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            Dear Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      Why A Mother’s Heart?

      When I started writing romance, I never planned to write about mothers. It was only after I’d published quite a few books that I realized they weren’t just about romantic love; they were about families. Mothers. Fathers. Children. And all the wonderful messiness of family. (Even my suspense novels include children.) At first, that realization surprised me, but it probably shouldn’t have. I come from a large family—I was one of six kids—with an even larger extended family. So, it makes sense that the family theme is woven throughout my stories as a way to explore and understand the nature of families and how the individual members interact with each other.

      I hope you enjoy my series of heartwarming romances that deal with not just romance but the love of family.

      Pat Keelyn

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Andrea and Jeff,

        For their love, faith, and patience.
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      Maura waited.

      Sitting in the dark, a single backpack at her feet, she watched the clock as its hands inched forward. Still, when the soft chimes declared the hour, she flinched.

      Midnight. Time to go . . . or stay.

      Pushing the last thought aside, she rose from the couch and moved toward the back of the house, to Katie. As she slipped into the child’s bedroom, emotion collided with purpose. The room was cozy and warm, softly lit by an Elsa night-light. She took a moment to absorb the familiarity of the room, recognizing in the shadows the things Katie loved: her picture books, her dolls, the Fisher-Price kitchen set, and the dancing ponies painted on the wall.

      Moving toward the bed, Maura stooped to pick up a stuffed kitten and return it to its proper place on a nearby shelf. She stood there for a time, arranging, straightening, cherishing these last few minutes in this room. She hated what she had to do and wondered how Katie would react. How would she feel in the morning when no army of soft toys greeted her awakening? Sighing, Maura turned away and went to her daughter’s bed.

      Katie, beautiful Katie.

      Maura sat down beside her daughter and thought how wonderful it must be to sleep so soundly. But then, three-year-olds were usually oblivious to the dangers the world held. She reached out and brushed a stray curl away from Katie’s cheek, feeling the soft baby skin with the backs of her fingers. Even Dave’s death last year went almost unnoticed by the child. So innocent, so precious.

      Absently, she reached up and touched her own unfamiliar crop of short hair. Would Katie notice?

      Enough, Maura. Get on with it.

      Reaching for the clothes she’d left on the end of the bed, she began to dress the sleeping child. Katie barely stirred, murmuring and occasionally turning away from her mother’s ministrations. It was only as she lifted the child onto her lap, slipping a warm winter jacket around her shoulders, that Katie woke up enough to recognize her mother.

      “It’s okay, sweetie,” Maura whispered. “Mommy and Katie are going on a trip.” She kissed the top of the child’s head while slipping first one tiny arm, and then the other, into the jacket. “Like last summer. Remember?”

      Katie nodded sleepily and snuggled closer against her mother.

      “Here, let me zip you up.” Maura shifted the child so she could get at the front of the jacket.

      “Not cold,” Katie mumbled, twisting herself against Maura’s chest.

      “I know, sweetie,” she said. “But it’s cold outside.”

      “Davey coming too?”

      Maura smiled and reached behind her to pick up a stuffed dog. Putting the toy into Katie’s hands, she said, “Of course Davey can come.”

      The drive to the Tri Rail station was short, and Katie slept the whole way. From there, Maura planned to leave her car and walk the seven blocks to the Greyhound bus depot. Under normal circumstances, it would have been a short, pleasant walk. But not tonight. Even Miami was chilly in January, especially at one a.m. Carrying a backpack and a sleeping toddler would be no picnic.

      Reaching over to undo the safety belt of Katie’s car seat, Maura hesitated. Katie slept so peacefully, unaware that her world was about to change. Maura pulled away, letting her head fall back against the seat.

      How could she go through with this?

      Everything she knew and loved was here. Nursing, the career she’d paid dearly to pursue and still loved after ten years. Her friends, those who had stood by her these last months. Her home. A small three-bedroom house that she and David had bought the day they found out about Katie. It sat silent and empty now. And David? Buried here, where they’d lived and loved and hoped and cried until the day Katie had come into their lives.

      How could she leave all this?

      The iridescent numbers on the car clock caught her eye. One o’clock. It was now or never. Maura looked back at Katie again.

      How could she not?

      This time she didn’t hesitate. Maura Anderson was dead. From now on, she’d be Maureen Adams. As she unlatched Katie’s safety belt, she thought: It doesn’t matter. The only thing that matters is Katie. And no one is going to take her away from me.
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      Alan Parks stepped off the curb and planted his five-foot-eleven-inch frame squarely in front of two hundred and twenty pounds of oversized teenager. “Where do you think you’re going, Joe?”

      Startled, Joey Simmons barely avoided a head-on collision. “Damn, Sheriff, where’d you come from?”

      “The important question here is, where do you think you’re going?”

      For a moment, Joey met Alan’s gaze before glancing at the run-down truck he’d been heading toward. Alan watched the play of emotion cross the boy’s face—first surprise, and then anger and the urge to challenge—before he turned away guiltily. In truth, Alan felt sorry for the boy, but this was the third time this month he’d been warned. Things were getting out of hand.

      “I was just gonna get something out of the truck, Sheriff,” Joey said. “I wasn’t driving it.”

      “Don’t lie to me, Joe. That truck didn’t get into town on its own.”

      Joey dropped his gaze again, sliding his hands into the pockets of his overalls.

      “This is your last warning.”

      “But, Sheriff—”

      “No buts.” Alan moved in closer. “Next time I catch you driving that truck, I’m going to land your butt in the state juvenile home. Then I’m going to throw your daddy in jail for contributing to the delinquency of a minor.”

