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FINDING HOME SERIES BOOKS 1-3

Take Me Home (Finding Home Series Book 1)

What if everything you ever believed about your past, wasn’t true at all?

Liana Winn has always felt like an outsider in her family. As a child she was adopted by relatives after her parents’ plane accident in India, but now that she is as an adult, her disjointed memories—and nightmares—of the past continue to make it impossible for her to bridge the wide gulf she still feels with her adoptive family. She is plagued by questions about her parents’ deaths and wonders if that event is the reason for her inability to form deep personal relationships. Although her adoptive brother Christian has become her greatest friend and supporter, she even has difficulty bonding with him. Needing someone means love, and losing those you love hurts too much.

When Liana meets successful businessman, Austin Walker, who has risen above his own difficult childhood on a Wyoming farm, she’s certain their business will not extend to friendship. Yet she cannot deny their powerful connection and the feeling of hope he offers.

But the ghosts of the past will not rest for Liana, and while searching for answers, she makes a shocking discovery that just might mean the end of everything she’s ever believed.

All That I Love (Finding Home Series Book 2)

One decision frozen in time. A choice that can never be altered.

After fighting her way through a bitter and hurtful past, Mercedes Johnson has painstakingly carved out a life of quiet contentment on a Wyoming farm with her husband, Wayne, and their three sons. Together she and Wayne have survived the worst trials a couple can face, and their relationship has grown as solid and lasting as the farmland beneath their feet. If their relationship is not everything Mercedes might have hoped for, it is enough.

All that changes when the birth father of Mercedes’ oldest child returns to Riverton. Dr. Brandon Rhodes, a renowned heart surgeon, has plans for the son he has never met. Resentful at the secret Mercedes has kept for thirteen years, he threatens the carefully balanced life she and Wayne have created. Just how far is he willing to go to gain what he feels is rightfully his?

As Mercedes uncovers the truth of Brandon’s intentions regarding their son and the lies surrounding the past, she is torn between what is and what might have been. One choice, one decision, has led her to this place. How can she live with the consequences?

Then I Found You (Finding Home Series Book 3)

One glimpse into the eyes of a stranger changes everything.

On the first day of her new life, Tawnia McKnight finds herself in Oregon, her fifth state in ten years. Another new job, new friends, a heartache left far behind. Maybe in Portland she can at last find what she is looking for. Maybe she can even forget Bret Winn.

But when a tragic bridge collapse rocks the city, Tawnia is thrust back into the life of the man she thought she’d never see again. And with him is a stranger, a stranger with inexplicably familiar eyes. Soon Tawnia finds herself drawn into a web of confusion and deceit. Where did the eccentric Autumn Rain come from and why does she look so much like Tawnia? Though Autumn’s agony over her missing father seems real, there is much in her past that cannot be explained. Even more troubling for Tawnia is Bret’s interest in Autumn, despite Tawnia’s own attraction to the mysterious firefighter who once saved Autumn’s life.

Danger looms as Tawnia tries to unravel clues to both the past and the current tragedy in Portland. Will she find what she is looking for, or will everything she cares about slip once again from her grasp?

Note: All the stories in the Finding Home Series are complete stories without cliffhangers. Each novel is about a separate couple. There are tie-ins with the series, of course, but  you do not have to read them in order. Enjoy!


[image: ]


To my sister Mary Liechty, 
 who is always there when I really need her—
 just like a sister should be. I love you!


Note from the author

I wrote Take Me Home after a friend of mine adopted a child from Ukraine. I was fascinated with what I learned about the country at the time and have woven the tiniest bit into my story. For many years, Ukraine was under Soviet rule and birth control wasn’t permitted. War and poverty made everything worse, and together this resulted in orphanages full of unwanted and abandoned children. When Ukraine finally opened to international adoptions, thousands of couples all over the world traveled there. From 1999 to 2016 there were 256,251 Ukrainian children adopted by families from other countries. My main story takes place in 2007, but note that as of 2017, over 100,000 children are still living in Ukrainian orphanages. Around 5,000 children were adopted by foreigners in 2016.


PROLOGUE

Saturday, August 29, 1981

Unalterable and unforgiving as a gaping hole in a cemetery, the event would forever after stand out in memory. There was nothing out of the ordinary to signal its coming. The pans sat on the immaculate stove as they always did each afternoon in preparation for dinner, their empty interiors open, ready, beckoning. Sounds from the television floated in from the adjoining family room. Somewhere outside a dog barked, and a horn honked as a car passed the house.

Clarissa Winn set out the vegetables. Steamed broccoli florets with sliced carrots would go nicely with the meatballs and spaghetti. She picked up a knife.

The shrill of the kitchen phone broke through the sounds of the television. Clarissa looked up from the broccoli and reluctantly reached for the phone, hoping it wasn’t someone from the PTA asking her to take on another project, or the pastor needing a pianist for services the next day.

“Hello?” she asked, tucking the phone between her ear and neck. If it was one of her friends, she’d get a start on cutting the vegetables while they talked.

“Is this Mrs. Clarissa Winn?” a man asked, his rich, melodic voice boasting a distinct British accent that made her think of exotic places to which she had never traveled.

“Yes, I’m Clarissa Winn.”

“My name is Dr. Mehul Raji. I am calling from Calcutta, India, from Charity Medical Hospital. It is about your sister.”

“My sister?” Clarissa’s grip tightened on the knife in her hand. Sister. She hadn’t heard the word in relation to herself for far too long. “You mean Karyn?”

“Yes, Karyn Olsen Schrader.”

“Has something happened?” The words hurt Clarissa’s throat.

“Indeed. It is with great regret that I must inform you of the death of your sister and that of her husband, Dr. Guenter Schrader. They were killed in a plane accident last Saturday as they traveled to give medical care to the inhabitants of several remote villages here in India.” The words were measured and exact, but now the doctor’s British English was heavily accented with whatever language he called his own. “Please accept my heartfelt condolences. Both Karyn and Guenter were valuable members of our staff and will be deeply missed.”

Clarissa’s eyes filled with tears. My sister is dead.

The hand with the knife shook. Her reflection in the shiny surface of her four-quart saucepan was distorted—as distorted as her soul.

The television blared. Outside came the happy ringing of the ice-cream truck. Life as usual.

“I would have called sooner,” Dr. Raji continued, “but only today did we manage to track down your telephone information. I am happy to be able to reach you.”

Clarissa barely heard his voice. Karyn is dead. The words came with a furious pounding of her heart. She still gripped the knife, poised over the broccoli, her hand turning white.

“I wish to know what instructions you have for me regarding their four-year-old daughter, as you appear to be her only living relative.”

Suddenly Clarissa was listening again. So Karyn had given birth to the daughter she’d longed for. “Is she okay?”

“She is unhurt, but there is concern. She has not spoken to anyone since the accident. At the moment, she is in the care of a woman in whose house Dr. and Mrs. Schrader were living, but we expect that you will want her sent to America. Is this not correct?”

Sobs pierced Clarissa’s awareness—bitter cries that hurt her to hear. She tried to answer the doctor, but words refused to come.

Karyn is dead.

Her husband’s arms came from behind, wrapping around her body. “What’s wrong, honey?”

Only then did she realize that the bitter crying was coming from her own throat. She swallowed her sobs with an agony that threatened suffocation. The knife moved in her hand.

Travis reached for it, rubbing the flesh and loosening her grip before taking the knife. “Give me the phone,” he said softly.

Clarissa watched as he talked with the doctor from India, her own disbelief and shock mirrored in his dark eyes. Finding a pen in the drawer, he wrote down a number. Then he set the phone on the cradle.

“It’s my fault,” Clarissa moaned. And it was—as surely as if she had forced Karyn onto the plane that would eventually crash.

“No, it’s not. It’s not anyone’s fault.”

“It is.”

He sighed. “If it’s yours, then it’s mine, too.”

She shook her head. “No, no. Mine. I’m her sister.” Was, her mind corrected. She was my sister.

Travis put his arms around her. She gazed up at his familiar, dearly loved features, stared into the eyes she would never have known had it not been for Karyn, the sister she had betrayed. Oh, dear God—how did I let this happen? There was no chance for making amends now.

“Her daughter,” she said aloud. “What about that poor little girl?”

“She’ll come here, of course.”

She nodded. “We’ll raise her as our own.”

An unexpected—unwanted—surge of joy welled within Clarissa’s breast. Only fleetingly did she consider that someday they would have to tell Karyn’s daughter the truth.


CHAPTER

1

March 2007

Liana Winn’s fingers flew over her calculator, making long tallies of numbers that spewed onto a long curl of white paper. She hated working on this account for more reasons than one. Wealthy Jim Forrester, the obscenely young owner of a computer consulting firm, didn’t exactly cheat on his taxes, but there were many points she felt stretched the realm of belief: vacations in Hawaii, elaborate gifts for clients, deluxe hotel rooms with heart-shaped bathtubs.

After two years of doing Forrester’s taxes and avoiding his blatant advances, Liana had tried to refuse being assigned to his case. But he was Klassy Accounting’s most important client, and when he had requested her personally, her boss made it clear she had no choice but to accept.

“You about done with the Forrester case, Liana?”

Liana’s fingers stiffened over her calculator as she looked up into the small watery eyes of Larry Koplin, her boss. He was a tall, balding, barrel-chested man who wore tailored suits and who might have been commanding if not for his swollen cheeks, thin shoulders, and scrawny limbs.

“Nearly, Mr. Koplin,” she said, keeping her voice calm. “I’m just finishing a few numbers. Once I put them into the computer, I’ll be finished.”

Koplin’s pale face darkened with a brief frown, which Liana knew was because he had invited her time and time again to call him Larry instead of Mr. Koplin. Liana had tried, briefly, half-heartedly, but the time when he had inspired friendship was long past.

“Good.” He twisted his thin, too-long fingers, as though washing them. “I knew you’d be done soon. I told him to come over in an hour. He’d like to take you to lunch.”

Distaste rolled through Liana, but she was careful not to show it. “Thank you, Mr. Koplin, but I won’t be able to go. I need to finish at least two more accounts before I leave tonight.”

Koplin’s smile did not reach his leaking eyes. “Nonsense, a girl has to eat.”

