mamie had hired her, but she’d also given Dani adequate warning. “Be patient with John,” she’d advised. “He means well, he really does, but he’s got his own way of doing things.” She paused as if she’d already said too much.

“I’m sure we’ll get along just fine,” Dani assured Mamie. She genuinely liked people. There wasn’t anyone Dani actively disliked, and she figured that with a little effort she’d learn to get along with Mamie’s son.

That, however, was before she met John Osborn. He might prove to be the exception, but if that was the case, she was going to go down in flames.

* * *

“It’s a beautiful morning,” Dani said when she arrived for work the following day.

John glanced up from the morning edition of the Seattle newspaper and sipped from his mug of coffee. It looked as if he was going to ignore Dani, then said, “It’s raining.”

“Yes, but that’s liquid sunshine.” Weather didn’t determine what kind of day it was going to be for Dani. Every day was a new adventure.

John glared at her. “Are you always this happy so early in the morning?”

She hated for her enthusiasm to be a blight on his grumpiness. It amazed her that his business thrived if he greeted his customers the way he did her. “Is my good mood going to be a problem?”

“No,” he grumbled, without looking at her.

“Is there anything you’d like me to do?” she asked and removed her jacket. She hung it in the back room and stored her purse where Mamie had showed her.

“Pour yourself a cup of coffee,” he instructed.

Dani hesitated.

“What now?” he barked.

What a disagreeable sort, Dani mused. “I don’t drink coffee. Do you want me to learn?”

He grinned at that, or at least it was the hint of a smile, but Dani was encouraged. Perhaps he wasn’t such an ogre, after all.

“No,” he said, without revealing any of his amusement, “that won’t be necessary.”

“I drink tea,” she told him.

“Great. Make yourself a cuppa.”

His mother had used the same term and it had seemed friendly and inviting. She didn’t feel the same warmth from John, but then, she didn’t expect she would.

She brewed herself a cup of herbal tea and, holding the mug in both hands, wandered back out to where her employer sat reading the newspaper.

She waited a couple of moments until he raised his eyes expectantly to hers. “You wanted something?”

“Does what I’m wearing meet with your approval?”

She’d carefully scrutinized her wardrobe and purposely chosen one of her less flamboyant outfits. She set off the blue-and-white striped bib overalls and huge silver snaps with a red kerchief at her neck. A long-sleeved white turtleneck was a perfect contrast.

“You look like a train engineer,” he muttered. “Don’t you own a dress, like other women?”

“Yes,” she admitted reluctantly, “but I don’t think you’d approve of it.”

“Why not?”

“It’s made of green sequins.”

John set his coffee aside and folded back the front page of the newspaper. “I should have guessed.” His gaze didn’t waver from the print. “I didn’t finish up the paperwork last night. There’s some light bookkeeping, if you think you can handle it.”

“I’m sure I can,” she replied optimistically, eager to prove herself. She’d gone to the community library after work the night before and checked out a couple of books on this very subject. From the little bit she’d read, bookkeeping didn’t look all that complicated.

She headed for the desk and chair across from him. He lowered the newspaper long enough to give her a dubious look.

Dani found the paperwork he mentioned and went about making entries in the ledger. She felt downright proud of herself until John casually strolled past and read over her shoulder. She felt him stiffen behind her.

“Is something wrong?” she asked.

“You’re entering those as debits instead of credits.”

“Oh.”

The door opened just then and a retired couple walked inside. “Morning, John.”

Her employer’s face relaxed. “Howdy, Ron. Darlene. What can I do for you?”

“We’re looking for a new dining room set,” the man explained with a tired expression. “Darlene’s been to every furniture store between here and Seattle and she just hasn’t found anything that appeals to her. I have a feeling we’ll find what we want here instead of those fancy showrooms we’ve been visiting.” Ron looked flustered and frustrated with his wife, and more than willing to call it quits.

“They just don’t make furniture the way they used to,” the woman explained.

“They certainly don’t,” John agreed. “I’ve got a couple of dining room sets here. They both date from the early forties. The first one’s made of polished cherrywood and the other’s mahogany.”

John led them to a far corner of the store, while Dani erased everything she’d entered into the ledger and started anew. She was so intent on her task that she didn’t notice when John and the couple returned.

“This is Dani Beckman,” John said, interrupting her thoughts. “She’ll be working for me over the summer months.”

Dani looked up from the ledger and smiled warmly, in spite of John’s insinuation she would only be with him for a few short months. “Hello.”

“The Freemans bought the cherrywood table with the matching shield-back chairs.”

“Congratulations,” Dani said. The table was beautiful and would grace any dining room.

“I’m thrilled,” Darlene told her. “And to think we’ve been searching for months for just the right set and we were able to find something practically in our own backyard.”

While her employer and Ron arranged to have the table and chairs delivered, Dani stood and chatted with Darlene.

“You’re new around here, aren’t you?” the older woman asked. “I don’t mean to be nosy, but Ocean Shores is a friendly town and we generally know just about everyone.”

“I moved here last month. I’m renting a duplex off Geoduck Avenue.” It was only two blocks away from the beach and with her bedroom window open at night, Dani could hear the ocean as clearly as if she were sitting on the beach. She didn’t keep her window open long; it wasn’t warm enough yet, but it would be soon.

“So how do you like working with one of our most eligible bachelors?”

Dani studied John a second time. She hadn’t thought of him as an eligible bachelor. True, he was good-looking enough, she supposed. He was six feet, maybe an inch above that. He had a nice face, gentle eyes—sometimes. At other times, he could frown on her like a curmudgeon, but then she’d seen him smile, too. John wasn’t any Bob Adams, that was for sure, but Dani had learned the hard way that looks were a poor estimate of a man’s worth.

“This is only my second day on the job,” Dani explained.

“Oh, you’ll like John, once you get to know him. He’s a sweetheart.”

“I’m sure that’s true,” Dani agreed, but personally she had her doubts. Her reservations stemmed from the fact he seemed to be looking for an excuse to fire her at the earliest opportunity. He certainly anticipated her quitting on him. The fact she’d worked for Murphy’s Department Store for all those years apparently meant nothing.

The Freemans left soon afterward, and John walked over and examined the ledgers, while Dani dealt with the next customer. She was pleased when she sold a lovely porcelain vase, and waited for John to praise her efforts.

He did, but what he had to say didn’t have anything to do with her salesmanship.

His brow was knit in a look of dissatisfaction. “It might be a good idea if you didn’t do anything more with the ledger.”

“But I can learn,” she insisted. “All I need is a bit of instruction.”

“I didn’t hire someone to teach them what they claimed they already knew,” he muttered.

Dani stiffened her shoulders. “I didn’t misrepresent myself, if that’s what you’re implying.”

John didn’t respond, but she had the distinct feeling there was plenty on his mind.

Thinking it might be a good idea to acquaint herself with the shop’s inventory, she made a point of inspecting the furniture and other antiques scattered about the room.

On the far side of the building, she unexpectedly found a door behind a dresser with a tall mirror. She opened it a crack and found another small room filled with furniture. “What’s in here?” she asked John, who seemed to be doing his best to avoid her.

“Items I’ve picked up over the years that need repairs or one thing or another.”

“May I take a look?”

He shrugged, indicating he didn’t care.

Dani let herself into the room, and found the light switch. The musty scent assailed her and she wrinkled her nose. The room was crammed full of odds and ends. A mahogany captain’s chair with a broken arm was propped against a rocker with a missing spindle.

It was then that Dani saw the cradle. It was sitting on top of a scarred cedar chest. She walked over to the chest and ran her hand over the gentle curve at the top. It was handmade and old, far older than many of the other pieces in the store. She guessed that it came out of the eighteen hundreds. She didn’t recognize the type of wood.

Her heart constricted, and Dani bit into her lower lip as a flash of unexpected longing swept through her. When she’d broken her engagement, she’d relinquished the dream of her and Bob someday having a family. She’d let go of the fantasy family she’d created in her mind.

She didn’t mind the broken engagement. As far as Dani was concerned, she was pleased she’d discovered Bob’s philandering ways long before the wedding. But she so did want to marry and have children.

Without warning, this beautiful cradle suddenly reminded her of all that she’d lost.

“I see you found the cradle.” John’s voice came from behind her. “What do you think of it?”

“It’s lovely,” she answered, and her voice cracked.

“Dani?” he asked, surprising her with his gentleness. “Are you all right?”


CHAPTER TWO

“I’m fine,” Dani lied, recovering quickly. “What’s wrong with the cradle?” Once again she ran her hand over the smooth surface of the curved top, enjoying the feel of it against her palm.

If anything, the feelings of loss she’d experienced earlier had intensified. Her throat momentarily closed up and she struggled with herself, unable to explain the strength of the emotion. Explaining her feelings to John was out of the question. Dani couldn’t believe John Osborn was a man who’d allow himself to be hurt the way she’d been. He didn’t know a whit about shattered dreams and broken promises.

“I can’t remember exactly what’s wrong with it,” John answered, moving around her. He picked up the cradle and examined it. “Ah, yes, there’re several scratches on one end. I thought I’d give it a good polishing someday. The fact is, I’d completely forgotten about it. I’ve put off several repair projects like this one lately.” It went without saying that the reason for the delays had been his need for additional help, although Dani guessed he’d do almost anything rather than admit as much to her.

“You can’t refinish the cradle,” Dani said, seeing the underside.

John tossed her an odd look. “Why can’t I?”

“Because there’s something carved on it.”

John examined the bottom of the handcrafted piece more carefully. “You’re right, there is something there. What does it say?” He squinted at the words deeply embedded in the wood.

Dani moved closer in an effort to make out the words, as well. Their heads were close as she whispered the words. “‘Made By Adam Stroud For His Wife, Sarah. Washington Territory—1857. For a new life and new beginnings.”‘ Her hand lightly touched the smooth wood. “He loved her very much.”

“You can’t know that,” John replied skeptically.

“You’re right, of course,” she said, stiffly stepping away from him. “I can’t possibly know that, but in my heart I feel that it’s true. He must have built the cradle for their child. Wherever did you find it?”

“At an auction, several months back, now that I think about it. Let’s bring it out front.” John carried the cradle into the main part of the store and set it down on top of the desk where Dani had been working earlier. The light was much better and the scratches on the cradle more visible.

“What kind of wood is this?” she asked.

“Yellow pine,” John answered absently.

Dani couldn’t stop looking at the cradle. After reading the inscription, she understood far better what it was about this piece of furniture that had struck her so profoundly. It was the love she felt that had gone into it. The tender care with which the piece had been constructed, and the commitment it represented between two people all those years ago. She couldn’t keep her mind from wondering about the hardships they’d faced, the struggles they endured and the hope they must have experienced with the birth of their child.

A child.

Dani bit into her lower lip and waited for the surge of pain and bitter heartache to pass. She’d discussed her desire for children with Bob numerous times, and he’d seemed as eager to start a family as she was.

Or so it had seemed. Like so many other things with Bob, Dani learned it had all been empty talk.

“You said you did window displays for Murphy’s?” John asked, breaking into her thoughts.

“Yes…quite a few as a matter of fact.”

“Great. Go ahead and do one up using the cradle. That should attract some interest, don’t you think?”

“Yes…yes, it would,” she said, but her heart sank. If she put the cradle on display it was sure to sell quickly, and for reasons she didn’t care to examine, Dani didn’t want that to happen.

“I’ll clear out the window for you,” John offered.

“I can do it.” She didn’t want her employer doing anything she could do herself for fear he would use it as an excuse to let her go. Dani wanted to keep this job.

John frowned, which was something he did on a regular basis, it seemed. “You can’t lift that chest of drawers.”

“No, but I can scoot it aside and use it as part of the display.”

His frown deepened. “All right, have at it, but I don’t want you doing anything too strenuous, understand?”

“Of course,” she said, her mind eagerly assembling ideas. “You don’t need to worry, I’ve done quite of bit of this type of work.”

John looked as if he wasn’t sure he should believe her. He walked away mumbling under his breath. Dani wished she knew what he’d said, but on second thought, it was probably best that she didn’t.

Feeling she had something to prove, Dani went about setting up the window display with a flair and talent that were natural to her. When she buried her mind in her work, she didn’t have to think about all that she’d left behind in Seattle or the reasons why.

She set a rocking chair next to the cradle with a patchwork quilt casually draped over the arms and back. A kerosene lamp rested atop the chest of drawers. She added small odds and ends from the past, creating a scene out of yesteryear. She left the impression that all one needed was to step over the threshold and they’d walk into another world, one long passed.

Several people stopped and stared as she worked on the display, but Dani was accustomed to that.

“It’s lunchtime,” John said interrupting her.

“Already?” She stood and rubbed the small of her back. The morning was gone before she knew it.

“You have an hour.”

That was more than fair. She agilely leapt down from the window and dusted her hands. “I brought a sandwich. I thought I’d eat in the back room.” It probably wasn’t necessary to announce her plans, and she felt foolish afterward.

“That’ll be fine.” John sounded distracted. Unconcerned. Dani had been so involved in her own project that she hadn’t noticed if he’d been busy with customers or not.

She poured herself a cup of tea and set it on the table. It felt good to sit down and relax. She stretched her legs out in front of her and rotated her shoulders a couple of times before opening the brown paper sack.

Fifteen minutes later, she carried her tea into the main part of the store. John was working on the ledgers she’d made a mess of that morning. He glanced up when she appeared.

“I hope I didn’t do too much damage.”

He almost grinned. A smile came to his eyes first before reaching his mouth, but for no reason she could name he wouldn’t allow himself the luxury of revealing his amusement.

A couple strolling down the sidewalk stopped and stared at the window. Dani felt like she should step outside and explain that she wasn’t finished with the window display, yet. When it came to her work she was something of a perfectionist, and there were a number of things to add, small touches that would complete the picture.

“It looks like they’re coming inside,” John said, rising from the table. “Good. Business has been slow all morning.”

“Good afternoon,” he greeted as the two moved inside the store.

“Hello,” the tall, distinguished-looking woman returned. “We’re not really in the market for antiques, but I couldn’t help admiring the window display with the cradle. It’s lovely.”

“Thank you,” John said, accepting full credit.

“Years ago, my grandmother sewed patchwork quilts,” the woman continued in a wistful tone. “Every stitch was done by hand. Most folks prefer to use a machine these days, not that I blame them, mind you.”

“The quilt is the genuine thing,” John said. “It’s been well preserved over the years, and from what I understand was hand stitched more than sixty years ago.”

“About the same time as my grandmother.”

“Perhaps you’d like to see it,” Dani offered eagerly, noting the customer’s wistful look. She set the teacup onto the desk, leapt back into the window and removed the blanket from the rocking chair. She’d draped it in a way that best displayed the starburst design, and at the same time left the impression that whoever had gone from the rocking chair would return momentarily.

“Oh, Thomas, look,” she said softly when Dani showed her the quilt. Dani noticed the tears gather in the corners of the other woman’s eyes.

“We’ll take it,” Thomas said emphatically. “Now, Mary, I don’t want you arguing with me. I can see how much this would mean to you. I’ve been looking for something special for our anniversary gift and this quilt is perfect.”

Mary blinked back the tears. “It’s just that I remember my grandmother so clearly. I have grandchildren of my own, and yet it only seems like yesterday when I sat with my own grammy and she read to me by the fireplace.”