      Joey took a step back, but Alan followed him. “So, you tell your old man he either runs his own errands into town or finds someone of age to drive his truck.”

      “Sheriff, you know Daddy ain’t fit to drive.”

      “I know your daddy spends most of his time inside a bottle. Now, he needs to sober up or get someone else to do his driving.”

      “But there ain’t no one else, Sheriff. And I’m gonna be sixteen in a few months.”

      Alan was sympathetic to this man-child caught between his father and the law, but the law was the law. “You aren’t sixteen yet, and you can’t drive that truck without a license. Now, go on.” Alan motioned toward one of his deputies, who’d been watching from across the street. “Ray there will drive you home. Tell your daddy to get Widow Cellar to bring him in if he wants his truck back.

      “And by the way . . .” Alan turned and reached into the cab of the pickup truck behind him. Pulling the rifle off the rack, he opened the gun and emptied the cartridges into his hand. “Remind your daddy that hunting season’s six months away yet.”

      “Come on, Joey.” Ray laid a hand on the boy’s arm and motioned toward the police cruiser. Joey glared at the deputy, shook off the man’s hand, and then turned back toward Alan. Once again, Alan braced himself, watching the boy’s raw emotions rip across his features. And once again, he breathed a sigh of relief as Joey’s anger died and was replaced with frustration. Then he turned and followed Ray to the waiting car.

      “Wonder how much longer before that boy realizes he outweighs you by a good thirty pounds.” The comment came from Ned, another of Alan’s deputies, as he stepped up beside his boss.

      Alan grinned to hear his own thoughts spoken aloud. “Well, let’s hope not for a while.”

      “I wouldn’t count on it.” Ned crossed his arms and rested a hip against the truck’s fender. “You ask me, Joey’s got a mean streak just like his old man, waiting to explode.”

      Alan threw a surprised glance toward his deputy. Ned wasn’t one to make snap judgments. “Has Joe been throwing his weight around with the other boys?”

      “Caught him the other day. Had Judge Perrill’s kid pinned up against a wall.”

      Alan snorted. “Young Bradley probably deserved it.”

      “Yup, he probably did, but I hate to see it. Joey’s too big, and he ain’t had an easy life.”

      “Yeah.” There was no doubt about it, life had been tough on the Simmons boys. Ever since their mama up and ran off some five years ago, old man Simmons had been living in a bottle. Lord only knew how much of his anger ended up on those boys’ backsides.

      “Yeah,” he repeated more to himself than to Ned. “I guess it’s time I take a drive out there to see just what’s going on.” With a sigh, he walked away from the truck. “For now, though, I’m going over to Lynn’s to get some breakfast.”

      Ned nodded. “You going check out our newest resident?”

      “Hopefully she’ll be easier to deal with than Joe.”

      “Probably didn’t have bus fare to Seattle.”

      “You might be right. But I’m just going to make sure.”
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        * * *

      

      Six days in Wyattville, and life had already settled into a routine. Every morning, Maureen rose at five, kissed her sleeping daughter goodbye, and headed downtown to Lynn’s Café, where she worked the breakfast and lunch shift.

      The mornings passed quickly. A slow but steady stream of customers kept both Maureen and Lynn busy. By nine, the rush ended, and Maureen would take a few minutes to call Katie. Usually, the little girl would be finishing breakfast while Rita fussed over her. Then, after Maureen’s call, Rita would deliver Katie to the babysitter across the street, where she would stay until her mother got off work at two.

      For the hundredth time since arriving in Wyattville, Maureen thanked God for Rita Ember. The woman was a saint. Just renting them a room would have been enough to earn Maureen’s eternal gratitude, but Rita’s generosity didn’t stop there. She’d even found a neighbor eager to watch Katie while Maureen worked. Then she helped them settle into their room, finding this and that to make the small space more comfortable.

      Maureen closed her eyes and let herself hope—for just a moment—that she’d found a place where she and Katie could stay. It was so quiet here, so remote. Who would ever think to look for her in this place, a little speck of a town on the eastern slopes of the Washington Cascade mountains?

      “Hey, Lynn, what have you got for a hungry man this morning?”

      The rough male voice, followed by the slam of the front door, snapped Maureen back to the moment. She looked toward the commotion and her stomach took a sudden turn.

      Lynn grinned and slipped an arm around a trim male waist in a law enforcement uniform. “Well now,” she said, “that depends on just what that man was hungry for.”

      His smile broadened, and he gave Lynn a quick squeeze. “How about a couple eggs, over easy, and a plateful of that ham you keep back there. And plenty of coffee.”

      Lynn reached up and pinched his cheek. “You got it, handsome.” Laughing, she released him and headed for the kitchen.

      Only then could Maureen move. With trembling hands, she turned back to her work, telling herself there was nothing to worry about. So the man was a police officer. All towns had them. She had to stop panicking every time she saw one.

      Alan lowered himself onto the stool closest to the door and dropped his hat on the counter. He idly passed a hand through his hair while glancing around. With a nod or a wave, he acknowledged the other people in the café. Friends or neighbors all, he knew every face but one. Lynn returned, and he gratefully accepted the coffee she set in front of him.

      “Thanks, gorgeous,” he said with a wink. As always, she returned his smile with one of her own before moving on to other things.

      Relishing his first sip, he let his gaze wander to the booths lining the back wall of the restaurant. The woman he’d come to see—the one unfamiliar face in the place—cleared dirty dishes from an empty booth.

      He watched as she loaded the plastic tray and then leaned over to wipe off the table.