Liana stifled a sharp retort that would have detailed her womanly capability of buying her own meal. She had learned to do at least that in her nearly thirty years of life, thank you very much. Instead, she said, “I think we promised Jones and Dean that their accounts would be finished by morning, didn’t we? Lunch with Forrester could take hours.”

She watched contrasting emotions battle in Larry Koplin’s puffy face as he pitted the money he would receive from those accounts against the points he would earn if he could coerce her to have lunch with Forrester. Liana remembered a time when she had believed in him—a time when his smile and a promise of a bright future had drawn her away from her previous job. It was an offer he still touted, but Liana had discovered that his “bright future” meant this minuscule office and nothing more.

Koplin’s greed for money won out. “I’ll tell Mr. Forrester you can’t possibly get away now. Just see that you finish those accounts.”

Liana felt the sudden urge to quit right that instant, to turn her back and walk out, just to see him scramble for a replacement. Maybe then he would recognize the four years of hard work that had earned her this pitiful closet she called an office—an office she now despised. But she had bills to pay, which her monthly paycheck barely covered, so she had no choice but to swallow her anger. “I will, Mr. Koplin.”

He nodded sharply, causing the loose skin under his chin to wobble, and turned on feet that seemed small for his towering height and protruding chest. As he walked down the aisle between the gray cubicles, he was followed by surreptitious stares from his employees. One of the nearest women, a new employee named Jocelyn, cast Liana a sympathetic glance through the door, and Liana smiled politely before returning to her work. The anger gradually faded as she put the incident aside. She would not allow anything to affect her work or her state of mind. She was in control. Anything else was unacceptable.

When the phone rang, she reached for it, eyes glued to her computer screen. “Liana Winn,” she said. Tilting her head to support the phone, she continued entering numbers. Earlier in the day, she’d hoped to finish work early, but that hope was fading fast.

“Hi, it’s me.”

She smiled despite her dark mood. Her brother’s voice was always a welcome sound. “Hi, Christian. What’s up?”

“Actually, I need a favor.”

“Ha, what else is new?” She rolled her eyes. He was forty, and she was still bailing him out of one thing or another.

“Well, a friend of mine has to get a bit of tax work done—pronto.”

“Sorry.” The phone pressed hard between her ear and shoulder, and already her neck was beginning to ache from the awkward position. “I’d like to help your friend, but I can’t. Maybe next month, after the fifteenth.”

Her brother wasn’t having any of it. His voice took on a pleading note, one she always found difficult to ignore. “Oh, Liana, come on. The company he works for is a client of mine. If I lose that account, my boss will kill me.”

Through the open door of her tiny office Liana could see a buzz of activity in the cubicles where she had worked until her promotion a few months earlier. Fingers typed at keyboards, creating an unlikely symphony that hummed evenly on the air. There were voices, too, but lower, almost covered by the incessant tapping. Ringing phones added shrillness to the din. March was one of the accounting firm’s busiest times of the year, surpassed only by the madness that consumed the first half of April.

She willed herself to be strong. “If this guy changes advertising firms because I can’t work him in, then he’s no friend of yours.”

“It’s his company I need to impress, not him, and that means if they need a favor, I deliver. This accounting thing isn’t even Austin’s department. He’s their sales manager, but he got stuck with filing the tax forms because he works with me, and I opened my big mouth.”

Not again! She stifled a sigh. “And how on earth did that happen?”

“Well, I was in this meeting yesterday, and they were discussing my new advertising design—which they seemed to like, by the way.”

“Christian,” she groaned.

“Okay, okay. So they started in about how their financial manager had run off on them and how the new one—the owner’s nephew or something—can’t start until he finishes college next month. Bottom line, they’re in a big bind and need help quick if they want to avoid paying more penalties. Next thing I know, my mouth opens all on its own, and I’m telling them I know someone.”

“Know someone? Who do you think you are—the Mafia?”

He gave a short laugh. “Come on, will you just meet with him? If it’s too much work maybe you could file another extension. Pleeeeease? His office is just outside Vegas, only a couple of miles away from yours. It’s a quarterly thing, I think, so it can’t be too big, can it?”

Liana sighed. Christian had no idea how difficult quarterly filings could be. He was a genius at dreaming up creative advertisements, but numbers escaped him completely. “Depends on the size of the company. Can’t your friend come in and meet with my boss? Maybe someone else could work him in here.”

“Can’t see that happening. Austin would never trust a company with a corny name like Klassy Accounting.” Christian’s voice rose in mimic of the commercials that were being run on the radio. “Klassy Accounting—no job too big or too small.” He snorted. “No offense, but it’s stupid. Please, Liana Banana? What do you say? Do it for me?”

The use of her childhood nickname made it more difficult to deny his request. “Let me think a moment,” she said, raking her hand through the long strands of her dark hair. If she skipped her twenty-minute lunch down at the corner deli—again—and didn’t take her afternoon break, she might be able to finish work by seven or so, and that would leave enough time to see Christian’s friend. Even as she thought this, the strong aroma of a TV dinner, coming from the small alcove that lamely served as an employee break room, wended its way into her office, making her stomach ache with emptiness.

“Okay, okay,” she agreed with resignation. “I’ll take a look. But you’ll have to pick me up and stop at some fast food place on the way so I can eat as you drive. I’m famished.”

“Deal. You won’t regret this, Banana. I love you.”

“Hmm.” She hung up the phone.
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Daylight was already beginning to fade as Liana exited the front door of her building. Outside, she found Christian parked in a no-parking fire zone, lounging against his green BMW, a car he was still paying for and would be for at least another three years. He greeted her with a wave and a grin that always made people feel he shared their secrets. “I got you Chinese,” he said as he opened the passenger side door for her. “I know how you love it.”

“I enjoy it.” She slid into the car.

Christian rolled his eyes. “Oh yeah, I forgot. You don’t love anything . . . or anyone, right? Except for me.” Grinning, he placed his hands on his khaki dress pants and leaned down until his eyes were even with hers. “Come on, tell me you love me. Tell me I’m your favorite brother. Why don’t you ever say it?” They both knew he was teasing, and yet there was an undercurrent of sincerity to his plea. To him things like saying “I love you” made a difference, but Liana knew that saying so only set a person up for loss.

She snorted in annoyance and pulled her door shut. Her brother barely had time to jump out of the way. “Hey!” He slapped the side of the car, but lightly so there was no chance of damaging the finish.

She watched him saunter around to the driver’s side. Handsome by any standard, Christian had dark, laughing eyes and longish brown hair combed back from his square face. He was fun-loving, adventuresome, generous—and completely irresponsible. Though Liana was more than ten years his junior, she often lent him money, patted his back when his relationships didn’t work out, and handled all his finances. He joked that he’d never marry until he found someone exactly like her. What he didn’t seem to realize was that someone like her was unable to maintain a stable romantic relationship.

“Be careful of the seats,” Christian warned, sliding behind the wheel. “Leather and Chinese don’t mix.”

“I know, I know.”

As Christian drove through Las Vegas, Liana ate her Chinese food with the plastic fork provided. He’d bought her favorite, curry chicken, but had ordered fried rice instead of regular white. She closed the rice carton with distaste and opened the chicken, careful not to spill it on her black suit or Christian’s precious leather seats. Her stomach rumbled in anticipation, even as the spicy flavors brought her mouth to life.

Weaving through the post rush-hour traffic, Christian babbled about his job, a girl at work that he was thinking about asking out, and how much it had cost to repair a scratch in the paint on his car. There was no pattern to his speech, and he punctuated his stories with unexpected exclamations. His voice was a welcome relief from the monotonous sounds at the office.

Sometimes the continuous tapping at work was more than Liana could endure, and she had to envision herself elsewhere to survive the day. When she’d first started in the cubicles, her daydream had been a quiet beach with nothing but the occasional cry of the seagulls to interrupt her peace. Then two summers earlier she had taken a vacation to Catalina Island in California, where the beaches had been filled with boisterous people and the constant roar of the waves hurling themselves up the beach. After a while, the rise and fall of the white-crested waves had been as bad for her as the tapping on the keyboards—too much rush and hurry. She’d gone home disappointed and had begun to dream of a remote cabin in the mountains.

Last summer she had stayed in her other brother Bret’s cozy new cabin in the mountains of Utah. She wanted to hike over the soft, fragrant layers of pine needles and escape Nevada’s penetrating heat. It had been wonderful—at first. Then at night the wind singing through the trees became a constant sound, somehow hauntingly familiar, as though someone had only muffled the tapping from the keyboards. After three sleepless nights, she went home early, resigning herself to never escaping the cacophony of the accounting office. From that time on, she’d hated her job.

“Here we are,” Christian said, all too soon.

Swallowing a bite of chicken, Liana gazed at the new three-story building liberally dotted with impressive windows. Large gold lettering on the front window next to the double glass doors spelled out Goodman Electronics. “What did you say the company does?”

“They sell televisions, DVD players, that sort of thing. Austin also runs a charity organization to help orphans in Ukraine. His grandmother started it. But that doesn’t have anything to do with his job here.”

“I hope they’re not too big.” The larger the company, the more work she would be in for.

Setting aside the remains of her chicken, Liana grabbed her black briefcase, climbed from the car, and walked with Christian to the doors. Almost immediately, a buzzer sounded and they were let inside.

Behind the wide, room-length reception desk sat a lean man dressed in a dark business suit. He was tilted back in the chair with his hands behind his head and his feet on the desk. His eyes were fixed on the monitor in front of him, as if nothing could tear him away. Black hair covered his head, the corners arching high in the front—a sign of intelligence, her father used to say—and the tanned, chiseled face already sported a five o’clock shadow.

He moved as they approached, languidly pulling down his arms and coming to his feet. He was tall—at least a head taller than Liana. His eyes stayed on the screen a few seconds longer, and Liana wished she could catch a glimpse of what so fascinated him. Then his face turned in their direction, his welcoming smile echoed by a friendly gleam in his black eyes.