“How much?” Thomas asked, reaching into his hip pocket for his checkbook.

John named a price that seemed reasonable to Dani. While he wrote up the slip, she returned the teacup to the back room and searched the store for something to replace the blanket in the display.

She heard the door close and risked a look in John’s direction.

“I suppose you’re looking for me to thank you,” he said gruffly.

“Thank me for what?”

“That sale. If you hadn’t placed the quilt in the window, it would never have sold.”

“That’s true, but then, that’s the reason shop owners do displays,” Dani returned without emotion. One would think he’d be pleased. It was all too clear that he was looking for a reason to fire her. Every time a customer made a purchase due to her efforts, he had less of an excuse.

Dani gathered together the items she needed and returned to the window. She wanted this job, and given half a chance would prove herself, but it would be difficult with John’s current attitude.

* * *

John wasn’t fond of eating crow, but if matters progressed as they had the first two weeks since his mother hired his assistant, then he’d be forced to admit Dani Beckman was worth her weight in gold.

She wouldn’t last.

John would be a fool if he let himself think she’d stay longer than the summer tourist season. He’d seen her type before. True, he couldn’t fault her work. Yet, he almost wished she’d give him a reason to lay her off, and not for any of the arguments he’d given his mother.

Against his better judgment, John was beginning to like her. Dani was warm and gracious and attracted people the way ants head for honey.

When it came to sales, she was a natural. It didn’t take him long to discover she could sell just about anything to just about anyone. And really, that was all that should concern him. The less personal contact between them the better. John found himself doing less and less of the selling and more and more of the bookkeeping, which worked out well.

But John didn’t dare trust Dani to stay with him past the adventure-filled summer months. And why should she? She was pretty and bright and fun. He couldn’t think of a single reason why she would want to settle down in an out-of-the-way tourist town. Not when the bright lights of the city beckoned her back to everything she’d left behind.

When the rainy season hit and the days grew long and dreary, he fully expected Dani to hustle back to Seattle. His problem, as he saw it, was lowering his guard and coming to rely on her. Coming to enjoy her company. Coming to think of her as someone more than an employee.

If he did, he’d be setting himself up for a major disappointment. The best thing he could do, John decided, was to keep his distance. That, however, was proving to be more difficult than he had assumed it would be.

Keeping his guard raised was something John had been doing with the opposite sex for a good long while. It wasn’t difficult to remain standoffish with women. It had become second nature to him over the years. Since Patricia.

He realized that he could think of Patricia now and not experience a crushing sense of loss. In actuality, he was better off without her. That was what he’d been told by those he respected and loved. But it wasn’t what his heart had said, and their words of comfort had offered damn little solace.

What had frightened him in all this was that he probably would have taken Patricia back, had she come. In the beginning. His complete lack of pride brought a bitter taste to his mouth. He’d made a mistake and he wasn’t about to make another.

Later, he’d have rather died than admit he’d ever loved Patricia. Died, rather than let anyone know how dreadfully he missed her.

In time, John had steeled himself not only against Patricia, but all women. They weren’t to be trusted. Only a fool would allow another one to muddle up his life.

John was no fool, and the last thing he wanted, needed, would allow, was Dani messing with his life. Dani messing with his heart. Dani messing with all the empty spaces he faced each and every day.

And so, he ignored her as much as possible. Ignored the fact that an exotic flower bloomed in the shadows of his antiques store.

John tallied the receipts for the end of Dani’s first two weeks. Once he’d finished, he added them up a second time. She’d been with him only a short while and already this had been his most profitable month of the year.

The phone rang and John reached across the desk for the receiver. He groaned inwardly when he recognized his mother’s voice.

“How’s Dani working out?” Mamie wanted to know first thing. She sounded as if she’d been looking over his shoulder the whole time he’d been figuring out his profit margin. Almost as if she’d known Dani was the best thing to happen to the business since he opened his front door.

John’s hand tightened around the telephone receiver. “Fine.”

“Fine? I bet she’s terrific.”

John couldn’t very well argue. Reluctantly his gaze followed Dani as she moved about the store. She’d worked wonders with the decor in the cramped and crowded space. Each morning, it seemed, she arrived with another idea, another brilliant scheme. When he saw how well her ideas sold his inventory, John had given her free rein.

He swore she sold whatever she assembled as fast as she put it together. It started off with a formal dining room display her third day. She’d set the mahogany table with fine bone china and pink linen napkins. Next, she used an antique cut-crystal bowl and arranged a breathtaking centerpiece with silk flowers. With crystal goblets gleaming and silverware shining, it looked as if dinner guests were about to be escorted into the stately room and seated.

The entire room sold within two days, centerpiece and all.

“Admit it, John,” Mamie coaxed. “She’s terrific.”

“She is,” he said with some hesitation.

Mamie all but cooed. “I knew it. Her window displays are the talk of the bridge club. By the way, wherever did you find that lovely cradle?”

“It’s been in the back room for several months.” Now that his mother mentioned it, Dani had sold everything from that first display but that cradle. He wondered why. His price was fair, and it had certainly attracted enough attention.

“From what I understand, the newspaper’s sending someone over to take a picture of the 1950s bedroom she made up,” Mamie continued. “I understand it’s very clever.”

“It is.” Who would have believed those old album covers and a lava lamp would cause such a commotion?

“You don’t sound very enthused.”

“On the contrary,” John muttered. “I couldn’t be more pleased with the increase in sales.” Actually, he could use the additional space the extra sales had left him. The antiques he’d purchased in San Francisco would arrive within the next week and he’d need the room.

“I’ll see you Saturday evening?”

John didn’t know why his mother bothered to ask. He had dinner with her every Saturday night. “I’ll be there.”

“Great. I’ll see you then.” She ended the conversation on such a cheerful note that John half suspected his mother had something up her sleeve. John trusted that Mamie knew better.

He wouldn’t allow his mother to meddle in his love life.

John replaced the receiver and watched as Dani handed a sales receipt to Mrs. Albertson. The seventy-year-old widow walked out of the shop and Dani turned to John, and it looked as if she was having trouble keeping a straight face.

“Something’s amusing you?” John asked in the same practiced, cool tones he’d used with her from the beginning.

“Didn’t you see?” Dani asked, gesturing toward the 1950s bedroom display. “Mrs. Albertson bought the lava lamp.”

John had a difficult time disguising his surprise. “Mrs. Albertson?”

“Personally I find it a hoot.”

John didn’t say anything. He returned to the figures he was compiling before being interrupted by the phone. The silence seemed heavy, but he didn’t look up. It was best not to encourage conversation with Dani. The less he knew about her the better, and he certainly didn’t intend on anything more than a casual relationship between the two of them.

“You don’t like me very much, do you?” she asked in a soft voice.

The question sounded as if it had hurt her to ask it. “I don’t dislike you,” John said evenly.

“That wasn’t the question I asked. I said, you don’t like me very much, and there’s a significant difference between that and your response.”

John sighed. It was just like a woman to involve him in a game of semantics. “Frankly, I don’t see the problem.”

“Why not?” she asked.

John wasn’t accustomed to dealing with a woman who was so blunt. He stiffened. He might as well tell her the truth. “You’re leaving.”

“I am?” she asked, elevating her voice with surprise.

“I suspect you’ll move back to Seattle before the end of the summer, October at the latest. Not that I’d blame you. You’re very good at drumming up sales and I suspect you’ll find the shop here won’t be much of a challenge after a while.”

“I love Ocean Shores.”

“I’m sure you do,” John said. “And why shouldn’t you? The weather’s been great the last couple of weeks. The tourists flood the store on the weekends, and there’s lots to see and do. But that will all fade in time.”

“You stay year after year.”

“I’m different than you.”

“How’s that?”

John had a sneaking suspicion he was only making matters worse. He hoped to bridge any differences with honesty, but from the way her eyes flashed at him, one would think he’d purposely insulted her. All he’d done was answer her questions.

“You’ve been great, Dani. I appreciate everything you’ve done around the store, but you’re young and attractive and you’ll soon grow tired of living so far away from the city.”

She frowned and he noted a weary sadness in her that had escaped him previously. “I don’t think so.”

“Time will tell, won’t it?” Frankly, he was growing tired of these silly games.

“Yes, it will.” She turned away, her shoulders stiff. Dani hadn’t gone more than a couple of steps when she whirled back around. “Do you care to place a small wager on the fact?” she asked.

“About what?”

“My leaving?”

John shrugged. He had no intention of doing any such thing. “No,” he said bluntly.

“Oh, sure,” she said, tossing her arms into the air. “You can say what you will, insult me…”

He expelled his breath slowly. “I didn’t mean to insult you.”

“I was with Murphy’s Department Store for seven years. What makes you think I’d leap from one job to the next?”

“You belong in the city.”

“Who told you that?” she demanded.

John was at a loss as to how to answer her.

“I’ll have you know,” she returned, and braced her hands against her hips, “I was born and raised in a small town and I loved every minute of it.”

“I thought you said—”

“It’s true, we moved to Seattle when I was in high school, but I’ve always been a small-town girl at heart and don’t you forget it.”

She certainly felt strongly about the subject. “All right,” John agreed, sorry now that he’d said anything at all. That had been his first mistake and he seemed intent on adding to the list.

“Great.” She beamed him a smile that would dazzle the sun, and held out her right hand.

John stared at it. “What’s that for?”

“Our bet.”

“What bet?” He hated to be obtuse, but he hadn’t a clue what she was talking about.

“That I’ll stay on past the summer months.”

John continued to stare at her hand. “Dani, listen…”

“That’s an improvement,” she said, smiling once more. She dropped her hand and relaxed. She sat on the edge of his desk, facing him. John couldn’t have avoided her, had he tried.

“What’s an improvement?”

“Calling me by my first name. You’ve avoided it for two weeks. Really, Ms. Beckman is much too formal, don’t you think? Come on, John, it’s time to loosen up a bit. It’s only the two of us.”

That was the problem. Just the two of them together, day after day. John bit down hard on his back teeth, unwilling to answer her. She was right, he had avoided using her first name, although he certainly thought of her as Dani.

“About the wager,” she pressed.

“I don’t think that’s necessary.”

“I do,” she said with conviction. “You seem to think I’m the type of woman who goes after whatever is brightest and prettiest without a thought or a care. Frankly, I don’t like the implication.”

“I see.”

“I want a chance to prove myself.”

“All right,” John said, surprising himself with his willingness to involve himself in this ridiculous wager. “I say you won’t last much past October.”

“I say I’ll stay.”

“If I’m right, then…” He couldn’t think of anything he’d want from her.

“Then I’ll agree to come back and do your window displays once a month for the next year, free.”

It was difficult to disguise his delight. “Great.”

“What are you offering me if I stay?” she continued, looking very much like a cat about to dip its tongue into a bowl of heavy cream.

“A raise?” he suggested.

“I’ll be entitled to one by then. I want you to put something that matters to you on the line. You’re so sure of yourself about this, John Osborn, make it worth my while to stay.”

“Okay…” But even at that he couldn’t think of anything that would induce her to remain in Ocean Shores, and quite honestly, on a personal note he wasn’t sure it was a good idea.

“Would you like a few suggestions?” she asked.

“All right.”

“How about offering to take me to dinner for a month of Sundays.”

“Dinner? Thirty times?”

“Sounds good to me,” she said, smiling as if she’d stumbled across a brilliant idea.

“No,” he said automatically, shuffling the papers around the desk, straightening stacks that were already straight. He avoided eye contact.

“Why not?”

“First of all, it’s not going to happen….”

“Then you don’t have anything to worry about.”

“And secondly, I don’t think it’s a good idea for us…” he paused and cleared his throat “…to see each other socially. It’s simply not a good business practice.”

Her eyes widened as if the thought of the two of them as a couple had never occurred to her. “Of course…” A faint pink tint invaded her cheeks.

“Would you settle for thirty dinners, then,” he offered, “with the companion of your choice?”

“All right,” she agreed. “I didn’t mean to suggest…”

“I realize that, Dani.”

“I didn’t want you getting the wrong idea.”

“I didn’t,” he assured her quickly, uncomfortable with the subject.

“Then you agree to the terms of our wager?” she asked after a moment.

“You realize this is like taking candy from a baby.”

“Do you or don’t you agree?” she pressed.

“I agree,” he muttered.

“Great.” The smile was back in place and John had to force himself to look away. He found her far too attractive for his own sense of well-being.

She held out her hand, and John shook it. To the best of his knowledge, it was the first time they’d ever touched. Her skin was smooth and soft, but her handshake was firm and confident. Like the woman herself.

“I’ll write everything down so there won’t be any misunderstandings between us,” she offered.

“That sounds like a good idea.”

Dani glanced down at his hand and John realized his fingers continued to clasp hers. Embarrassed, he released her abruptly, and returned his attention to the ledgers.

“If you give me half a chance, you might learn I’m not so bad,” she said softly.

“I didn’t think that,” he muttered, hating the way his heart and head reacted to a tiny slip of a woman who’d be in and out of his life in a matter of weeks. Already he’d started to lower his guard with her. What his instincts had told him in the beginning were true. Dani Beckman was a dangerous woman.

* * *

Dani wished now that she hadn’t agreed to this dinner with John’s mother, but Mamie had insisted. Saturdays were the busiest day of the week. The shop had been full of customers from the moment they opened the door until John turned over the Closed sign at six o’clock.

It amazed her that customers would purchase hundreds of miles from home.

She left the store at six-thirty and wondered how much longer John would end up staying. When she’d mentioned she had a dinner appointment, he frowned and all but escorted her out the door. For no reason she could decipher, Dani was left to feel she’d done something wrong. It had been on the tip of her tongue to inform him that her dinner engagement was with his mother, but she stopped herself in the nick of time.

Dani hurried back to her small rental home, showered and changed into a comfortable pair of jeans and a sweater.

Mamie Osborn greeted her as if she were a long-lost relative. “Welcome, welcome,” Mamie said, hugging her. “I hope that son of mine isn’t working you too hard.”

“Not at all.” The smells coming out of the kitchen were enough to make her stomach growl.

“I hope you’re hungry.”

Dani pressed her hands against her abdomen. “I’m famished.” She walked around the oceanfront home, admiring the view. The sun cast pink-tinted shadows over the water. She envied Mamie, living on the beach. The shop had a wonderful view, but she’d been so busy that there was rarely an opportunity to admire it.

“I certainly hope John has been treating you well.”

“He’s loosening up a bit,” Dani said, turning away from the window. “His main problem is that he seems to think I’m going to leave him high and dry come autumn.”

“Really? One might think such a thing had happened in the past.”

Mamie said it in such a way as to leave Dani wondering. “Has it?”

Her employer’s mother hesitated. “Perhaps it would be best if John told you about Patricia himself.”

“Patricia.” Dani repeated the name softly under her breath. Was it possible John had experienced the kind of disappointment and pain she had? If so, he’d certainly never let on, never hinted, but then, there was no reason he should. Nor did he know about Bob.

“We all have reasons for the things we do,” Dani said, surprised by her willingness to defend John. Especially when he’d been a thorn in her side from the very first day.

“And our excuses,” Mamie added, bringing Dani a glass of white wine. “By the way, I passed the shop this morning and noticed that the cradle hasn’t sold yet.”