      Not much to look at was his first thought. Too skinny. Her jeans looked at least a size too big, and an oversize T-shirt hid whatever other feminine attributes she might possess. She looked as though she could use a good meal or two.

      Lynn interrupted his thoughts with a plate of ham and eggs, and he smiled in appreciation, not only at the breakfast but at Lynn. They’d been friends all their lives and dated all through high school. Most folks in town had assumed they’d marry, even though both he and Lynn knew better. They’d been better friends then lovers, but they let the town think what they wanted. Then he’d gone off to Seattle, and when he’d come back, the rumors started again, though only briefly this time. There would always be a special friendship between the two of them, but when they didn’t resume dating, the rumor mill sighed and moved on.

      As soon as she left, Alan shifted his attention back to the other woman. A drifter? Maybe. But with a kid in tow? Unusual, but not impossible. She wore her dark hair short, and her skin was pale as snow. And she made a point of not looking at him—he was sure of that. Why had she decided to stop in Wyattville? Probably, as Ned suggested, she’d run out of money. It was just like Rita Ember to take in a stray, especially one with a child.

      Yet, as he watched her, something didn’t fit. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but something was wrong. The answer was there, just out of reach, nudging at his mind. What was it? With an inward shrug, he pushed the thought aside. He knew better than to try to force it. The answer would come to him—eventually.

      Maureen felt him watching her.

      For the past half hour, as he’d finished off the huge breakfast Lynn had brought him, he’d watched her. He’d spoken to everyone else in the place, flirting with the women, talking crops or hunting with the men. But he watched her.

      She avoided him, taking care of other customers, wishing she could fade into the surroundings.

      Maybe she’d made a mistake stopping in a small town. It would be easier to disappear in a place where no one knew or cared who their neighbors were. She should have gone on to Seattle, the way she’d planned. If only it hadn’t been so pretty the day she and Katie got off the bus here, with all the apple trees in bloom. They’d been traveling for more than three months, never staying anywhere for more than a few weeks. Maureen was tired and Katie cranky. They’d eaten lunch at Lynn’s, and Maureen saw the Help Wanted sign. It seemed like fate. Now she wasn’t so sure.

      The morning crowd began to thin out, but the sheriff stayed put. Maureen wanted to call Rita and talk to Katie. She desperately needed to hear her daughter’s voice. Not yet, she told herself. Another fifteen minutes.

      Why didn’t he leave?

      Then he lifted his empty coffee cup in her direction, and there was no escape. Fighting the urge to turn and look for Lynn, Maureen picked up a full pot of coffee and headed toward him.

      “New in town,” he said, watching the steaming black coffee she poured into his cup.

      “Yes,” she answered, willing an unfelt calmness to her voice.

      He picked up the sugar dispenser and sweetened his coffee. “Planning to stay awhile?”

      Maureen shrugged, remembering the carefully practiced script she’d worked out for questions such as this. “That depends.”

      He looked at her closely then, straight and hard, his fathomless dark eyes seeking answers.

      A needle of fear pricked her spine, chilling her. She’d made a mistake. No, two mistakes. The first was thinking she and Katie would be safe in Wyattville. The second was her initial evaluation of this man. He was no small-town, bumbling idiot of a sheriff—although why she’d ever thought that escaped her. Nor was he the vacuous pretty boy he’d seemed when he’d waltzed into the diner, winking and flirting with Lynn. Intelligence lurked in his eyes. And danger. A danger that went beyond what his badge threatened.

      She wanted to run, but that would be mistake number three. So, she held firm, instinct telling her that the worst thing to do when confronted with a predator was to flee.

      Then he smiled and lifted his cup to his lips. “Where are you from, sweet thing?”

      Maureen couldn’t answer. Not at first. As quickly as she’d been struck by the cunning in his eyes, it had vanished. With a smile, a wink, and a chauvinistic endearment, he’d hidden it. But the threat lingered. She wouldn’t allow herself to think she’d imagined it. She suspected he didn’t like people to see too much.

      “Chicago,” she answered finally, easily, knowing she, too, wasn’t what she seemed. And she had far better reasons than this man to keep her identity hidden. But she couldn’t keep the irritation out of her voice as she added, “And my name’s Maureen.” She paused, smiling to soften her words. “Maureen Adams.” Not sweet thing. “And you, Officer?”

      He returned the cup to its saucer, and his smile broadened. “Alan Parks, Wyattville sheriff, at your service.”

      “Nice to meet you, Sheriff.” Nodding, she started to turn away.

      “Hear you rented a room from Rita Ember.”

      Maureen stopped and turned, trying out a carefully constructed smile, though her stomach churned. “I guess news really does travel fast in a small town.”

      “Yup.”

      “Mrs. Ember has been very kind to me and my daughter.”

      “Your daughter?”

      “Yes.” Maureen didn’t doubt he already knew she wasn’t here alone, but managed to hold her smile. “Katie. She’s three.”

      He picked up his cup again and took another sip. “Depends on what?”

      “I’m sorry, Sheriff. What?”

      “You said how long you stay depends. Depends on what?”

      “Oh.” Maureen shrugged again and lowered her eyes to the coffeepot in her hands. “Well, you know, on how things work out.”

      When she raised her gaze back to his, she saw the danger again. At that moment, she would have sworn he knew everything about her. She mentally shook herself. She was being foolish. This was just a small-town sheriff checking out a stranger.

      She launched into the script she’d prepared. “I lost my husband recently . . .” The truth, she told herself. Stick to the truth as much as possible. “I just needed to get away.” She shrugged again, feeling more confident. “I was headed for Seattle, but your town charmed me.” She smiled shyly, realizing she could pull this off. After all, everything she’d said so far was true.