Individually, his features weren’t anything to speak of—his nose was too large, his chin too wide, the forehead too high—but taken all together he was positively the most arresting man she had ever seen. Liana didn’t know if it was because his eyes were the color of midnight or if it was the way he looked at her. Certainly he wasn’t the most handsome man she’d met. Take Jim Forrester, for example. That man had the blond good looks of a surfing king, though his merits were decidedly spoiled by his certainty of his beauty—not to mention the existence of a Mrs. Forrester. Liana never allowed good looks to impress her.

“Austin, this is my sister, Liana Winn,” Christian said. “Liana, this is Austin Walker.”

He walked around the desk, offering his hand. She looked up into his face and murmured something, schooling herself to show nothing of her momentary admiration.

Austin’s eyes didn’t leave hers. “Are you the wonder woman who’s going to free me from this accounting mess?” His voice was low and rich, with a hint of familiarity that made her uncomfortable.

“That depends.” She averted her eyes from his stare. “Where are the papers so I can get started?”

The smile on Austin’s face faltered but steadied quickly. “Right this way.” He took an ID card hanging from his waist on a thin retractable elastic cord and swiped it through a metal reader near the door next to the reception desk. “Through here.” He held the door open for them.

As Liana passed, she caught a whiff of Austin’s cologne, or perhaps it was only fabric softener someone had used on his white button-down shirt. The scent reminded her of hiking outside Bret’s cabin—a slight fragrance of pine mixed with the freshness of a mountain breeze. The scent was gone almost before she could identify it. She slipped past, felt his gaze boring into her back, and wondered why he so disturbed her.

It’s not just him, came an unbidden thought. She remembered Jim Forrester and Mr. Koplin. They were only a few in a long line of men that made her feel uncomfortable. Truth be told, the only men who didn’t make her nervous were her brothers, Christian and Bret. Liana forced the thoughts away and continued down the hall. Men were irrelevant. She didn’t need anyone. No, not even Christian, who had called her Liana from her first day in America—instead of Lara, the legal name she detested. Not even Christian, who had held her shaking body while she sobbed for her mother during those first weeks and months after the plane accident, and who had eased her hunger with ice cream stolen from the freezer in the middle of the night when she had been too upset to eat her dinner. Not even Christian, who had promised never to leave her—a promise she couldn’t bear to elicit from his parents, the aunt and uncle who had adopted her. If she kept telling herself she didn’t need him—or any of them—it might become true.

“It’s that one over there.” Austin slipped around them and opened another door with a swipe of his card.

The accountant’s office was dim, lit only by the darkening light coming through the wide, unshuttered windows. Austin flipped on the overhead lights, and the room sprang from the shadows. To one side sat a nice oak desk, and beyond the desk, tall oak filing cabinets lined one wall. A high oak bookcase bordered the opposite wall, and a narrow table held a vase of flowers. But the most obvious piece of furniture was a small round plastic table in the middle of the room, standing awkwardly alone, unattached to any chair and of notably different quality from the rest of the furniture.

“Everything should be here on the table,” Austin said. “I had a secretary make hard copies of everything and do the best she could to organize it.”

Liana grimaced at the mounds of papers and files lying on the small table. Though neatly organized, the stacks were thick and numerous. Generally, she preferred to leave everything on the computer until the final go-through. Everything except her tallies of numbers. Those she liked to have on tangible paper—either created on her adding machine or, in the old-fashioned way, with pencil and pad.

“I know it looks like a lot,” Austin said. “But I can help. I’m good with numbers. I’m just not sure what to file or when.”

Carefully, Liana set her briefcase on top of one of the stacks. She looked around the room and spotted a chair behind the desk. Thankfully, it was padded.

“There’s a chair.” Austin started for it at the same time she did.

“I can do it.”

Their hands touched on the back of the chair, and Liana pulled away hard. The chair shot from the horseshoe desk toward the table, banging into it. “Wheels. What a nice invention,” she said, not meeting Austin’s gaze. She felt like an idiot.

Ignoring the men’s polite chuckling, she sat down to work. After a while Christian and Austin started whispering, breaking her concentration. “Isn’t there somewhere you two can go for about forty minutes?” she asked.

“Uh, yeah.” Austin motioned Christian to the door. “We have an employee lounge where we can catch a little TV. And I should check my email. Are you sure you’ll be okay?”

“Don’t worry about me. I’m only stealing your company secrets.” Her eyes returned to the papers.

Austin hesitated, but Christian pulled him away. “She’s joking.”

“Of course she is.”

Liana didn’t look up until they left. Though she was alone in the room, she still felt Austin’s midnight eyes upon her.


CHAPTER

2

Austin led Christian once more down the deserted hallway. “You didn’t tell me your sister was so . . .” Austin hesitated, searching for words that wouldn’t offend his friend.

“Beautiful?” Christian supplied.

“Well, she is attractive.” When Austin had first caught sight of her in the surveillance monitor, he was stunned at her appearance. She was a slender woman who walked with an undeniable assurance, a woman confident in her own skin. Her medium brown hair should have been ordinary, but it was thick and wavy, nearly long enough for her to sit on. Her face was gently heart-shaped, with prominent cheek bones and smooth, soft-looking skin. The form fitting black suit she wore emphasized slender curves and contrasted with her large eyes, the color of a clear morning sky.

He had been reluctant to look away from the monitor to greet them, knowing that surely the reality would never live up to the image on his screen. The perfect woman. Such a woman might make the perfect American family a believable concept, even for someone like him who didn’t believe.

In person, she was exactly like the image on the monitor—except as she greeted him, her face became hard, all traces of warmth locked away from view. She was still beautiful but in a cold, corpse-like way that Austin associated with old movie actresses who had already lived out their youth and now waited only to die.

He was accustomed to admiring glances from women, or at the very least, offers of friendship, but not even a glimmer of interest sparked in Liana Winn’s eyes. From her first glance she made it clear that she did not care about him as a person; she was here only as a favor to her brother. Under her cool stare and crisp acknowledgment, Austin knew an awkwardness that had not been his since junior high school.

“Ah, here we are,” Austin said. They had arrived at the employee lounge. The room featured three beige leather couches grouped in front of a huge plasma screen, the company’s latest best-seller of which Austin was particularly proud.

Christian made an exclamation of approval and immediately sank into one of the couches, remote in hand. But he didn’t turn on the television. “About my sister . . .”

Austin sat on the other end of the couch and waited. He realized he’d been quiet far too long in the hall and that Christian had correctly interpreted his silence. “It was good of her to come.”

Christian seemed to be struggling with what he wanted—or didn’t want—to say. He shook his head. “Truthfully, she didn’t want to, but I’m her favorite brother.” He grinned.

“Hey, I’m my sister’s only brother,” Austin said. “At least your sister has a choice.”

Christian’s grin faded. “Actually, a lot of her choices were forced on her. She’s had a hard life. That’s why she can sometimes be . . . rather distant. But I promise you, she’s as good with numbers as I am with designs.”

A silence fell between them, and Austin figured Christian was as much at a loss for words as he was. But Austin was also curious. During the five months they’d known each other, Christian hadn’t talked much about his family, and now after meeting Liana . . . well, she was a mystery that intrigued him.

“That reminds me,” Austin said into the awkwardness. “The board approved your designs for our magazine campaign this morning.”

Christian propped his foot on the wide coffee table. “I knew they were good.” In another man Austin might have considered this response arrogant, but Christian was simply Christian. He was as willing to admit when his ideas stank as when they were brilliant.

Christian pointed the remote at the television, and the screen flared to life. For a long while they watched in silence, but Austin couldn’t focus on the legal show that played out before them. His thoughts were on the woman sitting alone in another room at a round plastic table filled with papers.

“So what happened?” he asked finally, unable to stop the words that insisted on tumbling from his mouth. “Did she break up with her boyfriend? Lose her job?”

Christian pulled his gaze from the television. “I think she was a policeman once and—”

“No, not the show. I mean your sister. You said she had a hard life.”

Christian’s expression became pained. With a flick of his wrist, he muted the television. “I was afraid this would happen. Austin, I consider you a friend, and I love my sister, but believe me, you don’t want to get involved.”

“I’m not involved. I’m just curious.”

Christian sighed. “Well, I guess it won’t hurt to tell you a little. She does hate her job—her boss is a real jerk—but that’s not what makes her. . .” He shook his head. “Anyway, what I meant by a hard life is that her parents died when she was only four.”

“Parents?” Austin was mortified at his own ignorance. “We’ve played racquetball every week for four months. You never said your parents were—hey, wait a minute, didn’t you mention having dinner with your parents this Sunday? For your mother’s birthday, I think it was.”

“That’s my mother. Liana’s real parents were my aunt and uncle. They lived in India, of all places. I never even met them. Apparently, there was some bad blood between my mother and my aunt—they didn’t talk for years—but we adopted Liana when they died. It was really hard on her. She didn’t talk for almost a whole year after she came to us, except to tell us to call her Liana.” Christian’s unfocused eyes stared into the air near Austin’s right ear. He was obviously reliving the past. “Wasn’t even her name,” he added softly, shaking his head. “Just a nickname she’d picked up. It was really sad.”

Austin felt terrible. He had pried where he shouldn’t have pried. Sorrow welled up inside him as it always did lately when he heard about someone dying. His grandmother’s death last year had left a wound that still felt fresh, but he couldn’t begin to imagine the sorrow Liana had experienced at such a young age.

“Sorry,” he muttered, staring at the muted television screen.

“It’s okay. Really. I’m glad she came to live with us. I don’t know what I’d do without her. She’s always stepping in to help me. I just wish I could do more for her.”

Austin nodded but remained silent—though a dozen more questions sprang to his mind. He was relieved when Christian turned up the volume of the TV, making it impossible for them to talk comfortably.

After a few more minutes, Austin stood and removed a couple of sodas from the corner refrigerator. He tossed one to Christian. “Uh, if you don’t mind,” he said, raising his voice so it could be heard over the television, “I’ll run up to my office and check my email there. Won’t be but a few minutes.” He thumbed over his shoulder at the door.

“Sure. I’m comfortable here.” Christian unscrewed the cap on his bottle.

“Should I look in on your sister, do you think?”

Christian checked his watch. “It’s only been fifteen minutes. She’d just be annoyed.”

“Okay. I’ll be back in a few.”