“Not yet.” Dani looked down, hoping to hide her guilt. She’d done everything she could to keep customers distracted from the piece. Selling the cradle would be like letting go of part of her own dream. And as ridiculous as that sounded, Dani couldn’t make herself do it.

A car door closed, the sound carried with the wind from outside. Dani looked to Mamie. “You’re expecting someone?”

Mamie set her wineglass aside. “Excuse me a moment, I need to check on the roast.”

“Mamie?” Dani called after the older woman.

The door opened, and before Dani could fully turn around she knew who the other guest would be. “Hello, John.”

“Dani.” He stood frozen, just inside the doorway. “What are you doing here?”


CHAPTER THREE

It was apparent the moment John walked in the front door of his mother’s house that he didn’t want Dani there. “I’ll leave,” she offered. She could think of no reason for the two of them to spend an uncomfortable evening in each other’s company.

It hurt. Dani was just beginning to think that she’d made some headway in her relationship with John, but it was clear that she’d misjudged the situation.

He looked appalled by the suggestion. “You’ll do no such thing. Stay here.” With that, he disappeared into the kitchen. Although she couldn’t make out what was being said, it was obvious John wasn’t happy.

After the first few words, Dani was able to make out a phrase now and again. It wasn’t that she wanted to eavesdrop, but she found it impossible not to.

“I only thought…” This part came from Mamie.

“You’re matchmaking again, Mother, and I won’t stand for it.” There was more, but John had apparently lowered his voice or had turned away.

Matchmaking? Her and John? Clearly the woman saw something Dani didn’t. John was no more interested in her than the man in the moon. She definitely wasn’t in the mood for another romance. Not after the last experience. It would be a good long while before she laid open her heart for another man to break.

“…lovely girl,” Mamie continued.

“…not my type.”

It was a good thing Dani’s ego wasn’t riding on John being romantically interested in her, because she was sure to be disappointed. Not that it hadn’t happened before. Disappointment was a mild word for what had happened between her and Bob.

Gathering her resolve, Dani squared her shoulders and walked into the kitchen. Both Mamie and John abruptly stopped talking and stared at her as if she were the last person either one of them expected to see.

“I’m sorry to interrupt, but it’s apparent my being here is causing a problem. I’ll come for dinner another time, Mamie. Thank you for thinking of me.”

Dani didn’t stand around and wait for them to change her mind. She turned and was out the front door before they had a chance to react to her words, which was exactly the way she wanted it.

“Dani, wait.” John caught up with her before she got inside her car. “Listen,” he said, sounding breathless, “I behaved like a heel. Mom’s gone through a good deal of trouble for this. If anyone should leave it’s me.”

The wind off the ocean buffeted against her, tossing her short hair against her cheek. They stood facing each other, and for the life of her Dani couldn’t move. She was tired and her feet hurt and it seemed that everything she’d tried to do was for naught.

“Don’t go,” John added softly. It was as if he’d read her thoughts and knew how close she was to tears. It was as though he understood that it was tenderness and warmth that she needed just then.

“What about you?” she asked. The words had a difficult time working their way around the lump in her throat.

His eyes held hers for the longest moment and it seemed to her that something dark and deep showed itself there. Something she couldn’t read or understand.

John sighed. “I’ll stay.”

She smiled briefly. “I take it your mother’s plotting against us.”

“Just be aware she’s the world’s worst matchmaker. Somewhere along the line she got the notion the two of us are perfect for one another. She’ll make our lives miserable if we let her.” He touched her elbow to guide her back to the house.

“Luckily we both know the truth,” she reassured him.

John hesitated. “We aren’t the least bit suited.”

“Besides, according to you, I’m leaving,” she reminded him.

“Precisely.” The ghost of a smile formed brackets at the edges of his mouth. “As I recall, we’ve got a wager riding on this.”

Mamie appeared in the doorway. “I certainly hope you two are going to listen to reason.”

“Go inside, Mother,” John called over his shoulder.

“Are you staying for dinner?” she demanded first.

“Yes.” Again it was John who answered for the both of them.

Mamie clapped her hands. “Great. I’ll get the roast on the table.”

“Shall we?” John asked, offering Dani his arm.

* * *

John wasn’t blind. He was all too aware of the attention Dani had generated among the single men in Ocean Shores. Nor was he fooled by Brent Anderson’s sudden interest in antiques. The school-teacher stopped by the shop and claimed he was looking for a birthday gift for his mother.

His mother! John nearly laughed out loud.

Brent wasn’t the first man to develop an unforeseen curiosity in antiques, either. Charley Sooner and Doug Foster were making routine stops at the store with one questionable excuse or another.

Their purpose should have been obvious to Dani, but if it was, she never said a word. Not that she was likely to confide in him.

John didn’t like all the attention she generated, either. Naturally he couldn’t say anything. It was none of his damn business who Dani chose to date, but the subject occupied far more of his thoughts lately than it should. When he couldn’t stand it any longer, he brought it into the open.

“That’s Charley Sooner’s third visit this week, isn’t it?” he asked, doing his best to sound nonchalant and disinterested. He wandered over to where she was standing and leaned against the desk. He crossed his arms and met her gaze.

The Closed sign was in the window and this was the first time all day that they’d had the opportunity to speak without interruptions.

“Fourth,” Dani corrected.

“What’s he looking for?”

“He claims it’s a crystal doorknob but…”

“But,” he prodded when she hesitated.

“What he really wants is a dinner date.”

Her directness surprised him once again. It shouldn’t, he supposed; the woman said exactly what she was thinking and had from the first.

“Are you going out with him?” John could be just as blunt when the need arose, and frankly he was curious.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Laura Noble’s had her eye on Charley for months now.”

“Laura?” This was news to John. “The pharmacist?”

“Yes.”

“But…”

“But she’s shy and uncertain. We’ve been talking, and I gave her a few pointers. Charley’s never going to notice her if she doesn’t say something.”

“Charley and Laura?” Personally John couldn’t picture the lumberjack and the pharmacist as a couple. Charley was about as subtle as a Mack truck, while Laura was a quiet, delicate creature. If he’d been in the market for female companionship, John might have considered asking her out himself.

“What’s so odd about the two of them?” Dani wanted to know. “They complement each other very nicely.”

John scratched the side of his head. Frankly he didn’t care who Charley Sooner dated as long as it wasn’t Dani.

As soon as the thought formed, John realized how close he was to making a fool of himself over his assistant.

“What about Doug Foster?” he asked next. “Doug’s a decent guy and as far as I know there aren’t—”

“You want me to date Doug?”

“Sure,” he said without conviction. “He’s a great guy.”

“Yes, I know.”

Doug wasn’t that great, but John couldn’t very well claim otherwise now. “Are you going to date him?”

Dani looked away from him. “I don’t think so.”

“Why not?” John pressed.

“Well, for one thing, Doug hasn’t asked.”

It was downright ridiculous the way his heart reacted to that piece of information. “Is that a fact? I would have thought Doug would have been Johnny-on-the-spot by now.”

“All right, Doug hasn’t asked me recently.”

John’s hands tightened into fists before he realized what he was doing. “You should accept when he does,” he said with a complete lack of enthusiasm.

“Frankly, John, I’m not interested in dating anyone at the moment,” she said, and lowered her gaze. She stiffened slightly as if bracing herself against some pain, and when she spoke, her voice was lower by several decibels. “I…recently ended a rather painful relationship.”

John hesitated, uncertain how to proceed. He was curious, but respectful, too. He knew what it was to have someone pry into a fresh wound on the pretext of helping, and almost always doing further damage.

“I’m sorry, Dani,” he said with genuine caring. “I didn’t know.”

She shrugged, a gesture he’d done a hundred times himself after Patricia had walked out on him. It was supposed to say that it really didn’t matter that his heart was broken. A shrug that said that everything would turn out for the best, when he didn’t believe it himself. It was supposed to reassure everyone else, when he felt as if his future resembled a bottomless black pit where his dreams lay shriveled and dying.

“It’s for the best,” she said in a small voice. “I was in love with a man who didn’t exist, building the future on a shaky foundation.”

“That’s why you moved here?”

She nodded, and looked up suddenly, her face tight. “Do you mind if we change the subject?”

“Of course, forgive me.”

She glanced at her watch as if she had places to go and people to see all at once. “I’d better get home.”

“Sure.” As it was, he’d kept her an extra twenty minutes, but he found himself wishing he had an excuse for her to stay. She gathered together her purse and a sweater, and headed for the door.

John followed, intending to lock up for the night. “Dani,” he said, stopping her.

She looked back, her eyes incredibly sad and round.

“I didn’t mean to pry.”

A soft smile touched her lips. “I know.” She left him then and John stood for a long time at the window, watching her walk away.

As crazy as it sounded, he found it one hell of a temptation not to hurry after her, wrap his arms around her and pull her into his embrace.

* * *

Something was different about John. Dani couldn’t put her finger on exactly what it was, other than the fact he was more friendly and open. She discovered, to her delight, that they worked well as a team.

It surprised her how often they laughed together. They talked often, too. Although there were plenty of subjects on which they agreed, there were more that set them at odds.

John always heard her out, even when he disagreed with her. He respected her opinions and wasn’t averse to expressing his own. More often than not, at the end of the day they spent an hour or more after work just sitting and chatting. All on the pretext of closing the shop for the night.

When she’d first come to work for John, Dani had viewed him as unfriendly, dull and unimaginative. He’d defined the term “stuffed shirt.” It wasn’t that he’d changed into jeans and sneakers overnight, but he’d relaxed enough for them to become friends.

Dani liked it that way. A friend was safe and secure.

“Dani,” John called from the other side of the store, disrupting her thoughts. “Could you give me a hand with this?”

“Of course.” John had spent the better part of the day unloading the shipment of antiques he’d purchased on his buying trip to San Francisco. Dani had done what she could to help him between customers, but they’d both been so busy that neither had taken time to eat lunch.

“Hold this ladder steady for me, would you?” he asked.

Dani looked up. “What are you going to do?”

“The problem with this building is that I don’t have enough space. These boxes are an eyesore and I want to store them in the attic.”

“There aren’t any stairs?”

“No. Just hold it steady and I’ll be fine.”

It took him three trips to get everything he wanted up into the high cupboard.

“I want to see what you have stored up there,” she said after he’d climbed down. “Sometimes I’m convinced you haven’t got a clue what’s hidden away.”

“Really?”

“Really,” she teased, enjoying the way his eyes brightened when they became involved in these verbal sparring matches.

Not waiting for him to give her permission, Dani climbed up the first five rungs of the ladder.

“Dani, damn it all, be careful.”

“Don’t sound so worried,” she berated him. “I’ve been climbing trees since I was a kid. This is a piece of cake.” With her hands against the sides, she looked up, eager to discover what buried treasures lay tucked away in his attic.

It would have been, easy, too, if her foot hadn’t slipped and she hadn’t lost her balance.

With a small cry of fright, she lost her footing and her balance. Before she could catch herself, she went catapulting backward into the empty space. Dani was too shocked to scream.

How John managed to catch her she’d never know. One moment she was in the air and in the next she was tucked securely in his arms. Both were breathing hard, and John’s eyes closed momentarily with what she suspected was relief that she hadn’t hurt herself.

It was on the tip of her tongue to crack a joke about her usual lack of grace, to laugh off the entire incident and claim that for her next trick she’d leap over a tall building. But the words never made it past her lips.

John’s gaze pinned hers and his eyes held a haunted look. Emotions flashed across his features, from fierce, burning anger to a relief so great it left him weak. Then his eyes softened to another emotion, one equally strong, equally potent, that she was sure she’d misread.

John wanted to kiss her.

Her feet remained several inches from the floor and still he didn’t release her. She could feel the heavy thud of his heart and knew her own beat just as hard.

For several long seconds his eyes delved into hers, and all at once Dani was afraid. Frightened of what would happen if John did kiss her. Frightened it would change the hard-won camaraderie between them. Frightened it would disrupt a friendship that was coming to mean a good deal to her.

“Are you all right?” he asked in a voice that didn’t sound anything like his own. He set her feet on the floor, but they didn’t move away from each other.

She nodded, uncertain she could speak coherently.

“You’re sure?” His thumb found her lip and brushed back and forth as if the action would appease the hunger between them. It didn’t help. If anything, it created an even stronger desire to sample forbidden fruit.

John closed his eyes, fighting her so hard she could almost feel it. “Dani…” He must have read the doubt in her eyes because he hesitated.

It had been a long time since a man had held her. A long time since she’d felt this protected, this cherished, this desirable.

John cleared his throat. “Yes, well, I guess you’re not hurt.”

“I’m…fine. Thanks for catching me….”

“I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to be climbing any more ladders.”

“John, it was a fluke. It won’t happen again.”

“I know, because you won’t be going up any more ladders.”

Dani knew from the tone of his voice that he wouldn’t listen to reason, nor was she willing to argue with him. Not just then, not after he’d held her so close.

“About…what almost happened,” he said uneasily.

“Don’t,” she whispered, pressing her hand against his hard chest.

His eyes widened as if he wasn’t sure what to expect.

“Let’s not confuse our relationship…. You said once, and I’m sure you’re right, that it wasn’t a good idea for two people working together to become…involved.” She moistened her lips while she struggled with the words. “We’re friends and I don’t want anything to ruin that.”

He frowned and looked away. “You’re right, of course.”

* * *

For two days following the incident on the ladder, John treated her like a polite stranger. If she hadn’t known better, Dani would have thought he was afraid of her.

“You know what I miss more than anything about the city?” she announced one afternoon when Mamie was visiting. “Pizza. One with a thick crust and oodles of cheese.”

“You can buy pizza in Ocean Shores,” Mamie assured her.

“Not the thick, gooey kind that was available in the University District, with three different kinds of cheese melted across the top.”

“I make a fabulous deep-dish pizza, don’t I, son?” Mamie prodded John. “We had a neighbor once who was born and raised in Germany. I know it sounds nuts, but she made the best homemade pizza I ever ate.”

Dani flattened her hands against her stomach. “You’re making me hungry just talking about it.”

“I have the recipe.”

“You do?” Dani’s eyes lit up at the mere thought.

“Come to dinner tonight and I’ll bake us all a pepperoni pizza.”

Dani was more than willing to agree. She wondered if John would show up, but guessed that he probably would.

“So you’re already missing the city,” he said, after his mother had left. “I thought you would.” His eyes gleamed as if it gave him a great deal of pleasure to think he was right about her, after all.

“Don’t be so quick. I didn’t say anything about returning to Seattle.”

“True,” he was ready to admit. “But you’re beginning to think along those lines.”

“I most certainly am not.”

“First it’s insatiable hunger for pizza, then it’ll be a sudden need to shop in a real department store, followed by the ever popular escape to a multiplex theater.”

“Would you kindly stop?”

“Torturing you, am I?” He laughed as if victory were already his. “I can taste success.”

Although he was teasing, and gaining a good deal of enjoyment doing so, a sudden thought hit Dani like a brick aimed square against her chest. “John,” she said softly, “do you want me to leave?”

The laughter drained out of his eyes and for several moments he said nothing. “No,” he whispered and having said that, he turned and walked away.

* * *

John stared at the chessboard and frowned. He should have known better than to agree to a match against Dani. She’d made it sound much too easy to outsmart her. That should have been the first clue that something was amiss. Four plays into the game and John knew he was facing an accomplished player.