      Alan heard her answers but paid little attention to the words. It was her eyes he watched. A person could say anything, but their eyes . . . well, they seldom lied.

      Besides, this woman had lovely eyes; they were soft blue, the color of spring wildflowers. They seemed out of place with the rest of her—the dark, lifeless hair, the . . . no, just the hair was wrong. Her skin was pale, flawlessly pale, like cream, while her thinness added an air of delicacy. Just the hair was wrong, and something else he couldn’t quite get a handle on. Something . . .

      “Sorry about your husband,” he said, watching her more closely, trying to make all the pieces fit.

      He saw her pain briefly before she looked away. She acknowledged his sympathy with a nod but said nothing. An awkward moment passed, and Alan knew she’d spoken the truth, at least about this.

      “So,” he said, breaking the silence, “it sounds like you’re looking for a place to settle down.”

      She shifted uneasily. “I can’t say, Sheriff. Maybe.”

      “Well . . .” Alan leaned back on his stool and pushed his empty coffee cup away. “Wyattville’s nothing like Chicago, but it’s a nice town. Quiet. You know what I mean.”

      “I do.” She met his gaze. “That’s one of the things I like about it.”

      “Good.” Alan searched for something else to say, something to keep her talking.

      “Well, it was nice talking with you, Sheriff,” she said, “but I need to get back to work.”

      “Go ahead. I’m sure we’ll get a chance to talk again.” He nodded and let her go.

      As she walked away, it hit him—the piece that didn’t fit, the point nipping at the edge of his mind since he’d first seen her. It was the way she moved. Her movements were graceful, almost elegant, like a dancer’s. Every gesture, every step indicated this woman knew how to handle herself. There was nothing lost or downtrodden about her. Instead, she possessed an understated confidence. Drifters didn’t move like that.

      Things were not what they seemed with Maureen Adams, and instead of all the pieces falling into place as they should, they seemed more scattered than ever. It looked as if he needed to get to know her a little better. She was running from something, and he wanted to know what. After all, the woman was a puzzle, and he didn’t like puzzles—at least not in his town.
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      Jacob Anderson’s office was cold. Like the frigid Chicago wind. Like the man. Cooper hated the office and figured he probably felt the same way about the man. If he had to guess, he’d say Anderson wasn’t too crazy about him either. But the money was good, and he, Sam Cooper, was the best at what he did. So, they tolerated each other.

      Cooper stepped into Anderson’s inner sanctum and closed the door behind him.

      Anderson stood, staring out the windows at a panoramic view of downtown Chicago. “Good of you to come on such short notice,” he said without turning around.

      Cooper moved farther into the plush office. He knew Anderson didn’t expect a response, so he offered none.

      “I want you to find someone for me,” Anderson continued a moment later.

      “Of course.” Cooper lowered himself into a chair of chrome and leather. “Who is it this time?”

      Anderson turned from the windows and fixed Cooper with an icy stare.

      Suppressing the urge to stand back up, Cooper wondered—not for the first time—how Anderson had ever become such a successful trial lawyer. How could a jury ever look into those chilly gray eyes and not shudder?

      “Take a look at the contents of that file.” Anderson motioned toward his desk. “Tell me what you see.”

      Cooper leaned forward and picked up the manila folder. Flipping it open, he found two sets of large, glossy photographs and several neatly typed pages of what he assumed was background information. First, he studied the pictures. He liked to make his own assumptions before reading what someone else had to say about a situation.

      “Nice looking.” He took his time, studying the face, memorizing details. “Great eyes. Great hair. Not many women have hair that color.” He studied her a moment longer, going through picture after picture, before adding, “Looks natural.”

      “It is.”

      Cooper raised his eyes at Anderson’s unexpected comment, but the other man had returned to the windows. “Should be easy to spot.”

      “She’s probably dyed it. Cut it too.”

      Cooper hesitated, wondering if he’d actually heard a tremor in Jacob Anderson’s voice. Could this woman mean something to him? Shaking his head, Cooper decided he was imagining things. Anderson didn’t care about anything or anyone, except maybe the law. Or power.

      Cooper pulled out the second set of photos. “Cute kid. Not related to the woman. Looks Latin.” He stole a glance at Anderson again, watching for the slightest reaction. But the other man offered nothing more than his stiff back.

      Then Cooper pulled out the written report, not bothering to read aloud the typed material. He had no doubt that Anderson already knew every word in it.

      “I want them found,” Anderson said, just as Sam finished reading the report. “Before the authorities find them.”

      “They’ve been missing for three months.” Cooper shook his head. “That’s a pretty cold trail.”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s not going to be easy.”

      “If it was easy, I wouldn’t need you.”

      Cooper let out a short laugh. “Yeah. I guess you wouldn’t.”

      Anderson turned back around, pulled a plain white envelope from his pocket, and dropped it on the desk. “There’s fifty thousand. That should take care of your immediate expenses. There will be fifty more when you find them.”

      Standing, Cooper picked up the envelope and shoved it in his jacket pocket without looking at it. “I’ll be in touch.” He turned to leave but only got halfway across the room.

      “I expect to hear from you once a week.”

      Cooper stopped and turned, wondering what was really going on here. He and Anderson might not be the best of buddies, but they had an understanding. He never questioned who or why Anderson wanted someone, and in return, Anderson never told Cooper how to do his job.

      “When you find them,” Anderson said, “don’t make contact. Just let me know where they are. Immediately.”

      Anderson had just stepped over the line. Cooper crossed his arms and faced the other man. “So, who’s this woman, anyway?”