“Take your time.” Christian’s eyes had already returned to the television, his drink halfway to his mouth.

Austin went up to his third-story office that smelled of furniture polish and air freshener. Obviously the cleaning crew had hit his office while he’d been out. He entered the space between his double-sided oak desk and sat in the black leather chair. A few clicks of his computer brought up his email. The third message was from his charity’s main employee in Ukraine, and he read it while another fifty messages were downloading.

Dear Mr. Walker,

I’m emailing you to confirm that we did receive the shipment you sent. I went myself to assure that it was dispersed to the orphanages. Much thanks was given to me, and this I now pass on to you.

I also want to give you thanks for letting me work for you. The directors are most helpful to my dilemma now, and I hope to be finding documents about my sister soon. Even if it was not to one of these orphanages that she went, other orphanages will now treat me with respect because of the incentives I can give them. You have been very generous with me.

It is my deepest hope that my sister was adopted by a nice Ukrainian family, since foreign adoptions were not allowed at that time. I pray she is still alive. Although my little Sveta was healthy when we left her at the baby orphanage, I cannot be sure that she did not become ill later or develop a disease. Perhaps this is why she was transferred to a different facility. I wish I was knowing exactly when it was that we left her at the orphanage. I think I was fourteen or fifteen, but it may have been earlier or later. I remember only that it was very cold and snowy outside. I remember how she clung to my neck and how my tears fell onto her cheeks.

I am sorry to burden you with these concerns. However, you have been so helpful and kind, I feel you will not mind. I am hoping my English is improving enough with the tapes you gave to me last year so when you come again to visit, we can converse more better. I will take you to see more of my country.

Sincerely yours,
Olya Kovalevsky

Austin could almost see her in his mind as he read her email. Short Olya, with her close-cropped brown hair, light blue eyes, pinched face, and too-thin body. Every time he had seen her during his last visit to Ukraine, she had worn bright lipstick and eyeshadow, as if to hide the sharp curves of her nose, cheek, and chin.

During their hours working together Austin had learned about Olya’s missing sister, and the story had interested him deeply. Olya had been a young girl when her mother had given birth to a baby. Eventually, the burden became too much for the family, and they were forced to give the child to an orphanage. When Olya returned years later to find her sister, she learned the baby had been transferred to another orphanage, which had burned to the ground. Most of the records were lost. Olya had not yet determined where her sister had been sent after that, but she clung to the hope of finding her.

“I have to know what happened,” she had said simply, her eyes speaking volumes of hurt that she would not voice—maybe could not voice.

He had questioned her no further, not wishing to add to her wounds. But he wondered why she felt such a strong drive to find her sister when she had not been responsible for the decision to leave her. He also wondered how it had happened that Olya herself had not been given to an orphanage but stayed with her mother long enough to know and love a little sister. How had it felt to watch her sister go into the arms of a stranger? How had it felt for her to know that if the ages had been reversed, she would have been the one cast aside? These were questions he dared not ask. Perhaps they were ones no one ever asked but kept in silence, as though doing so would stave off the pain.

Austin knew pain. He knew the rejection of a father who drowned his failures in a bottle and rained his frustration down on his only son. Words had become swords, piercing the fragile shell of his young self, a shell that had necessarily grown tougher over the years. Sometimes he would still lie awake in the night and wonder why his mother had not defended him or at least whispered positive words to him about his worth. Why had she stayed with his father? Why had she allowed him to treat her and their children that way?

These were also questions he could not ask—then or now. Instead, he had asked others: Why was the sky blue? Why did dew wet the grass each morning? Why did babies spit up so much? Why did they hiccup? Why was the mail sometimes late? What made it snow? His mother, too exhausted for life itself, had been unable to respond.

On the surface they were the poster family for the American dream. A sizable Wyoming farm, a small home, a car, two children, a dog—what more could a man want? Yet Austin’s father wanted more—a lot more—and having repeatedly failed, he could not find the courage to adjust his dreams or learn to make happiness in whatever circumstances he found himself. He had failed to see the important things, like a son who yearned for his approval, a daughter who planned to escape his abuse by leaving the farm she loved, or a wife who trembled at his every mood shift. No, he had seen none of it, not even when it was far too late.

Austin’s grandmother, his mother’s mother, had been his salvation. She had encouraged his insatiable curiosity, valued his opinions, and in the end had given him the confidence he needed to break free of the emotional death grip his father had on him. One thing she had not been able to do, however, was to rid him of the guilt he felt about his mother; just as his mother had not been capable of protecting him, he had not been able to save her.

Pulling his mind from these troublesome thoughts, Austin read a few more emails and shot off responses to the most urgent. Then he retraced his steps to the employee lounge where the television show was playing the ending credits.

Christian stretched and stifled a yawn. “If we had a place like this at work, I might never actually work again.” He winked to show he was kidding.

Arriving at the office where they’d left Liana, they found her bent over the round table, her long hair spilling over her shoulders and fanning out on the back of the chair. She didn’t look up as they entered but remained concentrated on the documents before her. One hand made furious notes with a pencil, while the other was fisted in her hair, gripping the strands near the scalp. Her high heels were off, a foot tucked under her lithe body.

“How’s it going?” Christian asked.

She startled slightly and then looked up at her brother and smiled, all the earlier hardness gone. Austin’s heart fell to his stomach.

Her gaze moved to Austin. “It’s doable in my time off work—barely,” she said, rising to her feet. “But only if you’re as handy with numbers as you claim. It would be a lot easier if you had a decent accounting program instead of the one you use.” She waved at the papers. “Most of this could be automated better. Your company’s far too large to use your current system.”

Austin was impressed with her assessment. “That’s exactly what the owner’s nephew said. He plans to reorganize everything when he starts working here.”

“It’ll take a lot of time, but it’ll be worth it. Meanwhile, there are still some records I’ll need—two to begin with: a list of nonretail sales, if you had any, and a verification of monies paid out in employee salaries, bonuses, and so forth. I’ll let you know if there’s anything else.” She handed him several papers. “You can start with these. Of course, if they’re already on your computer system, they’ll be easier to calculate.”

“You want to start now?” For the past thirty minutes, the sides of Austin’s stomach had been glued together with hunger. He hadn’t imagined they would begin the project tonight, only to assess it.

She shrugged. “We should get started if you want to avoid some pretty hefty fines.”

“Okay. I just need to make a quick phone call.” Taking his phone from his pocket, he punched the button for his favorite Chinese delivery.

Christian raised his hands to chest level as he backed toward the door. “Well, if you two have it under control, I guess I’ll take off. Austin, walk me out?”

“Go,” Liana said, making a shooing motion. “But you owe me.”

Austin held the phone to his ear. “No, I’m the one who owes you. We’ll pay you whatever you ask, of course.”

A wry smile twisted her lips. “Don’t worry. You’ll get a bill.” For an instant their eyes met and held. Austin found himself trying to remember what he had been doing.

“Lee’s Chinese,” chimed a melodic voice in his ear.

“Oh,” he said. “I’ll have an order of cashew chicken with rice. Plain, not fried.” He shot a questioning glance at Liana, covering the receiver. “Want anything? It’s on me.” She shook her head. Shrugging, he gave the man on the phone the address and promised to be waiting at the front door.

When he hung up, he found Liana watching him. “Plain rice, huh?” she asked. There was a flicker of something in her eyes, something Austin couldn’t interpret. But just as suddenly it was gone.

“Come on.” He motioned to Christian. “I’ll let you out of the building.”

With a wave at his sister, Christian followed him from the room. “That reminds me,” Christian said in the hall, “Liana will need a ride back to her office for her car.”

“Not a problem.”

“Don’t keep her too late. During this season, she goes to work like at five or earlier.”

Austin grimaced; few conditions could get him up at five. He definitely was not a morning person. Not since he’d left the farm. “Okay. I’ll try. And thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” Christian paused at the entrance, looking uncharacteristically nervous. He ran a hand through his hair. “Hey, don’t mention to Liana what I told you, okay? About her parents, I mean. She’s a very private person.”

Austin slapped him on the back. “I certainly won’t bring it up, if she doesn’t.”

Yet even as he watched Christian drive away, he wished he knew more. Why hadn’t Christian’s and Liana’s mothers been close? Why had Liana insisted on a name change at the tender age of four? How had it felt going to live with complete strangers? These were questions, he knew, that might not have answers—or at least answers anyone would care to share.

Maybe his mother had been right after all; he did ask too many questions. Still, it was too bad there wasn’t someone who knew the whole story. If he were in Liana’s shoes, it would drive him crazy not knowing. Maybe once he knew her better—if she let such a thing happen—he’d ask her how she felt about it.

He waited at the front door until his food arrived, feeling guilty about leaving Liana to work alone. As he walked back to the accounting office with his meal, he wondered if she liked plain white rice.


CHAPTER

3

Diary of Karyn Olsen
Monday, January 7, 1966

I met a guy today, a really gorgeous guy—in the campus cafeteria of all places. And on my twentieth birthday of all days! It must be fate. His name is Travis Winn. I would have missed him completely if my biology teacher hadn’t let us go early. Angie and I walked into the cafeteria and there he was, sitting with Angie’s cousin! We walked up to them and started talking. Well, Angie did. I just stood there feeling like my mouth was full of glue. I was afraid I’d say something stupid. He is so gorgeous. I mean, REALLY. He’s tall and built like a football player—not the really big ones, but nice and strong. The perfect size for me. His face is squarish but very nice, and his eyes are pools of dark chocolate. (Imagine me, boring old Karyn, writing that!) His hair is even darker than his eyes. Tall, dark, and handsome—that describes him exactly. He has a smile that melted my heart. By the time I finally found my tongue, he and Angie’s cousin were finished eating.

Angie teased me all the way back to our apartment. She could see I was gone on him. (Boy, am I ever!) I told her she had to help me find out more about him. I felt something in my heart when we met, and I’m not going to let it go without trying. Be still, my heart. How will I ever make it through the rest of this day without seeing him?

After Christian and Austin left her the second time, Liana removed her laptop from her padded briefcase. It was thin and the best her boss could afford. Too often she had to go to a client’s office or finish up something at home after work hours, and the extra money she earned for the company had paid for the laptop a hundred times over. It would cut down her work on this case immensely.