“It’s your move,” she reminded him, sitting back, looking as “smug as if she’d already won.

“I know whose move it is.”

“There’s no need to get testy.”

John had been had, and he knew it.

“How’s the game going?” Mamie asked as she strolled into the living room and plopped down on the arm of Dani’s chair. It didn’t escape John’s notice the way women stuck together. The two had teamed up against him and he was lost.

“We’re doing great,” Dani answered, and nibbled on a handful of pretzels.

John reached for his wineglass and took a sip. He needed help. Big-time.

“Who’s winning?” Mamie asked next.

“Me,” Dani whispered, as if saying the words out loud would evoke his ire.

John kept his gaze lowered as he continued to study the chessboard, but he could still feel his mother’s amused gaze watching him. He wasn’t any slouch when it came to chess and she knew it.

“John won a trophy for chess.”

This was the last thing he wanted his mother to tell Dani.

“Really?”

“He was quite interested in the game for a time.”

“Mother,” he said with limited patience. “You’re breaking my concentration.”

“He was quite good,” Mamie continued in a whisper.

John ground his teeth. If the truth be known, he’d gotten the chess trophy because Mary Margaret Wilson was in the chess club.

“But I think he was more interested in Mary Margaret Wilson than he was chess.”

“Mother,” John said again, louder this time.

“Sorry,” she said, not sounding the least bit contrite.

“Perhaps,” Dani said with a smug smile, “he should have paid more attention to the game and less to Mary Margaret, then he might not be in this predicament.”

“Predicament?” Mamie asked.

“We have a wager on this game,” Dani whispered gleefully.

John would prefer it if she didn’t remind him. In a moment of weakness, he’d agreed to go bicycling with her on Tuesday afternoon…on the off chance he lost the match. Worse, she’d insisted that they rent one of the tandem bikes that were so popular with the tourists.

“I was tricked,” John muttered under his breath.

“How was that?” Dani asked with the innocence of a child.

He couldn’t very well claim that she’d looked at him with those big, brown eyes of hers, and he was lost. He discovered, much to his chagrin, that he would agree to just about anything when she batted those long lashes of hers in his direction. Come to think of it, Mary Margaret Wilson had done the same damn thing.

“I was sucker punched,” John said, repositioning his queen on the board.

Dani straightened and cast him a smile that would have melted an Alaskan glacier. She slapped her hands free of salt, and moved her bishop.

John groaned and closed his eyes. He was doomed. “Who tutored you, Bobby Fischer?” he asked sarcastically.

“No, my grandfather. We played every Sunday for years.”

John frowned. “You might have warned me.”

“Generally I do say something,” she said, sounding marginally contrite. “But your ego’s strong enough to accept a loss. Besides, I really wanted to try one of those tandems.”

“And you figured the only way you could ever get me to agree was to casually involve me in a game of chess and then beat the pants off me.”

“John!”

“It’s an expression, Mother, it doesn’t mean anything.”

“I should hope not.”

“It is an interesting thought, though,” Dani said, wiggling her eyebrows suggestively. “Have you ever played strip chess?”

“Dani Beckman.” Mamie laughed. “You amaze me.”

His mother wasn’t the only one who was surprised. If he wasn’t careful, the salesclerk his mother had hired was about to wrap him around her little finger.

* * *

“Are you ready?” Dani asked, hurrying into the shop. She studied her watch. “I’ve got the bike reserved between three and four and it’s almost three now.”

“Is there any way I can buy my way out of this?” John asked, knowing even before she answered that she wasn’t going to let him off the hook.

“No,” she said and laughed.

“I’ll give you a raise.”

“John! A deal’s a deal.”

“I haven’t been on a bike in years.”

“This is great exercise. It’s good for your heart.”

He rolled his eyes. “I’d rather eat oat bran.”

She laughed again. “Are you coming or not?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“No.”

“That’s what I thought.” He followed her outside with a decided lack of enthusiasm.

“It’ll be fun, I promise.” Luckily the bicycle shop was little more than a block from the antiques store. The weather was postcard perfect. A light breeze blew off the ocean and the sun was warm and inviting.

“It looks like rain,” John muttered, shading his eyes to look at the sky.

“There isn’t a cloud in sight and you know it.”

“Yes, well, I was hoping.”

Jeff Dolittle operated the bicycle shop. He rolled out the tandem when he saw them approach. “Howdy, John.”

“You say one word about this to the Rotary Club and I swear I’ll find a way to get back at you,” John warned without preamble.

“No problem,” Jeff said, but it was apparent he was holding back a laugh.

“Now, boys,” Dani said, chastising the pair.

“How’d you ever get him to agree to this?” Jeff asked, as she signed the final paperwork.

“Don’t trust her, Jeff,” John said before she could answer. “She looks sweet and guileless, but beneath those innocent brown eyes of hers lies a heart as black as coal.”

“I beat him in a game of chess,” Dani explained.

“Beat me. First off she misled me into thinking she barely knew the difference between a queen and a pawn and the next thing I know I’m the laughingstock of the entire town.”

“No one will laugh at you, John,” his friend promised. His eyes briefly met Dani’s before he added, “At least not to your face.”

“You’re a great comfort.”

“If he hadn’t been so willing to polish his pride by beating me he wouldn’t be trapped into doing this,” Dani informed them both. “And I didn’t sucker you into the game. If you recall, you’re the one who asked me if I played.”

“More fool me,” John muttered, climbing onto the seat in the front. “Are you ready or not?”

“I’m ready.” She positioned herself behind him, and slipped her feet onto the pedals. It felt a bit awkward to not have control of the handlebars and not see where they were riding, but she soon became accustomed.

“Come on and admit this is fun,” she said to John after the first few moments.

“All right, it’s fun.”

“Oh, look, there’s Laura.” Dani waved and called to the woman who had become her friend. Laura brightened and returned her energetic wave.

“Doug Foster asked her out to dinner,” she told John.

“Doug? But I thought it was Charley Sooner Laura liked best.”

“It is. But dating Doug was the best way to get Charley to notice her.”

John shook his head as if to say all this male-and-female intrigue was beyond him. “Has Charley noticed?”

“Not yet, but he will,” she said confidently.

They rode down the main road that paralleled the ocean and back again, taking the route that placed them along the long list of shops that catered to the tourist traffic.

Several people came out of their shops and stopped and stared.

“What’s so interesting?” Dani asked after a while.

“You and me,” John told her.

“Why?” To Dani’s way of thinking, they weren’t any different than any other couple out having a good time.

He didn’t answer her for several moments. “Riding a bike isn’t something I would normally do. In case you haven’t guessed, I’m known around here as something of a stuffed shirt.”

“Not you,” she said, throwing back her head and laughing.

“You, my fair-haired assistant, have gone and ruined my reputation.”


CHAPTER FOUR

“Was that you I saw riding a bike last week?” Mrs. Wenchel said to John on Wednesday morning as he opened the shop.

“Yes,” he grumbled. He stood in front of the store and made polite conversation while he fiddled with the keys, wishing he could avoid the mayor’s wife.

“That was Dani Beckman with you, wasn’t it?”

John muttered another reply. He swore if one more person mentioned seeing him with Dani he wouldn’t be held responsible for his response. First off, the woman had tricked him into a wager, and then she’d insisted he keep his word.

“Well, I’ll let you get inside. It was good seeing you, John.”

“You, too, Mrs. Wenchel.”

A smile tugged at his mouth. Despite all the flack he’d gotten for the episode with the tandem, John had to admit it had been fun. Possibly the most fun he’d had in years. It came to him afterward that since his breakup with Patricia, he hadn’t allowed himself much time to enjoy life. It was as though his quota of fun had been forever lost with the relationship. Funny, he hadn’t realized that before now.

What John had learned in the last few weeks was that one couldn’t help but laugh when Dani was around. Her joyous, fun-loving mood was infectious. No longer did the zany way she dressed disturb him, nor her complete lack of talent with anything having to do with numbers. The contributions to his life far outweighed the liabilities. He didn’t like admitting that even to himself.

“‘Morning,” his mother said as she bustled in the front door a half hour later. “I’m sorry I’m late.”

“No problem,” John assured her. He was grateful that with the increase in business, his mother had agreed to work for him on Dani’s days off.

“Have you been terribly busy?” Mamie asked, after she tucked her purse and sweater in the back room. She pressed her hand over her heart as if wishing it to slow down a bit.

“It’s barely ten.”

“It’s just that you’ve been so preoccupied lately, and I had visions of you swamped with customers. Lena Phelps phoned just as I was about to leave. I should never have answered the phone and you know how Lena is when she wants something. I thought that woman would never let me off the phone.”

“Mother, until recently there was only me.”

“I know, but you’ve gotten so much new business since Dani started working for you.”

John had no room to argue, not that he thought he should. “I’ll admit Dani was a real find. I don’t know how I got along without her.”

Mamie looked well pleased with herself. “She’s such a dear heart.”

Even knowing his mother was looking for reasons to pair the two of them together, and would analyze his every response, John found he couldn’t argue. “She is indeed that.”

Mamie pressed her hands together and sighed with all the drama of a stage star. “You do like her, don’t you?”

He stiffened. Much more of this and Mamie would soon be humming the “Wedding March.”

“It’s impossible not to like Dani, but that doesn’t mean we’re…involved.”

“But, John…”

“Mother,” he warned and was saved from responding further when the door opened and his first customer of the day strolled inside.

It seemed to John that Wednesdays were the longest days of the week. By midmorning, he found himself glancing at the clock, wishing the time would pass quicker. He hated to admit how much he missed Dani on Wednesdays. He couldn’t help speculating what she did on her time off. He wondered if she slept in late, then lazed in bed and read for an hour or two. That was doubtful. Knowing her, she was probably up at the crack of dawn and had jogged three or four miles before he ever thought about starting his day.

Business was slower than usual. John strolled through the store, admiring Dani’s personal touch on a variety of floor displays.

“Mother,” he asked abruptly, finding the original piece that had started Dani working on the window arrangements, “what’s wrong with this cradle?”

“What’s wrong with it?” she asked, gazing at him from above her reading glasses. “Why, nothing that I can see.”

“Several people have shown interest in it, but I can’t seem to sell it.”

“That’s odd.”

John walked over to the corner where Dani had tucked the cradle and ran his hand over the top of it. He’d polished it until the wood gleamed and the grain showed clearly. “The price is fair,” he said, thinking out loud.

“I agree.”

“If I didn’t know better,” John said, “I’d think Dani didn’t want it sold.” There’d been any number of times that a customer had asked about it. As he recalled, she’d generally steer them in another direction.

“Why would Dani care one way or the other if the cradle sold or not?” Mamie asked.

“I don’t know.”

“If she wanted it, she would buy it herself, wouldn’t she?”

“Of course,” John murmured. He could think of no reason for Dani to want the cradle from yesteryear. If she were a collector, which she wasn’t, or a young mother, that either, he could better understand what was happening.

“Isn’t that Dani now?” Mamie said, looking out the large picture window in the front of the store. Situated on a corner, the antiques shop was granted a wide, unobstructed view of the ocean beach. “It looks as if she bought one of those kite kits and is assembling it.”

Curiosity got the better of him and John joined his mother and gazed out the window. He found Dani almost immediately, sitting on top of a sand dune. Even from this distance he could read the perplexed look about her. Her shoulders were hunched against the wind and she had the instructions clenched between her teeth. It was apparent even at that distance that Part A was not fitting into Part B.

“Assembling those kites can be complicated,” Mamie said, and eyed him. “What Dani really needs is someone with a functioning left brain.”

“Give her time, she’ll figure it out.” John had every confidence in his assistant. If she could stomp him on a chessboard, then she could assemble a kite.

“Dani’s so creative she thinks with her right brain, and when it comes to…”

“Mother, you are not suggesting I leave the store and go over and help her, are you?” The idea was ludicrous. For one thing, he didn’t want Dani thinking he was spying on her. For another, he preferred not to have the good people of Ocean Shores linking them together.

Mamie looked up at him with wide eyes. “Yes, I think you should help her.”

“I have a shop to run.”

“It’s been slow all morning. Besides, just how long will it take to assemble a silly kite? If Dani saw that you were having trouble, do you think she’d hesitate to lend you a helping hand?”

She had him there, and if the truth be known, he wanted to be with Dani, talk or no talk. “All right,” he said as if she should appreciate the sacrifice he was making. “I’ll be back in five minutes.”

“Take your time,” Mamie insisted.

John looked both ways before jogging across the street and onto the beach. He slowed his steps as he grew closer, uncertain exactly how to approach her.

John was only a few feet away when Dani groaned in abject frustration and fell backward onto the sand.

“Dani?” John decided playing innocent was the best approach. “Is something wrong?”

She opened her eyes, then sat up abruptly. “It’s supposed to be so easy. The instructions on the kite said it was simple enough for a ten-year-old to assemble. Sure, one with an engineering degree!”

John chuckled and sank onto the sand next to her. “Do you want me to take a look at it for you?”

“Please.” She bundled up the pieces and handed it to him. “I’ll have you know this isn’t one of the cheap ones, either. I paid nearly forty bucks for it.”

He was grateful she didn’t ask how he knew she was having troubles. “Where are the instructions?”

“Trust me, they’re worthless. They might as well have been written in a foreign language.”

“You don’t have them?”

“I do, sort of.” She leapt to her feet and raced over to the trash barrel, and returned a few moments later with a wadded-up piece of paper. “They won’t help.”

“Let me see.” John smoothed out the crumpled instructions as best he could, and found no fault with them.

“This is Stick A,” Dani said, identifying the narrow wooden strip. “According to what it says there, Stick A is supposed to fit into Section One. The key phrase here is supposed to. But it doesn’t work. I’ve tried it ten times and no matter what I do, it won’t slip in the way it should.” She sounded exasperated and tired as she sank to her knees next to him.

John turned Stick A around and neatly slipped it into Section One.

“How’d you do that?” Dani cried, exasperated.”

John didn’t have the heart to tell her how easy it had been. Within minutes he had the box kite, with squares in red, blue, yellow and green, completely assembled.

Dani shook her head in marvel. “I can’t believe this. You don’t know how I struggled. Thank you, John. I didn’t mean to disrupt your day.”

“Let’s see if we can get this airborne before you thank me, all right?”

She nodded eagerly.

John attached the giant roll of string and walked closer to the water’s edge. Within minutes the kite was lofting toward the sky and Dani was clapping her hands with delight. It had been months since John had spent a day on the beach. Longer than he could remember. He lived in a resort town, but rarely enjoyed the delights the ocean had to offer.

John handed Dani the controls, and stood behind her, keeping a safe distance between their bodies while she learned to manipulate the kite. John enjoyed being close to her, probably more than he should. He regretted now not kissing her when he’d had the opportunity.

Dani brought sunshine and laughter into a world that had been dull and lifeless for longer than he cared to admit. She’d made him feel again, laugh again and think. Before she had come to work for him, he used to consider the store his life. The business was all he’d ever need. But recently, when he crawled into bed at night, it wasn’t antiques that filled his thoughts, it was Dani.

“I’d better get back to the store,” he said reluctantly.

Disappointment clouded her beautiful dark eyes. “Thanks for your help,” she said and smiled at him. “I appreciate it more than you can know.”