      He saw the quick flare of heat in Anderson’s eyes before they turned frigid again. Then he smiled that beatific smile that jurors always fell for but Cooper knew to be false and said, “She’s my daughter.”
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      It felt good to have something fit again, even if it was only a pair of jeans.

      Maureen had lost so much weight over the last year that everything she owned hung on her. Stepping in front of the mirror, she turned sideways to get a better look at herself. Well, she thought with a wry smile, I always wanted to lose a few pounds. I guess I finally succeeded.

      Then she caught sight of her hair. Reaching up, she brushed her fingers through the unfamiliar crop of dark waves. David had loved her hair. Pale blond and falling in soft curls to her shoulders, it had been her one claim to beauty. It had made her memorable . . . and too easy to spot. So, the night she fled from Miami, she’d cut it short and colored it dark brown. And now she was compelled to watch closely for the first signs of blond roots.

      With a sigh, she turned away from the mirror. What did it matter? It was only hair. The important thing was that Katie was with her and they were safe.

      The question of safety brought her thoughts back to Alan Parks—a subject that had plagued her from the moment he’d walked into the restaurant yesterday morning. At the time, she’d felt certain he suspected something. He seemed more than casually interested in her. She kept telling herself she was imagining things. It was her “city girl” reaction to the small-town attitude—everyone knowing everybody else’s business. Still, every instinct she possessed screamed a warning, and she couldn’t get him off her mind.

      “Mommy, I’m hungry.”

      Katie’s words snapped Maureen back to the present. Scooping the child into her arms, she nuzzled the soft baby cheek. “You are?”

      Katie giggled and nodded her head. “Uh-huh.”

      “Do you think I should let you eat in that pretty new outfit?”

      Katie nodded again.

      “No, I don’t think so,” Maureen teased. “It’s too pretty.”

      “Yes, Mama.” Katie grabbed her mother’s chin and forced her head to move up and down.

      Laughing, Maureen tumbled the child on the bed, finding every ticklish spot on her three-year-old body. “No, no, no,” she insisted as Katie surrendered to a fit of high, giggly shrieks, with an occasional “yes” thrown in for good measure.

      Finally, Maureen collapsed, feigning exhaustion. “Okay, you win. You can wear the outfit.”

      Sporting a triumphant smile, Katie climbed to her knees and planted her chubby little fists on her hips. “Good,” she said with a decisive nod of her head. “I win!”

      Maureen smiled at her daughter and drew her into her arms. Katie’s need for clothes had spurred their buying trip today. They’d found a consignment shop, where she’d bought Katie several nearly new outfits, plus the pair of jeans for herself. She felt a little guilty about spending the money, but they both needed clothes.

      “Let’s go eat,” she said, pulling herself and Katie off the bed.

      All the way down the stairs, she teased her daughter with tickling fingers and a bouncy rhythm. Laughing, she pushed through the kitchen door and came to an abrupt halt. Alan Parks leaned casually against the counter, one booted foot draped over the other, arms crossed, listening intently to Mrs. Matson, Rita’s only other boarder.

      He looked different out of uniform. Less civilized. More dangerous. Something stirred inside her, bringing an unwelcome warmth to the room. She tried to shake the feeling, telling herself there was nothing unusual in what he wore—just a pair of jeans and a soft chambray shirt open at the throat. Nothing unusual, except maybe the way the jeans fit, as if he’d been born in them, or the way the soft beige of his shirt emphasized the coppery darkness of his skin. He looked barely tame. Suddenly, she ached in places she had thought long dead.

      Her gaze drifted to his face, and she saw the amusement in his eyes, the knowledge of his effect on women. The arrogance of it annoyed her, clearing her stunned senses. Why were good-looking men always so damn cocky?

      “There you two are,” Rita said.

      Maureen pulled her gaze away from Alan, and the sights and smells of the kitchen rushed in on her all at once. Rita stood over a stove laden with food. Mrs. Matson sat cutting raw vegetables at the kitchen table, and the room smelled of roasting turkey and rich, spicy apples.

      “Are we late?” Careful to avoid looking Alan’s way again, Maureen carried Katie across the room and set her on one of the counter stools.

      “No, dear. You’re just in time.” Rita finished stirring something on the stove and, after wiping her hands on her apron, reached for Katie. “Come here, sweetie. Don’t you look nice.”

      “It smells wonderful in here.” Maureen handed Katie to the older woman. “What’s the occasion?”

      “No occasion.” Rita fussed with the new top Katie wore, winning a smile from the little girl. “I like making a big dinner on Sunday, and I’ve always felt turkey was too good to save for Thanksgiving.” Motioning toward Alan, she added, “Maureen, this is my nephew, Alan. He eats with us on Sunday.”

      “We met at Lynn’s yesterday.” Alan’s smile never faltered as his eyes scanned her from head to toe, once again stirring that unfamiliar warmth. “Nice to see you again, Maureen.”

      Annoyed at her own reaction as much as with him, she merely nodded.

      Fortunately, Rita wasn’t finished with the introductions. “And this,” she said to Alan, “is Katie.”

      “Hello, Katie.” Alan reached out to touch Katie’s hand, but she shied away, burying her head in Rita’s chest.

      “Alan won’t bite, honey,” Rita soothed. “You know, he used to be a little boy just your size, and I’d take care of him. Just like I take care of you.”

      Katie seemed to consider this while studying him from the safety of familiar arms. Then she squirmed sideways, reaching for her mother.

      Maureen took Katie from Rita, but she could tell Katie wasn’t really frightened—she was just toying with the adults. “It’s okay,” she said. “Mr. Parks is the sheriff here.”