She looked up as Austin returned with his Chinese food. He smiled. “I got you a fortune cookie.”

“They’re not real fortunes.” She remembered the first time she had opened one when she was six. It had read, “You will bring your parents much happiness.” She had thrown both the cookie and the fortune away.

“You afraid? Go ahead, open it.” His black eyes echoed his verbal challenge.

“Okay.” She cracked the cookie, drew out the small paper, and read it aloud. “For good fortune, buy more of Lee’s cookies.” She looked up at him and smirked. “I’m sorry. I was wrong. That is a real fortune if I ever heard one—a real fortune for Lee.”

He threw back his head and laughed with an abandon she envied. “You got that right. Next time I see the old man, though, I’m going to tell him he owes me a cookie.”

Liana pondered for a moment that there actually was a Chinese man named Lee and that Austin knew him well enough to demand another cookie. If she didn’t like something about a restaurant, she simply moved her business elsewhere. Getting to know the owner would mean she’d owe him something, if only her patronage. Better to keep at a distance.

“Here,” she said, handing him some papers. “These have to be tallied first. You’ll need a chair.”

“There’s one in the next office.”

Silence reigned as they worked. Liana sneaked a glance over the desk at Austin, who was eating his Chinese food with chopsticks in his left hand and punching numbers on his keyboard with his right. He’s left-handed, she thought. To her embarrassment, he looked up and caught her gaze. She raised her eyes slightly and pretended to be deep in thought. He darted a glance at the ceiling behind him where she stared but thankfully didn’t interrupt her. Liana went back to work, her concentration broken.

After a few moments of silence, he finished his food and spoke. “So I heard it’s your . . . ah, mother’s birthday this Sunday.”

Her hands dropped from her keyboard into her lap. “Yes.” Her response was clipped as she wondered why he’d hesitated over the word mother. Had Christian talked to him about her? She’d kill him if he had. He had no right dredging up the past like that, especially with someone who was a total stranger to her. She had put it behind her. Why couldn’t Christian?

As a child, the mystery surrounding the estrangement between Karyn, her birth mother, and Clarissa, her aunt, had consumed Liana’s every waking moment. But she no longer cared what had caused the rift. Except for the occasional flash of memory that caused her to jerk awake, sweating with longing in the night, Clarissa Winn was the only mother Liana knew. Now she wanted to forget there was another woman who had loved her, forget the anguish that clutched at her heart whenever she remembered her birth mother’s face. She wanted to rid herself of the terrible aching pain of loss that refused to allow her to love Clarissa as deeply as a daughter should. Though neither had ever given voice to the reality, the gulf between them was almost as deep and wide as the ocean that had once separated Clarissa and Karyn.

Liana felt Austin’s eyes on her, and she refused to meet his gaze; instead, she stared down at the screen of her laptop. “Do you have the totals?”

He gave them to her without comment, but when she accidentally met his eyes, she saw pity in them. Or was it compassion? She felt bitterness in her gut, though she refused to let the emotion show in her face. How dare he feel anything for her when she had not invited him to do so or allowed him into her confidence! She made up her mind then and there that she didn’t like Austin Walker. She didn’t like him at all, and it would be none too soon to wrap up this project and get out of here.
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Austin was relieved when at last Liana pushed back her chair and stood, stretching her arms out in front of her. “That’s it,” she said. “Before we can go on, I’ll need you to find everything I wrote on this list. Also, is there a computer I can use that has all the information? I’d like to have it on my laptop, too.”

“Sure,” Austin said. “This one has everything on it. Do you want to copy it over now?”

“No.” She placed one last file folder on a pile. “Let’s call it a night. How about tomorrow? I can come again after work, but it might be late.”

“Sure.” Tomorrow was Friday, and Austin had a date with a woman named Sonja, but he could break it. The most important thing right now was seeing this work finished in time. Sonja wouldn’t like it, though.

“You won’t have to be here,” Liana told him, as though reading his thoughts. “From here on out, I just need our computers.” Her voice left him no doubt that she would prefer to be alone. And maybe he should let her. He would much rather go out with Sonja than add numbers with an ice princess.

“Not a chance,” he surprised himself by saying. “You told me you were out for company secrets, so I’ll have to be here to protect them.”

Her sudden smile delighted him. “Okay, then, tomorrow it is.” With a move made deft through practice, she slipped her laptop into the briefcase and clicked it shut. “I’m ready.”

He walked her out the back way where his full-sized white pickup truck waited, gleaming in the moonlight. Two years ago he’d bought the vehicle, and he still felt a rush of pleasure whenever he saw it.

“A truck?” she asked, arching a brow. “I didn’t figure you for a truck.”

He opened the door for her and helped her climb inside. “What did you figure?”

“Hmm, let’s see. You’re the sales manager of a midsized chain of electronic stores. Not a Jag. Hmm. Nor a Lexus. Maybe a Mercedes? A red one?”

He laughed. “Oh, no. I’m a Ford man myself, although I do have a sister named Mercedes. Besides, red is a little too noticeable. I hear that people who drive red cars get more traffic tickets.”

Her smile was back, and in the moonlight she looked beautiful. Austin had to remind himself twice that they were not on a date and that no goodnight kiss would be awaiting the end of their evening.

She gave him directions, and silence came once more between them. Austin flipped on the radio to his favorite country station. He looked to see if she approved, but her profile was expressionless. He wished there was more light.

“Here,” she said as they came to her building. “Turn here. My car’s in the back.”

Her car turned out to be a sleek green or black—it was difficult to tell in the dark—Chevy Cavalier convertible. Austin was surprised; she seemed more conservative than the car hinted. “I never pictured you for a convertible,” he said, coming to a stop.

She shrugged. “I like the wind on my face.”

Austin thought he might like it, too. If she’d been any other woman, he might have asked for a ride.

There was only one other car in the lot. Austin wasn’t sure because of the distance, but he thought it was a red Mercedes. She reached for the door. “Looks like just about everyone’s gone home. That’s surprising; it’s only ten.”

Austin smiled. “Do you often work late?”

“Only during March and April.”

“Ah, tax season.”

“Yep.” Her voice suddenly sounded so weary that he felt guilty for adding to her workload. She should have been home resting or out with friends.

“Liana,” he said, “I’m really grateful to you for helping me out. I didn’t know what to do when I got stuck with this job. It’s hard to find someone at such short notice—especially someone you can trust.”

“We’ll get it done,” she replied lightly, pushing her door open. “See you tomorrow.”

“I’ll wait until you get your car started.”

She opened her mouth as though to speak but slipped down to the blacktop without uttering a word. After only a few steps she stiffened and came to a stop. Austin followed her gaze to a man who had emerged from the building and was now striding in their direction. The weak lights in the parking lot didn’t reveal much about the man’s appearance, but he walked with enough purpose to cause Austin alarm. Opening his door, he went around the truck and joined Liana.

“Who’s he?” Austin could see now that the newcomer was about his height but weighed at least sixty pounds more—most of which was gathered in his chest and stomach. “Looks like Dracula with a belly.”

She gave him an amused glance. “My boss.”

“Oh, sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

She didn’t look okay. If Austin thought her face closed before, it now became a veritable fortress.

“Liana.” The man’s voice showed superiority even in that single word.

“Yes, Mr. Koplin?”

“I thought you went home.”

“No, I just left work. I’ve come back to get my car.”

Koplin’s gaze shifted over Austin. “Oh, a date.”

“A favor for my brother.” There was the slightest trace of annoyance in her voice. Austin imagined she would much rather tell him where to go than to give him the satisfaction of an explanation. He found himself silently cheering her spunk.

“Oh, nice to meet you.” Koplin held out a hand to Austin. “I didn’t know Liana had a brother.”

“Well, actually, I’m not her brother,” Austin said, his nose tingling at the strong smell of soap and disinfectant that radiated from Koplin. “We just met today. I’m Austin Walker, sales manager of Goodman Electronics.”

Koplin’s brows shot up. “Goodman’s?”

“My brother does advertising for them,” Liana said.

Austin nodded. “Our accountant quit, and we have some reports due, so when her brother said he knew someone who could help . . . well, that’s how Liana got involved.”

Liana cast Austin a look that told him she wished he had kept his mouth shut.

Koplin’s eyes narrowed as he pointed to the briefcase Liana carried, wringing his long fingers. “Did you use your laptop?”

“Yes.”

“I’m sure you know that company equipment is limited only to company business. We’ll have to talk about this tomorrow.”

Austin had to stop himself from challenging the man’s cold words, but Liana nodded, her expression devoid of reaction. “Now if you will excuse me. Goodnight, Mr. Koplin.” She turned to Austin. “Goodnight, Austin.”

Austin watched her walk away, back rigid and head held high. She showed no sign of concern, and he marveled at her calmness. That was one woman who would not allow anyone to push her around.

Larry Koplin nodded at him and took a step away. Hesitating, he asked, “You really only met her today?”

“Yes.” If it’s any of your business, Austin added silently.

Koplin’s hand reached up to smooth his tie over his chest and belly. “I just wondered. The way she addressed you—I thought you might be friends. Never mind. It was nice to meet you. Goodnight.” He turned and hurried across the parking lot to the red Mercedes.

Austin felt compelled to go after Liana, and he reached her as she was about to slip into the convertible. Green, it’s dark green, his mind noted. The top was up tonight, though the Nevada weather was warm enough for it to be down.

“Wait,” he said. When she hesitated, he continued. “Look, I didn’t get you into trouble, did I? I could talk to him, if you want.”

Her eyes appeared dark blue in the night, as fathomless as the evening sky on the farm where he grew up. “Everything is fine, Aust—Mr. Walker.” Her voice wasn’t raised or angry, but each word came with deliberate precision, as though etched in stone. “But you aren’t my knight in shining armor—I don’t need one. I fight my own battles, and Mr. Koplin doesn’t frighten me. Now, will you please let go of my door? I’m tired and I’d like to go home.”

He stepped back and let her drive away. If that was the way she wanted it, so be it. She was no concern of his. “The face of an angel, a heart of ice,” he muttered. He shook his head and snorted. “Knight in shining armor. Well, excuse me for trying to be nice.”