“No problem.” He buried his hands in his pockets and walked backward a couple of steps before turning and racing across the street. He looked back only once and found Dani sitting in the sand, the brightly colored kite twirling cheerfully in the chaotic wind. His gaze lingered for several seconds before he turned and walked away.

His mother was standing just inside the doorway. John guessed she’d been watching him from the moment he’d left.

“I see you got her kite up for her.”

John nodded and walked over to his desk and sat down. He didn’t have anything particularly pressing that demanded his attention, but he felt the need to analyze what was happening between him and Dani. If anything.

“It’s been slow here,” Mamie said, following him. “One phone call,” she announced. “A wrong number. It hardly seems worth staying open when the only business is a phone call the entire morning.”

She hesitated and seemed to be waiting for something. The problem was, John didn’t know what. His mother could hint from now until the twelfth of never and it would do no good.

“Are you suggesting we close the shop down for good?” he asked.

“Not for good,” she said calmly, with a small, distinct smile. “But surely one day wouldn’t hurt.”

“One day,” John repeated, not following her drift. “Listen, Mother, if you’ve got something more pressing to do, there isn’t any reason for you to hang around here.”

“I haven’t got a thing.”

“Then what was all that business about me closing down the store?”

“Just that. You could do with a day off yourself. Do you have any appointments this afternoon?”

John checked his engagement calendar, but he knew there wasn’t anything there. “Not really.”

“That’s what I thought. It’s a beautiful day.”

“Mother, I can’t afford to close up shop every time the sun makes an appearance.”

Mamie sighed, losing patience with him. “John, for the love of heaven, would you stop and listen to me? Take the rest of the day off. I’ll stay at the shop if you want. Actually, I’ll be happy to do that.”

“Mother…”

“Enjoy life. Let your hair down. How can you walk away from Dani like that? She looks so alone.”

Involuntarily, John’s gaze returned to the beach. The idea held a certain appeal. All right, it held a lot of appeal. There was nothing he’d enjoy more than spending the day lazing away on the beach with Dani. The last time… He didn’t want to think about the last time because it had been with Patricia. Dani, however, was different.

And John knew it.

* * *

She was lonely, Dani decided, and feeling melancholy. That was why she’d purchased the kite, looking for something to relieve the blahs.

It hadn’t. Not only had assembling the silly thing frustrated her no end, it had cost her forty of her hard-earned dollars. She could have used that money as layaway for the cradle. She wanted it, and had from the first moment she’d seen it tucked away in John’s storeroom. Why it appealed to her so strongly, she didn’t know. Heaven knew she had no earthly use for it.

The cradle.

The last thing she needed was a reminder of dreams lost. That was what the cradle would become, another trophy for her to dust that would remind her of all that she’d missed when she’d broken off her engagement. Severing the relationship with Bob was the right thing to do, but it hadn’t been easy and certainly hadn’t been painless.

She struggled not to feel sorry for herself. Life had fit into a comfortable package of late. Despite John’s claims otherwise, Dani had adjusted to life in a small town. She’d made new friends and thoroughly enjoyed her job. Her window-dressing talent was recognized by the community. The local newspaper had done a piece on her, and several people had commented about her work. She’d “never attained such notoriety in Seattle. It felt good to have her talent appreciated.

But filling up the lonely shadows of her life with work wasn’t enough. Dani longed for all the things that had made marriage to Bob so attractive. A husband, a large home filled with children.

She’d loved him, trusted him and now she didn’t know if she dared rely upon her own judgment ever again. She’d believed in Bob, believed in his love.

If she’d made so great an error assessing character once, then it stood to reason that it could happen a second time. Or heaven help her, a third. Panic filled her chest.

A sea gull had floated past just then, cawing for all it was worth. Dani watched the bird, effortlessly carried with the wind almost as if it, too, were attached by some unseen string. She felt like that bird, struggling against the wind, at a standstill despite her best efforts.

“Hello, again.”

She turned her head and discovered John. She blinked, thinking he might be a figment of her imagination.

“You’re back,” she said, pleased to see him.

“I thought you might like some company.”

It amazed her how easily he read her moods. She’d been close to tears when he’d found her on the beach earlier, angry with herself for spending a ridiculous amount of money on a kite Einstein couldn’t assemble.

“I’d love company.”

“I see the kite’s still in the air.”

“Thanks to you.” She’d secured it to a log that had drifted onto the beach, and left it to soar on its own while her heart sang the blues.

John lowered himself onto the soft sand next to her, and bunched up his long legs. He studied the sky for several moments.

“What about the store?” Dani felt obliged to ask.

He glanced at her and grinned. “I closed it for the day.”

It couldn’t have surprised her more had he said he’d sold everything and was moving to the big city. John worked long and hard. His mother often lamented that he didn’t take nearly enough time for himself. It must have been an old argument because whenever she raised it, his arguments were swift and fervent.

“It’s a beautiful day,” he said, as if that was excuse enough to close down the store. There was more than a trace of a smile in his voice. After all the times they’d been at odds, it felt good to know that John was her friend.

“Yes, it is a beautiful day,” she agreed, but they both knew that wasn’t the real reason he was there.

Neither said anything for a couple of moments.

“Listen…”

“Dani…” John said at the same time.

She paused, and gestured toward him. “You first.”

His eyes met hers and in them she read a mixture of puzzlement and reluctance. In the weeks since she’d come to work for John she’d seen him at his cynical best; she’d tiptoed, first around his resentment of her, and then later, his pretended indifference. Somehow, with effort on both their parts, they’d become friends. Good friends.

John reached for her hand, lacing her fingers with his own. “I’ve never known anyone like you, Dani Beckman. You’re like that kite up there, bright and cheerful. You’re warm and generous, and you’re hurting.”

“Is it so obvious?” she asked.

He shook his head. “Not to others. I just happen to know you a little better. Can you tell me what’s wrong?”

Dani looked away, fighting back tears. It did little good; they filled her eyes and she bit hard on to her lower lip in an effort to keep them from spilling onto her face. Knowing she wouldn’t fool him, she brushed her hand over her cheeks. “I’m feeling sorry for myself is all. It’s nothing, really.”

“Let’s talk about it.”

She knew he wouldn’t accept an excuse, and truthfully she was glad, because if anyone understood her feelings, it was John.

“I told you once briefly…the reason I moved here.”

“Yes,” John answered softly.

“But I didn’t tell why I chose Ocean Shores.”

“No.”

“I came because I was looking for an escape.” She swallowed once to keep from sobbing. “It sounds so simple to say I called off the wedding, but it was probably the most painful, agonizing decision I ever made.”

His fingers tightened over hers, encouraging her to continue.

“In the beginning I used to walk along the beach or sit here on one of the sand dunes and listen to the surf pound against the shore. There was something soothing about being so close to the water, something freeing. All I know is that I could sit here and for those few hours it didn’t hurt as much. I could almost pretend that my heart was whole again.” She stopped and looked at him, her face tight with pain. “You think I’m running away from my problems, don’t you?”

“I didn’t say that,” he refuted gently.

She bunched up her knees and pressed her forehead there. “Perhaps, in a way of thinking, I was running away, but it was necessary. It hurt too much to stay in Seattle and see Bob day in and day out. I couldn’t have stood that. Bob seemed to think that all I needed was a little time and I’d come to my senses and everything would go back to the way it was before.”

“And you were afraid that in time he’d wear you down.” He spoke as if he was privileged to her fears.

She lifted her head to look at him. “Yes,” she whispered. “How’d you know?”

John looked out over the water, and it was as if his features had been chiseled out of granite. “I was engaged myself once, and something similar happened with me. The woman I loved fell in love with someone else. It was painful enough that she’d deceived me, but she apparently felt the need to rationalize her actions.” He hesitated and his jaw tightened. “She seemed to find it necessary to blame me.”

“Blame you?”

His mouth twisted into a sarcastic smile. “It doesn’t matter now.”

But Dani had the impression it had mattered dearly at the time. His fiancée had walked away, but before she’d gone she’d stripped him of his pride, and crushed his ego. A swell of tenderness came over her and she placed her hand on his arm.

He looked out over the ocean and exhaled. “But it’s over now, and has been for a long, long time.”

“Is it ever really over?” Dani asked. “No one understands. Not really. Everyone keeps telling me how fortunate I am, but I don’t feel fortunate.”

“Cheated and angry summed up my emotions,” John told her.

“I feel shortchanged and so terribly foolish. Why was it everyone could see what kind of person Bob was, but me? How could I have been so blind?” She didn’t know when John had slipped his arm around her, but it felt good to have it there. She let her head rest against his shoulder.

“Do you sometimes wonder?” she asked after a moment.

“About what?”

“If you can trust your own judgment.” John’s heart felt strong and steady against her ear. “I mean, if I could give my heart to a man completely lacking in moral integrity once, what’s to say it won’t happen again?”

John was silent for a long time. Dani wished he would offer her reassurances. That was what she needed, what she wanted, but apparently he had none to give her.

“I’ve asked myself that same question a dozen times in the last five years,” he admitted gruffly. “Unfortunately, I don’t have the answer.”

“Oh, great,” she said, half crying and half laughing. “We’re both doomed, then.”

“Doomed?”

“If we can’t trust anyone of the opposite sex ever again, what are we going to do? Spend the rest of our lives alone? Frankly, I’d like to marry someday and have children. Of course, I could always take potluck.”

“What do you mean by that?”

She lifted one shoulder. Inexplicably, she felt better for having bared her soul to John. What had seemed overwhelming only moments earlier didn’t feel nearly as horrible just then.

“I suppose I could answer one of those date-line ads in the newspaper,” she explained. “I’ve read a hundred stories about how people meet through those. It might be worth my trouble, don’t you think?”

John tensed. “Tell me you’re joking.”

“Well, haven’t you ever been tempted to do that?”

“No. Never.”

“Oh.”

“Might I suggest something else?” John said.

“Of course.” She was open to all suggestions.

“Date a friend. Someone you already know and trust.”

“Friends,” she said with a hefty sigh, “are in limited supply at the moment.”

“What about me?” he asked. “I realize we’ve only known each other a short time, but it seems that we’ve come a long way since that first day. I deeply admire you, Dani.”

“You? The two of us? But I thought… You once said…” Flustered, she couldn’t seem to get the right words out, and when she noticed his frown, she wasn’t sure if she should continue.

“All you need say is no,” he told her, his voice stiff with pride.

“Yes,” she said quickly before she made a bigger mess of this. “I’d enjoy dating you, John.”

Although he’d been the one to issue the invitation, he didn’t seem overly pleased with himself. A frown darkened his face.

“Have you changed your mind already?” she asked.

He chuckled. Dani loved the sound of his laughter and couldn’t keep from smiling herself.

“How about dinner?”

“Really?” She twisted around in order to get a better look at him. “Would you mind terribly if I made it? I’m very good in the kitchen, but it isn’t much fun when there’s only yourself to cook for. And there’s a new recipe I’m dying to try.”

“Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer a restaurant?”

“Next time, okay?”

He grinned and brought her back into his embrace. He rested his chin on the top of her head. “When would you like me to come?”

“Is Saturday all right?”

“It’s perfect.”

* * *

Dani was late getting to work Saturday morning, but she suspected John wouldn’t mind, especially when she told him the reason. She’d stopped off at the grocery store and picked up the necessary ingredients for their dinner.

John had insisted they eat at his house and, because she was curious to see his home, she’d readily agreed. Taking the brown paper bag of perishables inside the store with her, she set it inside the compact refrigerator in the back room.

“I’m sorry I’m late,” she said, joining him out front.

“Don’t worry about it.” His gaze held hers for several moments. Although they had yet to go out on an official date, they were the talk of the town. Rumors of a thriving romance between them made the rounds faster than a brushfire in August.

Townsfolk looked at Dani and smiled indulgently. John hadn’t so much as kissed her and yet, if she listened to the gossip, they were days away from announcing their engagement. What people didn’t understand and what neither John nor Dani would explain was that they were two wounded, lonely souls struggling to overcome their fears.

Mamie was in the height of her glory. She claimed she’d orchestrated everything. The last Dani heard, Mamie was handing out advice to a handful of other mothers on how to handpick their children’s spouses.

“I picked up a few groceries for our dinner,” she explained.

“Dani—” he hesitated “—there’s something we need to discuss.” He sounded dark and serious, almost the same way as in the beginning when she’d so often displeased him.

“Yes?” Her heart raced. She’d done something wrong. Her mind quickly reviewed the last few days and she couldn’t think of what it might be.

John’s gaze shifted about the room, his uneasiness palatable. “I fear there’s been some talk about the two of us that you might find embarrassing. First we were seen riding the tandem and then Wednesday we were kite flying, and I’m afraid folks have put two and two together and come up with five.”

“Are you referring to the news that we’re about to become engaged?”

His eyebrows rose. “You heard?”

“It’s all over town.”

“It doesn’t trouble you?”

“No.” She was thinking that perhaps it should. People didn’t know John one bit if they believed he’d marry anyone after so short an acquaintance. John Osborn was methodical and thorough, without an impulsive bone in his very fine body.

“All the talk will settle down soon enough,” he assured her.

“I suspect it will.”

Customers came in just then and their conversation was interrupted. John was helping the young couple looking for six shield-back chairs to match their dining room set, when the phone rang.

Dani answered it and was writing down the information when she happened to notice that the cradle was missing. Her hand froze.

“I’m sorry,” she said, when she realized she hadn’t heard the last bit of conversation. “I was momentarily distracted. Could you repeat the spelling of your name once more?”

It was an agonizing five minutes before John was free.

“Was that phone call for me?” he asked.

“Yes.” She tore off the pink slip and handed it to him, but her gaze remained riveted on the spot where the handcrafted cradle had once rested. “What happened to the cradle?” she asked. “John’s gaze followed hers. “Someone bought it this morning while you were shopping. I was beginning to wonder if I was ever going to get rid of that piece. You were rather fond of it, weren’t you?”

“Yes,” she said softly. “I hope it found a good home.”

“I’m sure it did,” John assured her.


CHAPTER FIVE

It was inevitable that John would sell the cradle, Dani knew, but it felt as if he’d let go of something that had personally belonged to her. Something she’d loved and treasured.

“Dani, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” She never had been able to lie easily. “I’m disappointed…I loved that cradle.”

“If you wanted it for yourself, why didn’t you say something?”

She shrugged. The argument was one she’d had with herself on a daily basis from the moment she’d discovered it hidden in the back room. “It was expensive.”

“Had I known, we might have been able to work something out.”

“I realize that.”

“I hate to see you disappointed.”

Dani had no one to blame but herself. “Really, John, I have no cause for complaint. I should have said something a long time ago.”

He dropped it at that, and Dani preferred not to dwell on the subject. The cradle had sold, but John had assured her the people who bought it would cherish it. She couldn’t ask for anything more than that.

The shop was busy. The population of Ocean Shores swelled to nearly ten times its size on weekends with the heavy tourist traffic of summer. Lunch was a few bites of salad between customers. Dani didn’t know how John would ever have managed alone.

By six, Dani’s feet hurt, and the small of her back ached, but nothing could put a damper on her enthusiasm for this first official dinner date with John. Rarely had she looked more forward to anything. It didn’t feel like a date, her first since breaking up with Bob. John was her friend, and their spending time together was a natural extension of that friendship.

After locking up the store, John carried out the groceries for her and paused before placing them inside her vehicle. His brow folded into thick lines as he frowned.