      “What’s that?” Katie asked.

      “It’s like a policeman,” Maureen answered. Then, when Katie didn’t respond, she added, “He doesn’t look like a policeman because he’s not wearing his uniform.”

      “Oh.” Katie didn’t look convinced.

      Laughing, Rita scowled playfully at Alan. “Maybe if you got yourself a haircut, the child might not be afraid of you.”

      “Don’t worry yourself, Aunt Rita.” Alan planted a kiss on the older woman’s cheek. “She’ll come around.” Then, with a wink and a grin at Maureen, he added, “They all do.”

      His grin caught her, rendering Maureen breathless for a moment. Why hadn’t she noticed yesterday how captivating this man was? How could she have missed the burnished copper in his dark brown hair? Or the color of his eyes? Not dark, but not light, either. They looked as if they’d been painted with the same brush that touched his hair.

      Feeling foolish, she could do nothing but smile in return. She thought herself immune to handsome men—especially those who so obviously knew it. But she couldn’t lie to herself. Alan Parks made her extremely uncomfortable. Her body fairly hummed in anticipation of the things his eyes suggested.

      Then Katie laughed, jarring Maureen and abruptly reminding her who she was, and who he was: a man she couldn’t risk having thoughts about. It was time to put a little distance between herself and Alan Parks.

      “We’ll be right back, Rita,” she said, turning and heading for the kitchen door. “Katie and I need to wash our hands.”

      Alan smiled as Maureen fled the room. He liked the way she looked tonight—fresh, young, and undoubtedly female. She’d been laughing when she entered the kitchen, a light, carefree laugh filled with warmth, while the child in her arms giggled and squirmed. He could see how the pair of them would add a homey texture to this big old house.

      Then she’d spotted him, and he’d recognized her reaction. It was all woman. That, too, warmed him. The only surprise had been how much it pleased him.

      Tucking that insight aside for later, he let his thoughts drift to the other differences in her. For instance, the jeans she wore fit snugly, revealing a very feminine posterior—something she’d hidden yesterday beneath oversize denim. Her face, uncomplicated by makeup, nearly glowed, and her startling blue eyes reflected her every thought. In the few minutes she’d been in the room, he’d seen joy, hunger, and annoyance in those eyes. No, she was nothing like the wary woman he’d met at Lynn’s yesterday. Nothing at all.

      “What’re you standing there grinning about?” It was Mrs. Matson, Rita’s long-term border, who interrupted his thoughts. “Ain’t like you never saw a pretty girl before.”

      “That doesn’t make it any less pleasant to see another one.” Alan directed his most charming smile in Millie Matson’s direction. “However,” he added with a wink, “I like my women more mature.”

      “Get on with you.” Color rose in Millie’s cheeks as she brushed his comment aside. “You’re such a flatterer, Alan Parks. Always have been.”

      Alan laughed and reached down to help the older woman from her chair. “Whatever works, Millie. Whatever works.”

      “If you two are done flirting,” Rita said good-naturedly, “I could use some help.”

      With a final smile at Millie, Alan went to Rita’s aid, lifting the huge turkey from the oven. Meanwhile, Millie began carrying platters of food into the dining room.

      A few minutes later, when Maureen and Katie returned to the kitchen, Alan stood at the counter, carving the turkey. She pointedly ignored him and took Katie into the dining room. Once again, he smiled. Yes, sir, he had her attention now. And finding out about her was going to be a lot more interesting than he’d expected.

      Once they sat down to eat, no one spoke as they filled their plates with the sumptuous meal. Rita had outdone herself. Alan was used to Rita’s Sunday dinners, but tonight could have been Thanksgiving and Christmas combined, considering all the food she’d made. He knew it was because of the woman and child sitting across the table from him. Rita loved having family around, and she’d evidently taken these two in as if they were her own. He was beginning to understand why.

      He watched Maureen as she tended her daughter. Her role as a mother suited her. Her devotion to the child was obvious in her every move. Every graceful, confident move, he reminded himself. Once again, he wondered what circumstance had brought them to Wyattville. The thought shook him, reminding him that things weren’t exactly as they seemed with this woman.

      “Maureen and Katie are from Chicago,” Rita said, breaking into his thoughts and giving him the perfect opening.

      “Yes. She told me.” Alan caught Maureen’s quick glance in his direction. She didn’t like talking about herself. He could read it in her eyes. “What part of Chicago?”

      She didn’t answer immediately but finished cutting Katie’s turkey into small bites, then turned and smiled. “Are you familiar with Chicago, Sheriff?”

      “Alan.”

      “Pardon me?”

      “Call me Alan.” He smiled, wondering how hard it would be to break down all those walls she kept throwing up. The question intrigued him. Though, he told himself, it was only because he wanted to know who Maureen Adams really was and how she ended up in Wyattville. “And no, I’ve never been to Chicago.”

      “Oh.” She seemed nonplussed for a moment, glancing quickly at Katie before continuing. “Well, I grew up in a neighborhood on the north shore of Lake Michigan. Later, my husband and I moved to Champagne, near the university.”

      “Were you in school there?”

      “Yes.” She took a bite of her own dinner and turned back to Katie. She fussed over the child for a moment, though it seemed to Alan that Katie was doing fine all by herself.

      “Alan went to college too,” interjected Rita.

      “Now, Aunt Rita . . .” He didn’t want to change the subject. He wanted to keep Maureen talking.

      “He graduated at the top of his class,” Rita continued.

      “Really.” Maureen turned questioning eyes toward him. “What did you study?”