Pushing all thoughts of Liana from his mind, he strode back to his truck and revved the engine to life. He’d better call Sonja tonight if he was ever going to be forgiven for breaking their date.
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Liana was furious, and now that no one was around, she allowed herself the weakness of showing anger. How dare Mr. Koplin question where I’ve been? He has no right. He’s my boss, not my father or my husband. He had absolutely no right!

She hated the way he’d made her feel—as if she were a child who had to account for her time, as though she weren’t capable of taking care of herself. Like a child who had begged to go on a plane with her parents to a remote village in India and had been refused.

She didn’t really know if she had begged to go. The memories of that time were all but gone, but as a child she had imagined asking to go with her parents on their last flight. She understood why now: the belief stoked her feelings of abandonment, which in turn caused anger, and the anger obliterated the guilt of not going, of surviving without them. Understanding this did not change the facts or her feelings.

After a few moments of raging at the absent Koplin, a sliver of fear wove its way into her thoughts. She hadn’t thought he might be annoyed about her using the laptop for outside work. She’d heard others at Klassy Accounting (no job too big or too small) talking about the extra money they made outside work hours using the laptops they’d been given. Everyone did it. As long as doing so did not infringe upon their work for Koplin, what did it matter? She hadn’t stolen a client or used something that was consumable. She’d been doing a favor for someone—and not for the first time. There wasn’t even a company policy about the matter. What was Mr. Koplin’s problem?

Then she knew. She’d upset his plans for lunch with Jim Forrester, and he was trying to teach her a lesson. He might even threaten to fire her, but he wouldn’t dare follow through until tax season was over. Even then, he would hesitate, wouldn’t he? She was good at what she did.

Before pulling onto the freeway, heading toward Henderson where she lived, she stopped and put down the top of her convertible. Then she pulled her long hair into the thick elastic band that she always kept on the dash. Accelerating quickly, she reveled in the cool breeze slapping against her face and sliding over the top of her hair like a gentle touch. Almost it felt as though she were flying. Flying like the eagle on the picture in her tiny rat hole of an office. There was no tapping of keyboards in the breeze at this speed, only white noise that soothed and calmed.

When she eased the Cavalier into place outside her small condominium, her anger had died, taking with it the fear. Whatever Mr. Koplin said tomorrow, she would deal with it as she dealt with everything—by herself with her head held high.

Inside, her condo was utterly quiet, without even the muffled hum of the air conditioner, which frequently drove her mad during the summer. Setting her briefcase on the floor, she turned on the light in the narrow entryway. The stairs leading up to her room beckoned, but she ignored them and stumbled to the small kitchen. There, she downed three aspirin tablets with a meal shake from a carton. Most people used the shakes to lose weight; she used them to fill her stomach when there wasn’t time or energy for a proper meal. Sometimes the shakes and nutrition bars were the only things she ate all day, though often they didn’t do much for her gnawing hunger.

Her eyes burned and her head pounded. Willing the aspirin to start working, she wandered into the living room, the only other room on the first floor besides a bathroom and a laundry closet. This was her favorite room and the largest in the two-bedroom condo. It featured a gas fireplace which she rarely used, a sliding glass door that led to the tiny patio out back, and built-in shelves with room for a large TV but which she used only for her extensive collection of books. She read avidly, everything from fantasy intended for children to nonfiction books on political science. The only books she didn’t read were the romance novels that made no sense to her. How could there really be a happily ever after? There was always the next morning and a new set of problems. Her favorite books were the Anne Perry mysteries, because in the end they were logical, believable, perhaps even predictable. She liked that.

Scattered appealingly here and there and on the walls were knickknacks, pictures, and other decorations. These were mostly of her adoptive mother’s choosing, some coming from her own home. Clarissa had wanted her daughter to feel comfortable and loved when she moved into the condo. Tears came to Liana’s eyes at the memory. Those pictures and knickknacks did more for her than she was ever able to let on.

Avoiding the flowery second-hand couch that was great for looks but lacked everything in comfort, she headed to her sloppy green easy chair, another cast-off from her parents’ home, to wait until the throbbing in her head abated enough for her to attempt the stairs. Her eyes drooped.

She didn’t know this place or these people. A lady wept in front of a child who stared with wide, frightened eyes, her face slick with tears. A second woman tried to comfort the first, but she refused to be comforted. Still another woman reached for the child, who stared and stared without speaking, more tears sliding down her small cheeks.

As the people began to fade—growing smaller and smaller, grayer and grayer, until it was all black—a high, terrified scream pierced the darkness.

Liana awoke, breathing in short, violent gasps. Her hand went instinctively to her heart, which now pounded with more intensity than her head had earlier. With a moan, she came to her feet, glad for the light she had left burning. She stumbled through the room, tripping once or twice over her own feet, which felt encased in lead. Using the thick wooden banister, she pulled herself up the stairs to her room. She sat on her queen-sized bed in the dark, breathing deeply to calm the terror that remained from the dream. Long ago this nightmare had come often, but now it was much more rare. She supposed it derived from an early memory in India, of her mother’s friends after her death. The silently weeping child must be herself.

Fumbling in her nightstand, her hand closed over the small faded snapshot she had once carried everywhere. By the dim light that filtered in the door from the first floor, she could see the happy blond couple smiling out at her. Between them was a thin, brown-haired child, who despite her somber eyes looked content. Below the picture on the white border was a name, printed neatly in Christian’s fourteen-year-old hand: Liana with her parents Guenter and Karyn Schrader.

She no longer remembered why she had insisted on the name or where she had gotten it. Christian believed it was a nickname that meant something in Romanian, the first language of her birth father. She had never dared check.

“Write Liana,” she said tearfully, shoving the bent photograph toward him. “I know how to spell it. Mamata teached me. L-I-A-N-A.”

“Who is Mamata?” Christian asked.

Liana knew Mamata was the lady who had watched her when her parents were at the hospital, but she couldn’t—wouldn’t!—use so many words to tell him this. “Write Liana,” she repeated.

“But you’re Lara,” he said. “Lara Clari Schrader. I mean, Lara Clari Winn, now that you’re adopted. That’s what we went to the judge for today. You’re Lara now. Lara. I know we’ve been calling you Liana like you wanted, and I’ll still call you that if you want, but Mom thinks you’ll be happy to have your real name when you grow up. Aunt Karyn, your real mother, gave you that name. You should use it.”

More tears stung her eyes. “No, no—Liana.” Even if she had been willing to talk more, she found it impossible to explain how desperately she needed to be called Liana. Again she shoved the photograph at him.

He stared at her. “Okay. Don’t cry. I’ll do it. It’s okay. Shush now.” Taking a pen from his pocket, he slowly printed the words. “There you go. For what good it’ll do.”

The memory faded. Liana clutched the photo to her chest and lay on her bed in the dark. Like the silent child from her dreams, her face was wet with tears.


CHAPTER

4

Diary of Karyn Olsen
Friday, January 11, 1966

I know I didn’t want to go to college so close to home, but now I’m grateful. I love this school. Go Cal Poly! If I hadn’t been here, I’d have never met Travis.

Today I skipped biology (Angie took notes for me) and went to the cafeteria early again. My heart was banging around like crazy in my chest for fear that Travis wouldn’t be there. But he was. Angie’s cousin was not (yay!). I took a deep breath and went up to him. Gosh, I’m always shy and nervous around guys, but this is so much worse! When I’m around him I feel as if I’m looking over the edge of a cliff. My breath whooshes out of me, and I can barely speak.

Then he invited me to sit with him! I couldn’t believe it. I raced to get my food, afraid he would change his mind, but he was still there waiting for me when I got back. I think he really likes me. (Oh, please let him like me!) I never worried much about the way I look. I mean, I don’t look too bad or anything, but I never really cared before I met Travis. Just two days ago I only wanted to rush through college and finish my degree so that I could be a nurse and help people. But meeting Travis . . . I don’t know. Things seem different now.

Liana awoke at 5:29 AM, her body anticipating her alarm clock by one minute. She was accustomed to waking early and normally it was her best time. Not so today. Her head felt full of sludge, and her neck ached from sleeping on the pillow wrong. Great way to start a morning, she thought.

In the darkness, she pushed herself from bed and stumbled into the connecting bathroom. There, she downed two aspirin, shed her clothes, and stumbled into the shower. She turned the water first too hot and then too cold, letting it sluice over her. Immediately her body came alive. Out of the shower, she slathered herself with one of the many tubes of lotion she had in her cupboard next to the large array of bath salts, bubbles, and candles. If there was one room that was her, it was the bathroom. Soaking in the bath after a hot day was her favorite luxury.

Her hair took a very long time to dry, and most days she let it remain damp. But today she wanted to look her best when she faced Mr. Koplin. After blow-drying her hair, she added a few hot rollers to enhance her natural curl. As she waited for the curlers to cool, she meticulously applied her makeup, using waterproof mascara so that it wouldn’t run from the heat that steadily increased as summer approached. It wasn’t in case she cried, she assured herself. Mr. Koplin wasn’t important enough to cry over.

How things had changed from when she had first met Larry Koplin at a local charity fund-raiser she had attended. He had seemed so kind, so utterly concerned with providing help for abused women, impressing her with not only his generous contribution but with his nice suit and confident manner. She had also been eager to escape the awkward situation of a romance gone wrong at her previous job—the failure had been hers, of course; she simply couldn’t commit.

Only much later did she realize that for Koplin business came before any other consideration. But at the expense of what? Employees who constantly feared for their jobs, employees who often worked overtime but who had little hope of bettering their situations? It was no wonder Liana’s two best friends at work—her only friends there—had quit the year before, Merriam to raise a family and Franz to accept a better job at another company.

And yet the women’s shelter was flourishing for the first time in years. Koplin had likely saved lives.

Was that why she stayed? Liana wished now that she had left Klassy with Merriam and Franz. Life there had been difficult without them, but she had been afraid. Afraid, yet also hopeful for the office and the raise Koplin kept hanging in front of her like a tasty carrot. When it finally came, she understood it hadn’t been worth the wait; she had sold her soul for a silver-plated dime.