“Is something wrong?” Dani asked.

“I can just imagine what people will say when they see you following me home,” he muttered.

“Does it bother you? Because…”

“No,” he reassured her and relaxed enough to smile. “I was afraid it would upset you. Let `em talk to their hearts’ content. We know the truth and that’s all that matters.”

Only, Dani was beginning to wonder exactly what the truth was when it came to her and John. What had once seemed crystal clear had clouded as the boundaries of their relationship expanded.

Dani liked John’s house immediately. It was built on the water, but unlike his mother’s home, he’d chosen to live on the other side of the peninsula. The tranquil waters of Gray’s Harbor were a stark contrast to the tumultuous ocean that roared outside Mamie Osborn’s back door.

To Dani’s surprise, his house was furnished not in antiques, but with solid contemporary style. His leather sofa was a deep shade of brown, with two matching chairs. She found the kitchen to be spacious and modern. The man never ceased to amaze her.

He must have read the incredulity in her eyes. “I built the house for Patricia,” he said starkly, holding her gaze. “After she left I had too damn much pride to sell it. I’m glad now I held on to it.”

“It’s lovely.”

“Actually I think the house alone might have been enough to frighten her off,” he admitted with a chuckle. “The original plans called for five bedrooms. I’ve turned one into a library and another into a media room, but the house was specifically designed with a large family in mind.”

For reasons she couldn’t hope to understand, Dani’s heart tightened in her chest with joy. “You like children?” she asked excitedly.

“Very much.”

“Did you have many brothers and sisters?” Dani couldn’t remember Mamie mentioning any of John’s siblings.

“No, there’s only me. Perhaps that’s the reason I was hoping for a houseful myself. My father died when I was young. I barely remember him, only that he loved my mother with all his heart and that she loved him.

“He was tall and his laughter was so loud it sounded like a freight train. It used to frighten me.” He stopped suddenly as if he hadn’t meant to say that much. “What about you?”

“I have one sister. Delia. She’s intelligent and beautiful, but painfully shy.”

“Your sister?”

“She stuttered as a child, and has overcome that except when she’s under a lot of stress, but she prefers to keep to herself. I worry about her sometimes.”

“Is she married?”

“No,” Dani said, and added on a sad note, “I wonder if she ever will marry. It would be a shame if she doesn’t. Delia has a lot of love to give.”

“Eventually she’ll find the right person.”

Dani unloaded the grocery sack and hesitated, her hand inside the brown bag. “How confident you sound. It’s almost as if you can read the future. If you’re so good at it, take a look at my own, would you?”

John reached for her hand, turned it over and pretended to examine her palm. He rubbed the underside of his chin. “Now that’s interesting.”

“What?” She found herself studying her hand, expecting to find something that hadn’t been there earlier.

“Look at the love line.” He traced his index finger across the width of her palm, which caused a deep, sensual sensation to curl in her belly.

“Short and stubby, right?” she joked, wondering at the peculiar sensation.

“On the contrary, it’s long, very long. I don’t think you have anything to worry about when it comes to love.”

How she wished she could believe him. “That certainly hasn’t been the case thus far.”

“Perhaps,” he agreed. “But if your palm’s to be believed, that’s all going to change.”

Embarrassed now with all this talk about love, Dani returned to the task at hand. She finished emptying the sack and set the ingredients she’d purchased that morning along the kitchen counter.

“You never did tell me what you were planning to fix.”

“I didn’t?” She glanced at him over her shoulder. “It’s a casserole recipe made with tofu and…”

“Tofu?” John interrupted.

“I know it has a bad reputation, but it’s really wonderful stuff, fat-free and…” She stopped when she noticed John open the sliding glass door and step onto the patio. “What are you doing?”

“Getting out the barbecue. I’ve got a couple of steaks in the freezer that the microwave can thaw. I’ll toss a couple of potatoes in there while I’m at it.”

“The barbecue?”

“No, the microwave.”

“You mean to say you won’t even taste my casserole?”

John looked as if he was of two minds on the subject. She was convinced he didn’t wish to offend her, but at the same time tofu was a stretch for a man who subsisted on meat and potatoes. It didn’t look as if he was willing to change his mind about her casserole, either.

“How about if we cook both?” he suggested as means of a compromise.

Dani nodded. “Okay, as long as you agree to taste my dish.”

He made some diplomatic reply and smiled so warmly at her she didn’t press him. Once he saw her concoction, he’d willingly taste it.

They worked side by side. Dani slipped out of her shoes and padded barefoot across the kitchen. He didn’t own an apron so she tucked a linen dishcloth into her waistband. John turned on the stereo and played soft classical music.

“Do you have anything country?” she called out.

“I don’t think so,” he said, sorting through his CDs. “Next time we do this, leave the tofu at home and bring your own music.”

“You’re going to eat those words, John Osborn. This casserole is to die for.”

“You mean it’s going to kill me?” he teased.

She rolled her eyes and returned her attention to the cutting board, where she had chopped green peppers, mushrooms and an onion.

The evening was lovely, and once the casserole was in the oven, John poured them each a glass of white wine and gave her a tour of the house. The balcony off the master bedroom was her favorite spot.

“It’s so beautiful here,” she said, leaning her elbows against the edge. The view of the harbor was unobstructed, and the night sang a gentle melody.

“It’s one of my favorite spots, as well.” He stood beside her and placed his arm around her shoulders. Dani found herself leaning against him, not for any physical support. A need strong and profound drew her to his side. Their hips brushed against each other. She paused and, wondering if she was the only one experiencing this awareness, she glanced up at him.

John removed the wineglass from her unresisting fingers. He set it aside and then turned her so they were facing each other. Gently, his large hands cupped her face. His thumbs caressed her cheeks in a circular, catlike motion. He seemed to be studying her, reading her.

Dani knew he was going to kiss her, the same way she’d known he’d wanted to the day she’d slipped from the ladder. They’d both been afraid then of what would happen if they explored the sensation between them. Need overrode anxiety this night as John slowly lowered his mouth to hers.

The kiss was slow and thorough, as if giving them each time to assess what was happening. To give her time to pull away if that was what she wanted. Dani didn’t.

He eased back and studied her, and it seemed to Dani that the air grew chilled. His gaze searched hers as if seeking some form of reassurance.

“John…” She didn’t know who reached for whom, but within seconds she was back in his arms. His mouth was warm and moist and enticing. John moaned, and cupping the back of her head with his hand, he deepened the kiss until they were both breathless and weak.

A heavy, warm feeling filled her. “Is this something friends do frequently?”

“I wouldn’t know,” John answered. “I’ve never had a friend like you before.”

“I should hope not.” She flattened her hand over her heart. “It’s pounding like crazy.”

“Yours? Listen to mine.” He pressed her hand over his chest and she felt the staccato thud of his heart racing against her palm.

A timer dinged in the distance and for the life of her, Dani had a difficult time making sense of why it had sounded. It came to her in a rush. “My casserole’s done.” Time had slipped by unnoticed and Dani was sorry for this new intimacy to end.

John seemed as reluctant to release her as she was to leave the warm shelter of his arms.

“I suppose I should go take it out of the oven,” she whispered.

“I suppose,” John agreed. But he didn’t move and neither did she. A moment later, with what felt like supreme effort, Dani eased herself out of his arms and headed for the kitchen.

“I’d best get those steaks on the barbecue.”

“Just remember that you promised to try my casserole,” she reminded him.

John hesitated. “I did?”

“John! I’m going to be terribly disappointed if we end up cooking separate meals all because you’re leery of a little bean curd.”

“Any man with pride wouldn’t ever admit to eating tofu.”

“But you said you would,” she reminded him.

“As I recall, I promised I’d sample your recipe. Sample, as in taste. Taste, as in one small nibble from the end of a fork, and nothing more.”

Dani allowed a sigh to quiver through her lungs. “You’re a sorry disappointment to me.” She turned and was about to leave when John captured her hand.

“Am I?” he asked, his eyes dark and serious.

“What?”

“A sorry disappointment to you?”

“Ah…”

He brought her back into his arms and kissed her again and again and Dani’s toes curled with the intensity of it.

“Am I a disappointment?” he asked her a second time, while he spread soft kisses along the delicate line of her chin.

“Not…really,” she whispered, barely able to find her voice. “It’s just that…”

“Yes?”

“You’re sure about friends kissing like this? It feels much too good…much too right.”

John hesitated. “To be fair, when it comes to you, I’m not sure about anything. Not anymore.”

* * *

“Admit how good the tofu tasted,” Dani insisted. They sat in the bowling alley with Laura and Charley.

“I believe the word I used was interesting,” John answered with a teasing light in his eyes. Dani noticed the way his gaze found Charley’s, as if to suggest he was being a good sport about the whole thing.

“As I recall, you ate three helpings.”

“Was it really three?” John asked.

“Tofu?” Even Charley seemed to have trouble believing it.

“It’s not half as bad as we’ve been led to believe.” John told him, “Especially when it’s used in humble pie.”

Everyone laughed.

“It’s amazing what a man’s willing to do for a woman,” Charley said, standing up and reaching for the bowling ball. “I’ve never been bowling in my life. I was convinced I’d make a first-class idiot of myself. Yet, here I am wearing the most ridiculous-looking pair of shoes I’ve ever seen, tossing a ball at a few pins, hoping to impress Laura with what a great athlete I am.” He walked up to the line and released the ball as if he’d been doing so twenty years or more, not bothering to see how many pins he knocked down.

Laura smiled broadly at Dani, her eyes bright with happiness.

Charley walked back and slumped into his seat. “I’m not the only one, either. Here’s John,” he said, picking up the conversation as though he’d never left, “eating tofu and swearing he likes the stuff.”

“You didn’t have to come bowling,” Laura shyly insisted.

“Yes, I did,” Charley countered with the hint of a frown. “It was either that or risk the chance you’d spend the evening with Doug instead of me.”

Once more, Laura’s smiling gaze drifted to Dani. It made Dani feel as if she were some sort of expert in the matter of love, when nothing could be farther from the truth. Her own life was evidence of that. She’d fallen flat on her face when it came to her relationship with Bob.

Bob.

It used to be, when she thought about her ex-fiancé, that her heart would involuntarily clench and a part of her soul ached. There’d been a time, in the not-so-distant past, when the mere mention of his name would produce a bout of spontaneous tears she’d struggled to hide.

No longer.

The cure had come in the form of a certain shop owner, another of the walking wounded. A man who’d trod the path of broken dreams and found his way through the maze of disappointments.

Working with John hadn’t cured her broken heart, not exactly. But he’d helped her center her focus, not in the fog of her pain, but toward the future.

At one time Dani had loved Bob, truly loved him; at least, she’d convinced herself of that. Now she realized that what she’d fallen in love with was the dream. She hungered for a husband and children, and Bob had played nicely into the idyllic picture she’d created. He’d seemed so wonderful, so genuine and sincere. He’d insisted that her dreams had been his own. Perhaps they were, in some small way.

“How about coffee?” Charley suggested after the match. He tucked the bowling ball away, and casually draped his arm over Laura’s shoulders.

“Not tonight, but thanks.” John reached for Dani’s hand and lightly squeezed it. As soon as their friends were out of earshot, he asked, “You don’t mind, do you?”

“Not really.” She didn’t object, but she was curious. Charley and Laura had been the ones who’d suggested this outing. When Dani mentioned it to John, he’d readily agreed.

John seemed unusually quiet on the ride back to her small rental house. To her surprise, he drove past it.

“You just missed my house.”

“I know,” he answered, turning the corner, and heading for the beach. “I thought we might enjoy a walk along the ocean.”

“That would be wonderful.” And romantic. John hadn’t kissed her since Saturday evening, but then, there hadn’t been much opportunity, either. They hadn’t been alone more than a few minutes at a stretch. It had disappointed her that they’d been so busy at the shop that there wasn’t time for them.

Bowling was an excuse to be together and they’d both welcomed it. Or so she’d like to think. But in retrospect, she realized that although John had joked and laughed and given the appearance that he was having a good time, something was on his mind.

John parked the car at the beach. His hand gripped the steering wheel and he kept his face averted. “I’ve been wanting to talk to you.” He turned and their eyes met. Even in the dark, with only the glow of a half-moon illuminating the night, Dani could read the intensity in his eyes.

“You have?” The temperature in the car seemed to heat up by several degrees.

John’s hand lovingly cupped her face. He closed his eyes and Dani was convinced she heard him moan.

“Let’s walk,” he said, thrusting open the car door, and climbing out of the vehicle.

“All right.”

His hand held hers as they strolled along the shore.

They’d gone for some time before she said, “I thought you wanted to talk.”

“I do.”

“We could have talked at my house, too, you know,” she teased.

“I don’t think so.” His pace slowed and he stopped and stared down at her. “I’m afraid if we’d gone back to your house we’d have ended up making love.”

Her face went pink. “Oh.”

“I trust myself to behave while we’re in public, but even that’s becoming iffy. I’m not certain where this relationship is headed, but before matters go any further I need to be sure you want the same things I do.”

“Oh…” Dani couldn’t stop looking at the man bathed in moonlight. It didn’t seem possible that it was the same one who’d grumbled and complained about her just a few weeks earlier. “Couldn’t you just kiss me first?” she asked, wanting him so much it was difficult not to take the initiative herself. She struggled to keep from throwing her arms around him. “I promise we can talk later.”

His kiss revealed the depth of his hunger. By the time he eased his lips from hers, Dani felt drained and exhilarated and desperate for more of the same.

“John… please,” she whimpered when he outlined her mouth with the tip of his tongue.

He groaned and wrapped his arms around her, his grip viselike. “It wasn’t supposed to happen like this.”

“What wasn’t?” she asked, spreading kisses along the underside of his jaw.

“It would be best if we stopped.”

“Best for whom?” She leaned her body into his, loving the hard feel of him.

“Dani… I can’t think straight when you’re in my arms, and we need to talk.”

Dani smiled to herself. She couldn’t very well say she hadn’t noticed, because she had. Knowing she was the reason produced a keen sense of satisfaction.

“You’re sure you want to talk?” she asked, nibbling on his ear.

“Yes…no.” He drew in his breath.

“There’s no need to be so serious.” It was in her mind that he would suggest that they take this attraction wherever it would lead them. It was in her heart that he might suggest that they think along the lines of making their relationship permanent.

“I was thinking…”

“Yes,” she purred.

John cleared his throat and put some distance, very little, between them. “That it might be a good idea if you found another job.”


CHAPTER SIX

Dani didn’t sleep all that night. She vacillated between outrage and tears. First, she would pace the compact bedroom, counting the hours before she could confront John and tell him exactly what she thought of him. Then she would tire and her anger would dissolve into a rough-edged pain.

To his credit, John claimed he had a list of excellent reasons why he’d come to this conclusion. Not that she’d given him the chance to list a single one. She’d been too hurt, too shocked, too furious for that.

In the end she’d insisted on walking back to her house. Alone. He hadn’t allowed her even that one display of pride. She’d walked, all right, but he followed her in his car with his window rolled down, and attempted to reason with her. The man should have recognized she was in no mood for reason. He insisted that he’d talk to her in the morning, then had the audacity to park outside her home until he was assured she was safely inside.

Well, it was morning and she hadn’t seen hide nor hair of John Osborn.