      He frowned at Rita—who only smiled in return—before answering. “Criminology.”

      Maureen’s face registered her surprise. “Criminology? How interesting.” She reached for her water glass and took a sip. “Was that a job requirement for becoming sheriff?”

      Before he could answer, Rita answered for him. “Of course not. He planned on going to law school.”

      “Rita . . .” Alan put a gentle warning in his voice, knowing she would ignore it. They’d been through this before, countless times.

      “You should have gone.” Rita reached across the table and patted his hand. “You would have made a good lawyer.”

      He smiled warmly at her and took her small, birdlike hand in his own. “I’m happy here. Besides, I’m a good sheriff.”

      Millie laughed abruptly. “If you ask me, you’re too hard-nosed.”

      “Hard-nosed?” Alan released Rita’s hand and turned toward Millie.

      “I’m talking about that Simmons boy and how you ousted him from town yesterday.”

      “I didn’t oust him from town . . .” How had the conversation taken such a sharp turn? It seemed to Alan they’d been talking about Maureen. He’d been trying to find out something about her. Now here they were, suddenly talking about his choice of careers and Joey Simmons.

      “Sure looked that way to me,” Millie said, addressing Rita. “Took Joey’s keys and had one of the deputies drive the boy home.”

      Alan sighed. “Millie, he was driving without a license, and this is not the first time. Did I arrest him, throw him in jail, or even issue a ticket?” Why was he defending himself? He was in the right here.

      “From what I hear, that boy keeps his family afloat.” Millie still wasn’t talking directly to Alan. “Raising young Tom with no help from his pa. They’d probably all starve otherwise.”

      “They wouldn’t starve.”

      “I feel so sorry for those boys,” Rita said. “I never did care for their father. And then he married that young girl. Well, I don’t blame her for running off like she did. But leaving those two babies . . .”

      “Everyone feels sorry for them.” Alan turned back to his aunt. “But that doesn’t give Joe the right to break the law.”

      “No, but something should be done,” Rita insisted.

      Alan understood his aunt’s concern. He’d thought the same thing himself. He wanted to help those boys, especially Joey, before it was too late. But he didn’t know how. Shifting his gaze to Maureen, he realized she’d been following the conversation with interest.

      He sighed. “Okay, Rita. If it will make you feel better, I’ll go out and talk to old man Simmons. Other than that, there’s not much I can do. Meanwhile, I doubt if Maureen is interested in Joey and his father.”

      “Oh, but I am.” In fact, she looked very pleased to be talking about something other than herself.

      Alan ignored her statement. “What about you? What did you study in college?”

      She shrugged and once again turned to her daughter. “This and that.”

      She was a cool number, Alan thought, hiding behind her daughter and vague answers. He couldn’t remember the last woman he’d met who didn’t welcome the chance to talk about herself. And here he was, trying to get the most insignificant pieces of information from her and getting nowhere. It made him even more determined to find out about her and why she was here. And what or who she was running from.

      Maureen couldn’t wait for dinner to be over. Except for the detour the conversation had taken concerning the Simmons boy, no one would let up on her. Even Rita—in the nicest way possible—seemed intent on knowing her life history.

      She kept telling herself that excess curiosity was normal in small towns. However, it wasn’t what she was used to, and it grated on her nerves. It took every ounce of willpower she possessed to keep smiling and answering their questions politely.

      The whole ordeal of questions and answers would have been much easier to deal with, however, if it hadn’t been for Alan. Every time she glanced his way, she found him watching her. He made no attempt to hide his interest—he just smiled that lady-killer smile of his and asked another question.

      At last, everyone finished eating and escape seemed imminent.

      Rita was the first to rise, picking up her plate. “Maureen,” she said, “would you mind helping me?”

      “Of course not.” Maureen rose and reached to pull Katie from her chair. “Come on, sweetie. You can play with your blocks in the kitchen while I help Rita clean up.”

      “Oh, Alan can watch her,” Rita said. “You don’t mind, do you, Alan?”

      “No problem.” Alan circled the table and held out his arms. “Come on, princess. Let’s go into the living room.”

      Tension gripped Maureen’s stomach. “Do you want to go with him, Katie?” She didn’t want Alan around her daughter, but unless Katie objected, there was no graceful way out of this situation.

      Katie hesitated only a moment before opening her arms to the man in front of her.

      In one smooth movement, Alan lifted her to his shoulders and headed for the other room. “Okay, princess. I’m going to teach you how to be a real cowgirl.”

      Katie squealed with delight as they bounced out of the room.

      Maureen stood for a moment, fighting the urge to go after them. Finally, winning the battle with herself, she turned to clear the table of dirty dishes. It never used to be this way. When had her obsessive fear of letting Katie out of her sight started? With an armload of dishes, she joined Rita in the kitchen.

      “Thank you,” Rita said. “Would you bring in the rest of the dishes while I start washing?”

      Maureen nodded and returned to clear the table. Of course, she knew when the fear had started. It was the day her lawyer had called, the day she realized they could take Katie from her.

      Closing her eyes, she pushed the memory aside.

      It was over. She wasn’t going to dwell on it. Gathering up the remaining dishes from the table, she went back into the kitchen.

      “That was a wonderful meal,” Maureen said, trying to dispel her somber mood.

      “Thank you, dear. I do so love Sunday dinners—especially with family around.”

      Maureen smiled to herself, understanding the implication of Rita’s words. She considered Maureen and Katie part of her family. Maureen herself felt closer to Rita than she had any right to. After all, they’d only known each other a week.

      “What do you think of Alan?” Rita asked after a few moments of silence.