From her walk-in closet, Liana chose a maroon suit dress that had always made her feel feminine and confident. She told herself she made the choice because of her pending interview with her boss; it had nothing to do with the later appointment at Goodman Electronics. Nothing at all.

After getting dressed, she wasted fifteen minutes transferring all of Goodman’s files from her laptop to her personal thumb drive. If Koplin made things difficult, she’d use Goodman’s computers or her less impressive one to finish the documents. Transferring the files was only a precaution, but given the way her boss had reacted last night, it seemed the safest option.

Her cupboard was bare of even her customary English muffins, so she made a mental note to stop for breakfast on her way to work. Fortunately, her headache had abated, though the pain in her neck persisted. She rubbed it with an impatient hand as she ran to her car.

Twenty minutes later, Mr. Koplin’s executive secretary looked up from her desk as Liana entered Klassy Accounting. “Mr. Koplin asked me to tell you he’s waiting in his office,” she said.

“Thank you, Marla,” Liana replied, ignoring the hint at her supposed tardiness. So what if she was usually here at six-thirty or seven? Official working hours didn’t begin until eight, and that meant she was a half hour early.

She felt the glances of her coworkers as she walked purposefully toward Mr. Koplin’s office. Though she’d worked with them for years, she didn’t know any of them well and suspected they were all secretly hoping she’d be fired. She’d overheard a man once at the coffee machine saying something about an ice maiden. The conversation died when they noticed her, leaving no doubt as to who was the topic of conversation. That day she wished she’d tried to make new friends after Merriam and Franz left. Instead, she’d drawn further into her shell, telling herself that was what manager material did. Back then she had believed Mr. Koplin’s promises.

I don’t need them, she thought, squaring her shoulders and lifting her chin. And I can handle Mr. Koplin. She tried to recapture some of the indignation she had felt the night before, but her heart fluttered in her chest.

Mr. Koplin waited for her behind his long mahogany desk, his door open so that she had no chance to collect herself while she knocked. “Come in,” he called, glancing at his watch purposefully.

Liana stood before the desk, keeping her face stoic. “You wanted to see me, Mr. Koplin?”

A muscle twitched in his fleshy cheek. “Yes. Thank you. Please shut the door and have a seat.”

Liana was tempted to request that the door remain ajar, or that Marla come in to witness the conversation, but she was too proud to suggest either. She could handle this alone.

She sat on the padded chair in front of his desk, her laptop on her knees. Mr. Koplin’s office was full of expensive-looking furniture, paintings, and knickknacks, none of which showed any taste. While some pieces would have been nice alone or with a few other accents, the crowded, careless way they had been arranged screamed of trying to impress—and failing miserably.

Mr. Koplin folded his hands together on the desk, looking grave. “I am very concerned with your personal use of company equipment—especially during this busy season.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize that was company policy. It won’t happen again.” She wouldn’t grovel, but she would apologize.

“The problem is that you used it for accounting purposes, which is not the same as, say, keeping a diary.” Mr. Koplin smiled, apparently finding himself amusing. Liana didn’t react, though she really wanted to let loose a good sneer. “Basically,” he continued more soberly, “by using the equipment to do taxes, you’ve taken potential business away from this company. That’s what disturbs me. It makes me question your loyalty.”

“I’ve worked here for four years. I’ve been loyal.”

He stared at her, and she felt as though he were trying to peer into her heart. “Are you planning on staying with this company?”

“Yes.” Or she had been—until now.

“Good.” Koplin stood and walked over to his window, one of the few in the building, and pulled up the shutters. “Now let’s see what we can do to rectify this situation. I believe you intend to be loyal to this company, but I will expect you to prove it to me as I have proven my appreciation to you by moving you from the cubicles. You have the ability to go far with us here at Klassy Accounting.”

At one time Liana would have believed him, but in the past few months the realization had hit that there was only one way she could advance: changing her parenthood. At this branch of Klassy Accounting two managers divvied up the workload. One was Mr. Koplin’s daughter, and the other was a cousin. The second branch was managed by Mr. Koplin’s brother and his son-in-law. The advertising president, payroll supervisor, and executive secretary were all equally related in some way. For all his promises, there simply wasn’t room for Liana in managing. She didn’t have the right blood.

Koplin stared out the window. “Of course,” he said casually, “if Goodman Electronics needs help, we can set them up here.” He turned to her. “Yes, I think that would be a good idea. That way we help both Mr. Walker and our company.”

Now Liana understood. After finding out that Austin was the sales manager of Goodman’s he wanted their account permanently. He was envisioning quarterly reports, employee withholdings, and tax documents galore. Dollar signs shone from his watery eyes as he imagined larger and larger companies flocking to him for help. More wealthy men like Jim Forrester. She almost laughed aloud. Instead, she said, “He didn’t want to go to our company—to any company.”

“But he knows you now. He’ll come.”

She clenched her jaw. “I did that work in my free time.”

“With my equipment.”

“I’ll have to be paid for my time.”

“You’re on salary.” Mr. Koplin’s eyes glittered. “But perhaps a bonus is in order for finding a new client. However, if they choose not to sign with us, we’ll have to rethink your position here.”

Liana knew what that meant. If she didn’t obtain a contract with Goodman’s, he wouldn’t fire her—yet—but he would make her life miserable. The bonuses she earned for completing important assignments would be lowered, the worst cases would come her way, she would lose her tiny excuse of an office. In short, Koplin would make her working life unbearable. It was as if a veil had been taken from her eyes and she could finally see him for who he really was. Not a community-driven man who did good for the sake of doing right but a man who was active in the community for the appearance of goodness, for what it could do for him. Yes, Larry Koplin was a man who valued control more than kindness and money more than morality. Employees were simply the means to an end.

Liana would not give in to the immediate satisfaction of telling him that Austin already had a replacement accountant. Let Mr. Koplin dream over the stacks of hefty bills he would send to them, of the vacations he would take to Tahiti. Not telling him would buy her a few hours of peace as she decided what to do. “I’ll talk to him,” she said.

“Very well.” Smiling, Mr. Koplin wrung his hands like a dishcloth. “You may go then. And try to be a little earlier tomorrow, would you?”

She hesitated at the door. “Tomorrow’s Saturday.”

“Didn’t you see the memo this morning? We need everyone to come in a half day to make sure we beat the deadlines.”

You mean to line your pockets, she thought. But it was standard procedure during tax season, and to be fair they would be given monetary compensation in the form of bonuses. Liana forced a smile and left the room.
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Morning flew by in a daze of numbers and documents. Near lunchtime Mr. Koplin came into Liana’s office, making it seem more confining than usual. The smell of bitter coffee coming from the break room was overpowering, and as she looked up from her computer screen, Liana’s empty stomach felt nauseated.

Koplin frowned disapprovingly at the eagle in her picture, making his thinning eyebrows resemble sickly caterpillars. “Have you talked with Mr. Walker?” he asked. “I could squeeze him in about four to discuss his account, if he can make it.”

Liana looked up from her computer, knowing she couldn’t put the truth off any longer. “He’s already hired a new accountant, so he doesn’t need us.”

“What?” Mr. Koplin’s face reddened. His hands alternately twisted and clenched the other.

“It’s Mr. Goodman’s nephew.”

“Oh.” His mouth worked, but nothing further came out.

Liana watched him without expression. He released his hands and brought one to his round chest. “You—you knew this,” he accused.

“I would never steal business from this company,” she said. “I was only helping my brother.” For a moment, she hoped he would show reason, that he would see the situation as she did. He had helped the women’s shelter, and he served on the local school board as well. Maybe she was wrong about him. Maybe she had somehow misunderstood his threats. If she could only clear it up . . .

He abruptly turned and left the office. Even without his disquieting presence, Liana didn’t feel better. Perhaps she should have told him right away about Goodman’s nephew instead of letting the pot simmer, but she had been so angry, and yes, hurt.

She was about to go out for a late lunch when Mr. Koplin returned with several thick files. He had Jim Forrester in tow. “I need these two accounts finished before you go home tonight, Liana.”

Inwardly, she sighed. From the looks of the files, she’d be here until eight—if she hurried. The payback for the incident with Goodman Electronics had begun.

“Oh, and Mr. Forrester wanted to ask you a few questions about the figures you calculated yesterday,” Koplin said.

This was getting worse by the minute. “Okay,” she agreed, though she knew there was nothing she had missed, nothing he could question.

Mr. Koplin wasn’t finished—something she should have been prepared for, given the malicious gleam in his eyes. He smiled as he said, “I told him you could take a long lunch.”

Behind him, Jim Forrester winked, and Liana felt her already taut nerves stretch to the breaking point. She would talk to Forrester about his account, but not in a hundred years would it be over lunch. Taking a deep breath, she said, “I’m sorry, but this is simply not a good time.” She motioned to the files he had given her. “I’ll be here until eight as it is.”

“All the more reason to take a nice break now.” Mr. Koplin’s sugar sweet voice held an undertone that Liana recognized as threatening.

“I’ll be happy to go over his account here,” Liana countered.

“Will you excuse us for a minute?” Mr. Koplin said to Forrester with an air of tortured patience.

“Sure.” The surfing king look-alike winked again at Liana, showing no sign of discomfort at the scene. She watched him with growing anger as he wandered away from her door to talk with one of the other employees.

“Look,” Mr. Koplin said in a low voice that bordered on ugliness. “Jim Forrester is one of our largest accounts. We can’t afford to lose him. I strongly suggest going with him. It’s just a lunch—nothing more.”

Liana matched his serious tone—without the ugly undertone. “Not only do I not have time but I don’t feel comfortable with him. I do not want to be in a social setting with him, especially not alone. There’s no need for me to leave the office to discuss his file.”

“It’s just work.”

“Is it?” Liana held his eyes. He looked away, obviously uncomfortable, and she felt a sliver of victory. Maybe there was some conscience left in the man after all.

“It’s a question of loyalty, Liana,” he said more normally. “I’m not asking you to do anything but eat lunch. Smile and do a little hand-holding. We all have to do our share of that.”

“We can talk here.”

“He wants to eat lunch.”

“I am not going anywhere alone with Forrester.”

“Your job is on the line.”