Dani sat at her kitchen table and covered her face with her hands. She didn’t know how she would pay her bills. That wasn’t entirely true. Since she’d started doing John’s window displays, several shopkeepers had approached her at one time or another about doing displays for them. Dani knew without asking that no one shop could afford her full-time. It had occurred to her once before that it would be a simple enough task to form her own business.

She would, she decided.

She sipped her coffee, and wondered why she didn’t feel any better. Financially she should be able to work everything out. It wasn’t the lack of a job that plagued her, although that was what she’d centered her thoughts on during the long, sleepless night.

No, it was the feeling of betrayal she’d felt when John casually announced he was letting her go. To be fair, she hadn’t stood around for him to explain. As far as she was concerned, she’d heard all she’d wanted. It had hurt and the pain had cut deep.

Dani studied the kitchen clock and wondered what John would do when she didn’t show up for work that morning. He hadn’t said if he intended for her termination to be effective immediately.

What she hoped, what she wanted, was for John to come for her. He apparently was patiently waiting for her to arrive at the shop.

In his dreams. It wasn’t likely that he’d stop by and see her, either. If this morning was typical of the way business had been the last two weeks, John would be swamped the minute he opened.

By ten, Dani had changed her sheets, washed the kitchen floor and cleaned out the refrigerator. She’d worked up a sweat, venting her frustrations.

The doorbell chimed, and with her heart racing, she removed the yellow rubber gloves and headed for the front door.

So he’d come, after all. Good. She felt better already. Dani had worked matters out in her mind. The morning hadn’t been a waste. If anything, it had helped her clear her thoughts so that she knew exactly what she planned to say to her employer. Ex-employer, she reminded herself.

Dani couldn’t have been more prepared had she written out a speech. What she didn’t anticipate was the man who stood on the other side of the door. It wasn’t John.

It was Bob.

His smile was filled with boyish charm. “Aren’t you going to invite me inside?” he asked.

He really was a handsome devil, Dani was willing to admit, but she realized how artificial good looks could be. It seemed impossible that she could have loved this man so intensely. She stared at him, wondering what it was that had fascinated her.

“Dani?”

“Hello, Bob,” she said, recovering awkwardly. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

“Can I come inside?”

She lifted her shoulder in a halfhearted shrug. “If you want.” Holding open the screen door for him, she allowed him to pass. To her way of thinking, he wouldn’t be staying long, so she kept the door open.

“What can I do for you?” she asked stiffly, and folded her arms.

“You’re looking great,” he said with a wide grin. He made himself at home. He sat on her sofa and crossed his muscular legs, resting his ankle on top of his knee. “I don’t suppose you have any coffee brewed.”

“I don’t.”

“I could really use a cup.”

“Then I suggest you go buy yourself one,” she said without emotion. It surprised her how indifferent she felt toward him. In the beginning, she’d fantasized about such a meeting between the two of them. In her mind’s eye she had the supreme pleasure of tossing him out of her home and out of her life. Now that he was actually with her, the only emotion she felt was pity and sadness for the time she’d wasted on him.

Bob’s eyes widened as though her words had hurt him. “I’d hoped we could talk without the anger,” he said gently, and held out his hand to her. “Sit down, please. There’s so much to say…I don’t know where to start.”

She stood exactly where she was. “There’s nothing left between us,” she said, and if any emotion stirred within her, it was more sadness.

Bob briefly bowed his head as if seeking some greater wisdom. “I’d hoped that given time you’d come to your senses.”

“Me?” she cried, flattening her hand across her chest.

“I gave you the space and the freedom I felt you needed,” he continued. “Now I can’t help wondering if I did the right thing.” A pained look crossed his face. “No matter what you think, Dani, letting you out of my life hurt like hell.”

It was all she could do to keep from rolling her eyes.

“When you settled out here, I decided to give you three or four months to mull everything over. I felt that in that time frame you might come to realize that what we had was too special, too wonderful, to throw out the window.”

“I wasn’t the one who blew it, Bob.”

“True, true,” he said, holding up both hands. “I accept full responsibility for what happened. I was a fool, and I’ll be the first one to admit it. I made a mistake, Dani. Albeit, it was a doozy, but I’ve learned my lesson. I have, darling. I swear by everything I hold dear that it’ll never happen again.”

“It’s too late.” It gave her no degree of satisfaction in telling him this. “It’s over, Bob.”

He did an excellent job of looking as if her news had crushed him. “Is it because of John Osborn?”

Dani stiffened. “What do you know about John?”

Bob shifted uncomfortably in his seat and glanced away. “Nothing much…. I’d heard rumors about the two of you. Something completely ridiculous about you two becoming engaged.”

He had people watching her, Dani realized, and fumed.

“I knew the minute I heard you were engaged that it couldn’t possibly be true, but I came to check it out.” He laughed lightly as if the notion made no sense whatsoever. “I met the man this morning and I’m here to tell you, there’s no way the two of you…” He paused when he saw her fierce look.

“You saw John this morning?”

“Well, yes. I expected to find you at the antiques store.”

“Did you introduce yourself?” she asked.

“Of course I did.” He said this as if it was the only gentlemanly thing to do. Funny it never occurred to him that fidelity had honor, as well.

“What did John say?” Dani found this to be of far more concern than how the two reacted to each other.

Bob’s shoulders stiffened. “In the beginning he wasn’t going to tell me anything about you.” He paused and straightened the knot of his tie. “But I set Osborn straight. Really, Dani, I can’t imagine you with this kind of man.”

“And why not?” She braced her fists against her hips.

“Well, he’s…unsuitable.”

“For whom?” she demanded. “John Osborn is worth ten of you. He’s a man of character and honor. I can tell you right now that John would never think to cheat anyone. He’s honest and fair and intelligent and kind….”

Bob stared at her in horror. “You are in love with him?”

“Yes.” She wasn’t going to deny it.

“But…”

“I’ve decided I must never have loved you,” Dani said, cutting him off. “I can only assume I was in love with the idea of being in love.

“I couldn’t have fallen so quickly or so hard for John if I’d truly loved you,” she admitted without malice. “I don’t think I realized what it was to feel this strongly for a man until I met John.” Even as she said the words, she recognized the truth of them.

“You can’t be serious.”

“Oh, Bob, don’t you know me at all? Do you honestly think I would make something like this up?”

He stared at her as if he wasn’t sure what to believe any longer. Finally he rubbed a hand down his face and stood. “I’d hoped…” He paused, his disappointment evident. “But I can see that you’ve made up your mind.”

“Yes, I have.”

His eyes met hers. “You could do better than Osborn.”

“Better?” she cried, shaking her head in wonder. Bob was far more obtuse than she’d realized. “I don’t know what John feels for me, but if he does love me, I’ll go to my grave forever grateful that a man as wonderful as John would love someone like me.”

Bob glared at her for several moments. “He loves you.”

Dani’s heart froze. “How can you be so sure?”

“Just take my word for it, Dani, the man’s crazy about you. Crazy enough to release you from any obligation to him so you’d be free to leave with me if you so desired.”

She hesitated. So that was the reason he’d fired her. It made an insane kind of sense now, not that she approved. In fact, she deeply disapproved.

“Perhaps you’re right about there being no future for the two of us,” Bob said and exhaled as though deeply hurt. “We had some good times, though, don’t you think?”

She nodded, willing to grant him that much.

“I owe you this one. Just remember in the years to come that I was the one who told you that John loves you. Fact is, I went out of my way so you’d know how he felt.” Bob hesitated and frowned. “It doesn’t concern you that he’s never told you how he feels?”

“No.” After all, she hadn’t told John her feelings, either.

Bob shrugged. “I’ll leave, since that’s what you seem to want.” A sadness sneaked into his eyes once more. “I only want the best for you, Dani. You might not believe this, but I do love you.”

Dani did believe it. In his own way, as much as he could, Bob did care for her.

The two briefly hugged and then he was gone.

Dani changed out of her shorts and sleeveless blouse as fast as her trembling hands would allow. Her mind was on John every minute of the drive over to the antiques store.

When she entered the shop, she noticed that he was with a customer. His gaze found hers, and it seemed as if everything faded from view but the man who stood no more than a few feet from her. John was reluctantly pulled back to the customer and the conversation. Fortunately, the man left two minutes later.

Without another word, John stepped into the back room and a moment later his mother appeared. Mamie’s gaze found Dani and she broke into a wide grin.

John walked over to where Dani stood waiting. “Hello.”

“Hi.”

“Are you free for lunch?”

Eating was the last thing on her mind, but she nodded. “Sure.”

They walked two doors down and bought thick deli sandwiches. John carried them to the beach and they sat next to each other in the sand. The sea gulls flew overhead and the ocean slapped the shore.

“I understand you had company this morning,” he said.

Dani noticed that neither one of them appeared interested in their sandwich. “Yes. Bob stopped by. I take it you gave him my address.”

John nodded. “So?” he said with a decided lack of composure. “Are the two of you getting back together?”

“Hardly. It seems grossly unfair to string Bob along when I’m head over heels in love with you.”

It seemed in that moment that the wind ceased to blow, that the ocean no longer roared and that the sea gulls went still, frozen in their flight pattern against the backdrop of a dazzling blue sky.

John’s gaze narrowed, as if testing the truth in her words. As if he was afraid to believe them.

“The craziest part of it was that Bob insisted you loved me.” She tried to make light of it, and knew she wasn’t any better at disguising her feelings than he was with her. “I was rather hoping that was the reason you’d decided to fire me…although I have to say your thinking is a bit twisted.”

“I do love you.” He paused and granted her a half smile. “Enough to give Bob your address and allow you to make your own decisions when it came to your ex-fiancé.”

Just the way he said the words told her how difficult it had been for him to sit back and wait.

She smiled and leaned her head against him, and John wrapped his arm around her shoulders, bringing her closer. He gently kissed the top of her head.

“I thought you wanted me out of your life,” she said, struggling, even now, to release the hurt his words had caused her.

“No, never that, but I wanted you to be free of any obligation to me should you decide to leave. I’ve never done anything more difficult in my life than release you.”

“I wasn’t going to leave.”

“But you didn’t know about Bob then.”

“I knew everything I needed to know about him.” She looped her arm around his. “Actually, several people had approached me in the last few weeks about doing their window displays and I thought…I hoped… I could make enough doing that to survive until you came to your senses.”

“It’s not such a bad idea.”

“I could set up my own small company and work…”

“Part-time,” he inserted, and at her questioning glance, he added, “Until the children are in school.”

It felt as if the world were suddenly devoid of oxygen. “Children?”

“I’m praying like crazy that you’ll agree to marry me.”

Unable to find her voice, Dani eagerly nodded. “When?”

“Oh, I figured since we had something of a whirlwind courtship that we should wait a year or so to start our family. But basically, I’ll leave the decision up to you.”

“Wedding…when?” She waved her hand as if fanning a fire and hoped she was coherent enough for John to understand her question.

His eyes widened as if he found her inquisitiveness something of a surprise. “I’d prefer it if we could be married soon. Very soon. The sooner the better. Are you free next weekend?” At her stricken look, he amended, “You decide the date, just promise you won’t keep me waiting much longer.”

All at once she was in his arms. John’s kiss was filled with a desperate kind of longing, one that matched her own. Dani groaned in welcome and opened her mouth to him. John’s tongue eased forward, probing deeply, mating with hers in a frenzied erotic game. When he finally dragged his lips from hers, he gulped air into his lungs.

“You’d better make it quick,” he urged in a rough whisper.

“Quick?”

“The wedding. It’s getting to the point that even a public beach isn’t safe. I want you so much I’m willing to be arrested.”

“I don’t think it’ll come to that,” she said with a lazy, happy smile.

“Don’t be so sure, Dani. You don’t have a clue how tempting you are.”

“Temptation is good for the…” She wasn’t allowed to finish because John was kissing her again; this time he tangled her hair with his fingers and dragged his lips over hers. The kiss was warm and moist. Warm and potent.

“Do you think we could arrange a wedding by next week?” She whispered the question when she could breathe.

He nodded. “We’ll find a way.” He braced his forehead against hers. “Mother is going to gloat.”

“Let her,” Dani said, more than willing to be generous with John’s mother. “She deserves to, don’t you think?”

She felt his smile against her skin. “I suppose you’re right.

“Shall we tell her?” He stood and offered Dani his hand.

“Now?” Everything was happening so fast, her head was spinning. She accepted his help and reached for their untouched lunches.

“You object?”

“No…no, it isn’t that. I’ve got so much to do. I need to call my parents and my sister and tell them. Delia will have to fly in and… Oh, good grief, you’ve never even met my parents. What will they think when we announce we’re getting married so soon?”

“Well,” John said, looping his arm around her waist. “Either they’ll assume we’re madly in love, or that you’re pregnant.”

Dani laughed, and covered her mouth with the tips of her fingers. “No doubt Dad will thank you for making an honest woman out of me.”

“And your mother?”

“She’ll ply us both with a thousand questions. She’ll want to be assured we know what we’re doing, rushing into marriage this way.”

“Do we?” John asked.

“Probably not,” Dani answered, wondering if he’d already changed his mind. She studied him, searching out his face, looking for telltale signs. John was a man who seldom acted impulsively.

“No, Dani love,” he said and kissed her temple. “I haven’t changed my mind. Nor will I. Now come back to the store because I have a gift for you.”

“A gift?” Dani wasn’t sure what to think.

John held her hand and together they trotted across the busy intersection back to Osborn Antiques. Mamie was occupied with a customer when they walked into the store. She stopped abruptly, said something to the client and looked to John and Dani.

“Well?” she asked expectantly.

“We’re getting married,” John announced.

Mamie folded her hands and raised her eyes skyward. “Praise be to the saints.”

“Next week, Mother.”

“Next week?” Mamie pulled out a chair and literally fell into it. “These youngsters think everything has to happen overnight. I can’t believe this. I really can’t. Do either of you realize how much is involved in arranging a wedding?”

“Not really,” John said, smiling at Dani. “I guess we’ll just have to wing it.”

“I’ll take care of the flowers and the music. Bertha Johnson does fabulous cakes, but I think you and Dani should be the ones to pick it out.”

“We will, Mother,” John promised.

“I’ve heard that before.”

Dani wasn’t sure who Mamie was speaking to, but it didn’t matter. John walked over to his desk and took out a key. He led her to the storage room she’d discovered all those weeks ago. Dani didn’t realize he kept it locked these days.

He unlatched the padlock and opened the door. Then he leaned into the compact room, and turned on the light. “This is for you,” he said, with his back to her. When he turned around, Dani realized that he held the cradle she’d loved so dearly in his arms.

Tears leapt to her eyes, and she struggled within herself for a couple of moments. “You said you’d sold it.”

“Not exactly. The gist of what I told you was that it was going to a good home. What I didn’t say was that I sincerely hoped it would be our own. Whatever happens between us, I want you to have the cradle.”

“I won’t accept it,” she said, and after a sufficient pause added, “Without you.” Closing the storage room door, she walked over to the man she loved with all her being.

John set the cradle aside, and wrapped his arms around her. “You already have me, Dani. You have for a very long time.” Their kiss was deep, slow and potent enough to weaken her knees.

“We’re crazy,” she whispered.

“But it’s a wonderful kind of crazy,” John added, and she couldn’t agree with him more.