      Maureen handed Rita the dishes she carried and picked up a towel to start drying. “He’s nice.”

      “Handsome, too. Don’t you think?” Rita’s words were said in an offhand manner, but Maureen knew better.

      “Are you matchmaking, Rita?”

      Rita glanced sideways at her. “No, I just . . .” Then she laughed. “You can’t blame me for trying.”

      “He’s very good-looking,” Maureen agreed, thinking of how his smile had affected her. “And no, I can’t blame you for trying, but . . .”

      “But?”

      “It’s too soon for me.”

      “Oh.” Rita smiled in understanding. “Because of your husband.”

      Maureen nodded. And other things. Like Katie, and the fact he’s a lawman who studied criminology.

      They worked together in silence for a while, Rita washing and rinsing, Maureen drying and stacking. They were a good team, Maureen realized. There was an easy camaraderie between them, as if they’d known each other for years.

      “He’s not really my nephew, you know,” Rita said, breaking the silence.

      “No?” Her announcement didn’t completely surprise Maureen, but she hadn’t expected it either.

      “His mother and I were best friends since we were girls. I couldn’t have children and, well, when Alan was born, he was the next best thing to having my own.”

      Her own troubles momentarily forgotten, Maureen looked at Rita and saw the wistfulness in her eyes. It was a longing Maureen knew well. “I can understand that.”

      Rita blushed and turned back to her sink full of dishes. “Then Alan’s father died, and Renee—his mother—fell apart. After that, Alan spent more time here than at home. He was only ten, and I think it was too much for him to handle.”

      Silence fell again, leaving Maureen feeling burdened with this unsolicited glimpse at Alan’s past. She saw him through Rita’s eyes, and her heart softened toward the child he’d once been. A child with one parent dead and the other wishing she was. Maureen tried to steel herself against the boy by remembering the man, but her thoughts remained with the boy.

      “Some people think it’s strange,” Rita said, breaking the silence once again and pulling Maureen from her thoughts. “But I’ve always loved Alan like he was my own.”

      Maureen returned to her own task, trying to hide the swell of emotion threatening to overwhelm her. “I don’t think it’s strange at all.” Her voice strained at the edges. With a flash of irritation, she wished Rita had kept this all to herself. For Maureen, this subject was too close to home. Yet she couldn’t deny Rita the reassurance she sought. She felt she owed the other woman that much. “I believe it’s love that makes a family, not blood.”

      “Do you?” Rita met her gaze, and Maureen saw gratitude in her eyes.

      “Yes,” she said, a little ashamed of her momentary irritation with this woman who had been so good to her. “I do.”

      Rita smiled, and Maureen felt warmed all over. What had she done to deserve finding Rita Ember?

      “Mommy!” Katie’s voice brought them both back to the moment. “Come see!”

      Maureen glanced in the direction of her daughter’s voice, then looked back at Rita.

      “Go ahead, dear,” said Rita. “We’re almost done here.”

      Nodding, Maureen took the opportunity to escape the strong emotions unleashed by Rita’s revelation. Later she’d pull out Rita’s words and sort through them. For now, she put the conversation aside and headed out of the kitchen.

      When she entered the living room, however, another emotion struck her. Dread.

      Katie clung to Alan’s broad back as he bounced around the living room in imitation of a bucking bronco. Alan nickered and neighed, while Katie squealed in delight, yelling, “Down, boy! Down!”

      Maureen bit her bottom lip to keep her tears at bay. What was this man doing to her? To them? He crept into her thoughts and life at every turn. First the chemistry that flickered between them, arousing a part of her she didn’t dare unleash. Then the image Rita described of the lost little boy, tugging at her heart. And now here he was, playing with her daughter, winning her over. It was too much. He was too much. She couldn’t afford to want this man. They couldn’t afford it.

      “Katie, it’s time for bed.” Her words sounded harsher than she’d planned, and Alan stopped midway across the room.

      “Go, horsey,” Katie insisted, ignoring her mother.

      “Now, Katie.”

      Katie started to object, but Alan moved to the couch, helping the little girl to slide off his back. “You wore the horsey out,” he said, settling himself on the couch while running a hand across his brow.

      “No!” Katie insisted, jumping onto his lap.

      Maureen crossed the room to claim her daughter. “Katie . . .”

      “That’s enough for tonight,” Alan said, maneuvering the child into a sitting position.

      Katie’s face clouded, and Maureen thought they were in for a tantrum. But Alan reached up and brushed the child’s dark curls away from her face, smoothing the pending storm. “Do what your mother says, princess. We’ll play another time.”

      Katie looked at him solemnly for a moment. “Promise?”

      “Promise.” Alan crossed his heart and held up his hand.

      “You won’t be too busy, will you?” Maureen caught her breath at Katie’s question. She hadn’t thought Katie remembered. There had been so many broken promises.

      Alan smiled while tapping Katie on the nose. “Sheriffs always keep their promises. And we’re never too busy for princesses.”

      Katie seemed to consider this a moment, then nodded, evidently accepting Alan’s word. She gave him a quick hug before he stood and handed her back to her mother.

      Maureen took her daughter, amazed at how easily he’d controlled her. “Thank you,” she said, while inside she felt like screaming. He’d made Katie a promise, and Katie believed him. One more reason to avoid this man.

      She took a deep breath and braced herself against the sudden rush of tears once again threatening to fall. Without another word, she turned and headed upstairs. Not only could she and Katie not afford to want him in their lives, they couldn’t afford to believe in his promises, promises for a future that could never be, promises that would break their hearts. Again.
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