* * * * *
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CHAPTER ONE

Riley Erickson’s life was perfect. Happily, there was no other way to describe it. She was engaged to a perfect man—good-looking, easygoing, kind to little old ladies, liked her friends—and they were getting married during her favorite time of year. (Christmas weddings were the most beautiful.) She had an equally great family—generous, fun-loving and supportive (now that she and her bro and sis had outgrown the sibling-rivalry stuff)—and a job she loved, teaching fourth grade at Whispering Pines Elementary School. Kids still liked their teachers at that age, so it was fun to go to work. And you couldn’t beat the vacation time since teachers got summers off as well as spring and winter breaks…which made getting married in December, well, perfect.

Riley smiled as she took the small ceramic turkey off her desk and substituted a snowman. The wedding was only three weeks away. By Christmas, she and Sean Little would be hanging their Christmas stockings side by side. Humming Christmas carols as she worked, she took down the rest of the Thanksgiving decorations in her classroom and put up her Christmas-themed ones. The children would return from their Thanksgiving weekend to find the classroom all ready for the holidays.

Once her decorating was finished, she took a moment to admire her reindeer and Santas and candy canes. Yes, it looked very festive here in Ms. Erickson’s fourth-grade classroom. It was oh, so satisfying to be organized.

Speaking of being organized, she wondered how her friend Emily was doing. Riley knew Emily was getting ready to visit her family in Portland for the weekend. Maybe she could use some help putting her classroom in order. Riley wandered down the hall to Emily’s room.

Emily Dieb was new to the school, new to the town of Whispering Pines, Washington, in fact. But settling in well. The other teachers liked her and so did her students. Actually, all the boys in her fifth-grade class had a crush on her. This was hardly surprising, since Emily looked like a Victoria’s Secret model.

Having a pretty friend was no threat to Riley. Granted, she’d never be mistaken for a model. She certainly wasn’t as glam as her sister, Jo, the fashionista, whose hair was always styled and highlighted, but with her round face, and freckles and long, light brown hair, she was cute enough. Cute enough for Sean Little to fall in love with, anyway, and that was all that mattered. Sean thought she was cute, adorable even, and had told her so on plenty of occasions.

Besides, it was hard to be jealous of Emily when she was so nice. Like Riley, she loved to read and watch old movies. Unlike Riley, she enjoyed working out and had the size-four body to prove it. She was going home to Oregon for the holiday, where she’d spend the weekend playing indoor volleyball and hitting the gym. Yuck, but to each her own.

“I don’t want to get too fat for my bridesmaid’s dress,” she’d said when Riley teased her once about being obsessed with the gym.

After Jo had gotten pregnant, she’d resigned from her position as matron of honor, so Riley had upgraded her best buddy, Noel Bijou, to maid of honor status and brought Emily on board to step into Noel’s bridesmaid shoes. “I’d love to be a bridesmaid,” Emily had gushed.

Emily didn’t seem as gushy about being in Riley’s wedding lately, but hey, Thanksgiving was coming, and Riley was sure that Emily was preoccupied with her looming family drama. Her parents were divorced and she was going to have to deal with parent rivalry and eat two Thanksgiving dinners—no easy feat for a size four.

She entered Emily’s room to find her friend perched on her desk, looking gorgeous in a red knit dress and high boots, talking on her cell phone. Her cardboard Pilgrims and turkey were still hanging on the wall, and there was no sign that Christmas was right around the corner. Good thing Riley had stopped in.

Emily gave a start at the sight of her and said to her phone, “I’ve got to go.”

“Sorry. Did I interrupt something?” Riley asked.

“Oh. No. I’m just, um, getting ready for the weekend.”

“I thought you might be in a hurry to get on the road so I came by to see if you needed any help setting your room up for Christmas,” Riley said.

“Oh. Well. Thanks.” Emily seemed distracted.

“Is everything all right?”

“Yes. Um, everything’s fine.”

Poor Emily. She was obviously trying to make the best of her upcoming family visit. “Must be hard having to go home and try to keep everyone happy,” Riley said.

Emily nodded.

“I wish you were going to be around. I’d sucker you into going out and getting something to eat tonight. Sean has to work at the gym.” Sean owned a Fit and Fine franchise, and when you owned a business, it actually owned you. Of course, once they were married it would own both of them. Sean was giving Riley a membership as a wedding present. She could think of better ways to work up a sweat together but oh, well. She’d learn to love treadmills. Maybe someday she, too, would be a size four.

“Yeah, I’m afraid I’ll be busy tonight,” Emily said.

“I hope your mom doesn’t try to match you up with someone again.”

According to Emily, last Thanksgiving her mom had tried to set her up with her yoga instructor. Emily had just broken up with her boyfriend and had been in no frame of mind for a new man. The fact that the man had been fifteen years older could’ve had something to do with it. Emily’s mom wasn’t a very good matchmaker.

Neither was Riley. She kept trying, though. “Sean’s friend Guy is going to be in town this weekend,” she said casually. Maybe Emily would like to come back early. They could all go out on Saturday night.

Emily was already shaking her head. “I appreciate the thought, but…”

Riley sighed. “I know. You’re not interested. But Em, you don’t want to wind up alone, do you?” Honestly, Emily wasn’t even trying to fix her love life.

Emily blushed and bit her lip.

Now Riley had made her uncomfortable. “Sorry,” she said. “I guess I just want to see everyone as happy as I am.” Maybe Noel and Guy would hit it off. Noel needed someone new in her life.

“You’re such a good friend,” Emily said, her pretty blue eyes filling with tears. “I don’t deserve you.”

That seemed a little over-the-top but it was Thanksgiving. Everyone got sentimental at Thanksgiving. “You’re right,” Riley joked. “Come on. I’ll help you get your Christmas stuff up. Then you can enjoy yourself this weekend without that hanging over you.”

Emily stood up. “Thanks, but I need to get going.”

“Okay. If you’re sure.”

Emily nodded. “I’m sure.”

They walked to the parking lot where a few of the teachers’ cars were still parked, and Emily got into her snazzy Honda Fit (even her car was fit!) and zoomed away. Riley got into her Toyota and went home by way of her sister’s house.

She found Jo busy putting together a cranberry salad for the family gathering.

“That’s enough to feed a multitude,” Riley said after they’d hugged (not easy to do around Jo’s current baby belly).

“We are a multitude,” Jo said.

Yes, it would be a big gathering. In addition to a couple of aunts and uncles, some cousins and a grandma, Riley’s brother, Harold, would be there with his wife and daughter. And, of course, so would Jo, a Wilton by marriage but forever an Erickson at heart. However, she’d be minus her husband. Mike was in the navy, stationed on a sub, which was out at sea.

Jo rubbed her back. “This kid needs to come soon.”

It was her constant lament lately. Understandable, though. The baby was due any day.

“First babies take their time,” Mom liked to say.

“Well, this one’s taking enough time for two babies,” Jo would respond. “At the rate I’m going, it’ll be Valentine’s Day before I have this kid.”

Then Mom would say, “Maybe she’s waiting until her daddy comes home.”

Jo never found that remark cute. “Mike won’t be here until the middle of December. Don’t say stuff like that, Mom! If I don’t have this baby pretty soon, I’m going to explode.” Jo was a little dramatic these days.

But Riley wasn’t going to point fingers. She’d spent some time on the drama queen throne a few months ago when Jo backed out of being her matron of honor. “Thanks a lot,” she’d grumbled like a true loving sister. “You couldn’t have waited a few months to get pregnant?” She’d been all excited about the baby—until Annabelle Rose upset her wedding plans. Not one of her finer moments, she had to admit. It became easy to kill her inner Bridezilla, though, after Jo asked how she’d like it if her matron of honor went into labor in the middle of the wedding ceremony.

Everything had worked out just fine, anyway, and she had her two BFFs to stand up with her.

“Have you made your pies yet?” Jo asked her.

Riley shook her head. “I’m doing them tomorrow so they’ll be fresh.”

“Ms. Organized,” Jo teased.

“I want them to be good.”

“They will be. You’re the queen of the kitchen, for crying out loud.”

“We all have to be the queen of something,” Riley said. As a personal stylist, her sister had the clothes market cornered. She claimed that since this was her business she had to look good. But really, she’d look ready for an ad in Vogue no matter what she did. Jo had flair.

“So, are you and Sean doing anything tonight?” Jo asked.

“No.” Riley shrugged. “He has to work at the gym.”

Jo frowned. “He sure seems to work a lot of overtime lately.”

“He has his own business,” Riley reminded her. “You know what that’s like.”

“I do, but I still make time for the important people in my life.”

“Sean makes plenty of time for me,” Riley insisted.

Jo shrugged and changed the subject. “Want to stay for dinner?”

“What are you making?”

“I was going to ask you the same thing,” Jo said with a grin.

“I should’ve known there was a catch,” Riley said, but she was grinning, too.

She dug a couple of frozen chicken breasts out of Jo’s freezer and baked them with an orange sauce then put together a tossed salad to go with them. It was what she’d planned to make for Sean. Before he informed her he had to stay at the gym. Sigh.

After dinner the sisters watched a movie. Actually, Riley watched it and Jo napped through most of it.

In spite of her evening nap, Jo was looking pooped so Riley cleaned up the kitchen then said her goodbyes and went home to her apartment. It wasn’t all that late. Maybe Sean would like to come over for a while now. Surely he could leave the gym by nine.

She tried his cell but it went to voice mail. Double sigh.

“Hi. It’s me. Just thought you might like to come over when you’re done working. Call me,” she added.

He didn’t.

She tried again an hour later and got his voice mail. “Oh, well. I’ll see you tomorrow. Mom wants us there at three so we’ll need to leave by ten to. Love you.”

She ended the call with a frown and plugged her phone in to recharge. Leaving voice mail was so unsatisfying when you were in love. She turned on her electric fireplace and plunked down on the couch. A fire in the fireplace was romantic, even if the fireplace was electric and mainly for show. Too bad Sean wasn’t here to cuddle with her and enjoy it. Well, tomorrow night he would be. The gym would be closed on Thanksgiving, and she’d have him all to herself. Tomorrow was going to be wonderful.

The day certainly started out that way. Her pumpkin pies—the first she’d ever made, thank you very much—came out beautifully. She decided to celebrate with a homemade eggnog latte. (If she kept doing that, she’d be a size ten forever, but so what? Sean loved her just as she was.)

She was taking a sip when her cell phone rang. “Let’s Hear it for the Boy,” Sean’s ringtone.

“Hello there, Mr. Little,” she answered.

And now he’d say, “Hello there, future Mrs. Little.”

Except he didn’t. He said, “Riley, I need to talk to you.” He sounded serious.

Oh, boy. She knew what that meant. He was going to weasel out of going to her parents’ for Thanksgiving. For some reason, lately he didn’t like hanging out with her family. He’d actually canceled on attending her brother’s birthday party the month before. When she’d asked him what that was about, he’d used work as an excuse. “Anyway, I don’t think your brother likes me,” he’d added.

Which was ridiculous. Harold liked him just fine. Okay, Harold thought he was a tool. But what did Harold know?

“You don’t want to go to Mom and Dad’s?” she guessed.

“It’s not that.”

“Then what?”

“I should come over.”

“You’re coming over in a few hours,” she pointed out. Not that she’d mind seeing him now, but it was only ten in the morning and she’d been busy baking and hadn’t gotten around to showering yet and she hated it when Sean didn’t see her at her best.

“I know, I know,” he said, but not to her.

Now she heard a voice in the background. Who was he talking to? “Sean, what’s going on?”

“I’m not sure how to say this.”

Riley felt the blood start rushing from her head. Something bad was about to happen. She could feel the impending doom buzzing in the air around her. She fell onto the nearest bar stool, bracing herself.

There was that voice again, decidedly female. Riley suddenly felt as if she’d swallowed a block of ice.

“I am,” Sean said, again not to Riley. “Riley…”

“Yes?” Her voice came out in a whisper.

“There’s no easy way to say this. We need to break up.”

“Break up?”

“I’m sorry.”

“But…we’re getting married in three weeks. And two days,” she amended. Three weeks and two days to go and Sean wanted to break up. Now the ice was melting and pouring out of her eyes.

“I’m really sorry. But if we get married it’ll be a big mistake.”

It would? This was news to her. “What do you mean? I don’t understand.” She had to be asleep. That was it. She was asleep and this was a nightmare. She pinched her arm. Yowch!

“I’ve met someone else.”

“Three weeks before the wedding?” Three weeks and two days, but who was counting?

“No, I met her before that. Things have been, uh, growing between us. Our feelings.”

Three weeks before the wedding? Only a year ago he’d gotten down on one knee in front of all the other diners at Bella Bella’s Italian restaurant, produced a diamond ring and declared he’d love her forever. What had happened to forever?

“How could you do this? We were in love.” At least one of them was. “You thought I was adorable.” Didn’t adorable count for anything these days?

“You are. Shit, Riley. I hate to hurt you like this. I feel awful.”

He felt awful? “Who is it?” Who had stolen her groom three weeks before the wedding?

“This is awkward.”

Awkward? This was a catastrophe. “Who is it?” she demanded.

“It’s, uh, Emily.”

“Emily? My bridesmaid? This is a joke, right?”

But Sean wasn’t laughing. He wasn’t even there anymore. Now someone else was on the other end of the call. Emily herself. Emily, Riley’s fellow teacher, lover of small children, friend. Bitch.

“Riley, I’m so sorry. We’ve been trying to figure out a way to tell you.”

“How long have you been trying?”

“All month.”

All month. This whole month Emily had listened to her prattle about how lovely the church was going to look decorated with red and white roses and candles, how her grandma was making her garter, how Sean had someplace special picked out for their honeymoon. It was going to be a surprise.

Well, he’d certainly succeeded in surprising her.

“You were supposed to be my bridesmaid,” she protested. You were supposed to be my friend.

“I know. I really am sorry. It just…happened.”

“Where did it just happen?” Oh, wait. She knew.

Sure enough. “At the gym.”

That explained those extra-long hours Sean had been putting in. When you owned a business…blah, blah. The only business going on had been Emily in the business of stealing Sean. “You thief! You rotten, man-stealing thief. I thought you were my friend.”

“I was. I am.”

Not anymore. “Have you been sleeping with him?” It was Silent Night on the other phone.

“You’ve been sleeping with my fiancé. Seriously?”

No wonder Emily didn’t want Riley to match her up with someone. She’d already matched herself. Was that who she’d been talking to when Riley walked into her classroom the day before? I need to get going. Yeah, she’d gotten going—right over to see Sean.

“Riley… Oh, here’s Sean.”

“I hate you,” Riley said as soon as he came back on the line.

“Come on, Riley. Don’t be like this.”

“And why isn’t she in Portland?” Or Timbuktu. Or Antarctica. The North Pole. No, scratch the North Pole. Santa would ban her.

“She was going but her plans changed.”

Just like Riley’s. No more wedding, no more wedding reception, no honeymoon with the perfect man who’d turned out to be anything but. No more life. And breaking up with her on Thanksgiving? Who did that?

Sean Little, that was who, the man she’d loved with all her stupid heart, the man who’d just broken that stupid heart. All that was left of her perfect life was her pumpkin pies. If Sean and Riley were here, she’d hit each of them in the face with one.

“Riley, I wish this hadn’t happened,” he said.

That made two of them. “I can’t talk anymore,” she said. “I have to get ready to go to my parents’ and be thankful.”
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