She was stunned into silence. How could this be happening? She felt numb. More than numb. Frozen. Taking her lack of a response as acquiescence, Koplin motioned Forrester over. With her boss’s tall frame taking up much of the free space in her office, and Forrester blocking the door, Liana felt suddenly claustrophobic.

“We’ve worked it out,” Koplin said. “Liana will be able to get away for lunch after all. Won’t you, Liana?”

That last patronizing question was all Liana could take. Slowly, she took her purse from the desk drawer, pausing to shove her stash of meal bars inside. Then she stood and reached for the eagle painting on the wall.

“Liana, what—”

“I’m leaving, Mr. Koplin.”

“What?”

“I quit.”

“You can’t quit!” Red seeped into his face. “We’ve got too much work to do.”

She smiled coldly, allowing triumph to show in her eyes. “Maybe you should have thought of that before.”

Shoving past them, she emerged from the tiny office, feeling suddenly as light and free as the eagle who had inspired the picture she carried. Was this how Merriam and Franz had felt when they left for the last time? If only she hadn’t valued the financial security—however slim it was—more than her self-esteem. She would have already been free of Mr. Koplin and this dead-end job.

“What about my account?” Forrester asked, his good-looking face creasing with concern.

Liana paused. “I’ve documented everything. Anyone here can help you. Perhaps Mr. Koplin will make the time.” She smiled. “I’m sure he’s free for lunch. I’ll bet you could even get him to pay.”

Without another word or glance at the two men, Liana started down the space between the rows of cubicles. Their last exchanges had attracted attention, and for the last time Liana felt her coworkers eyes fixed on her as she marched out of the room and headed to the elevator. It felt good leaving, knowing she’d never have to see her boss or any of them again.

“Wait! Liana!”

She turned to see the new employee Jocelyn coming toward her. Jocelyn was young, blond, and very smart, though Liana doubted that many of their coworkers made it far enough past her good looks to learn that about her. Not participating in office friendships had left Liana with plenty of moments to observe their interactions and to evaluate their work.

“I heard what happened—or much of it,” Jocelyn said. “Don’t quit! You should stay and fight. It’s sexual harassment, that’s what it is. Koplin has no right to make you go anywhere alone with that guy—everyone knows he’s trying to get you to sleep with him. You could win. I know it! My boyfriend’s sister is an attorney, and I’ve talked to her plenty about it.”

Liana felt an unexpected rush of emotion at her sympathy. She clenched her lips tightly for a moment until it passed. “I don’t want to work here, that’s all.” The words came out more coldly than she intended.

Jocelyn’s youthful features drooped. “I know it’s none of my business. I’m sorry.” She turned to leave.

Without thinking, Liana reached for her shoulder. “No, thanks. Really. It’s nice of you to care. But I—it’s simply not worth it. I’m going nowhere here.”

Jocelyn smiled. “I know what you mean. I’ve only been here two months, and I’m ready to quit. I mean, I’m not related to the right people to qualify for advancement.”

“At least it only took you two months to figure it out,” Liana said dryly. “It took me four years.”

Jocelyn raised both eyebrows. “That’s a long time.”

“Too long.” Liana was relieved that the elevator chose that moment to arrive. “Well, good luck.”

“You too.”

Once in her car, the adrenaline pumping through her veins abated, and Liana shook her head with amazement at her own audacity. How was she going to pay the mortgage on her condo? Buy food? Her savings would tide her over for a while but not for long. She began to feel distinctly sorry for herself. Maybe she should have gone to lunch with Forrester. Handling his advances wouldn’t have been too difficult in a public place. That way she could have at least found another job before she quit. Tears stung her eyes, but she didn’t allow them to fall.

Shoving her car into gear, she pulled from her parking place. Manually, she shifted gears several times as the car sprang forward into the weak traffic. The movement, the power, somehow comforted her. The pushing on the clutch, the shifting of gears, was something she could easily control. Once on the freeway she drove as fast as she dared, letting the wind rip through her hair, tangling it, until the painting on the passenger seat threatened to blow out. She leaned over and carefully set it onto the floor.

Seeing the eagle reminded her of her freedom, and she told herself that leaving her job was not a setback but an opportunity. While she finished the job for Goodman Electronics, she would advertise for freelance work; it wasn’t too late to take advantage of the tax season. Somehow she would make ends meet. No, she’d do more than that: she would fly high. She was still in control.
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Diary of Karyn Olsen
Thursday, January 17, 1966

The past days have rushed by. I changed my biology class to later in the day so I could “accidentally” meet Travis more often. Turns out he’s there only three days a week at that time. The other two days (Tuesday and Thursday) he has an engineering class. Angie told me that. She asked her cousin all about him. Turns out they went to high school together and just happened to run into each other in the cafeteria that day. (Angie says it’s coincidence. I say it’s fate!) Now they’re keeping in touch. Anyway, Travis is a senior (!) and is going to be a civil engineer. Isn’t that brilliant?

He hasn’t exactly asked me out yet, but Angie and I arranged to run into him outside his math class today, and she told him about the welcome dance they’re having tomorrow. She convinced him to come with us. I’m so excited I could scream. I called Clarissa right away, and she promised to do my hair. I have to be beautiful. I will simply die if he doesn’t ask me out soon.

Liana arrived at Goodman Electronics at three o’clock, locking her eagle painting in the trunk of the car before going inside. There were two receptionists behind the long desk, and she waited while the younger of the two called Mr. Walker’s office to tell him of her arrival.

“He’ll be right down to escort you inside,” she told Liana. Her bright hazel eyes ran over Liana’s hair, and belatedly Liana wondered if her wild drive had made her unpresentable. Turning from the desk, she surreptitiously combed her fingers through her hair, smoothing it.

Within minutes Austin came through the door with his hand outstretched. “Liana,” he said, “thank you for coming. I didn’t expect you so early, though. I thought I wouldn’t see you until seven or eight.”

“I was able to get away.” His touch was warm on her hand, and Liana thought his smile was genuine, though she wasn’t sure why he wasted it on her. She certainly hadn’t encouraged him.

“I’ve gathered everything you requested,” he said as he led her down the hallway. “I’ve even arranged a computer for you, but I’ll need to stop at my office for that on our way. Sorry about what happened last night. Hope you didn’t get into trouble.”

Liana shrugged. “Well, I’m not going to be using my laptop.” Of course she’d left it back at the office when she’d quit. “But I transferred all the files this morning, including the forms. I’ll need to use one of your computers here to finish.”

“Sure thing.” He pushed the button for the elevator.

His third-floor office was as large and spacious as her office at Klassy Accounting had been small and cramped. The difference of being well employed, she thought. Perhaps that was what was wrong with her life. She was talented and hardworking—maybe she should start her own business. The idea wasn’t new, but always before she had been scared to try. Now she had nothing to lose.

Not only was Austin’s office large but the U-shaped oak desk, leather chair, and leather couches under the long windows radiated an understated opulence. Many of the tasteful accessories obviously had stories behind them: a signed baseball with a glass covering, a polished star-shaped rock being used as a paperweight, and two framed pictures on the wall—one of a boy leaning against a black-and-white cow that towered over him, and another of an older girl and that same boy feeding a small spotted calf.

The front half of his desk was littered with papers, atop which sat a thin laptop. Austin picked up the laptop. “I think it’s comparable to the one you were using last night. It’s the newest model we sell.”

Liana told herself not to get choked up about his noticing what type of laptop she used. Of course he’d notice. He’s in the electronics business.

“I had one of the guys pull it out of the warehouse in case you wanted to work on our account at home,” he continued. “I didn’t know what software you needed, though. I had them install everything we have a license for.”

Liana thought of the accounting programs on both her work laptop and her desk computer. Those were things she couldn’t copy, but his programs would be every bit as good. “That’s perfect,” she said.

They left his office and went to the room they’d been in the night before, now awash in natural light streaming in from the windows. “I had a better chair brought in,” Austin said, setting the laptop down on the round table. “The other was a little stiff.”

Drawing a flash drive from her purse, she connected it to the computer. “Maybe that was why your accountant quit.”

Austin looked at her for a second, brows high, and then he laughed. “Hey, that was a joke. Good one.”

“I do know how to joke.” For some reason his surprise made her defensive.

He nodded. “I’ll stay until you get started, but I have a conference call in fifteen minutes.”

“Just show me how to access the necessary files. Do I need a password?”
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After his conference call with managers in three different states, another call came through on Austin’s phone. His sister in Wyoming barely waited for him to answer before she began to speak.

“You’ll never guess what happened, Austin. Old Whittaker died, and Grandma must have gotten through to him because he left his whole estate to HeartReach! I just got off the phone with his lawyer. It’s not as much as one might have thought, given how much land he owned, because apparently some of it was used as collateral for his cousin’s children’s educational loans, which were never paid back. But it’s upwards of four hundred thousand, and that’s twice what we raised for HeartReach last quarter. The cousins are a little disgruntled—or rather the children of the cousins are—because they thought they’d inherit.”

“They never even visited him.” Austin leaned back in his chair and stretched his feet out under the desk. “I’m sorry the old guy’s gone. He was . . .” He stopped. Memories of the past rushed into his mind, of the days when he had been on the brink of adolescence and had still hoped to gain, if not his father’s love, then his respect.

“You ain’t no good—you never been no good. How many times I got to tell you to clean out them stalls right?”

Austin’s heart sank. He’d been cleaning the stalls all morning, his sweat caking the dust on his face, until the straw and hay penetrated his clothing and made his whole body itch. Until the ripe smell of manure no longer registered on his senses. He’d done a good job—better than his father usually did—and all as a surprise. But his father had come back from a trip to town full of drink and meanness.

“The cows just mucked them up a bit when I let them in.” Austin tried not to cry; he’d learned that only made his father angrier.

“Do it again. I swear, I thought havin’ a boy might make life easier someday, but you’re just a lazy brat. Stop starin’ at me, and clean that stall again. I’m goin’ to kick you if you don’t git goin’ right now.”

Old Whittaker poked his head in the door, in time to witness this latest declaration of love. He cleared his throat. “Walker, I come to see that cow you’re selling.”

His father’s countenance changed immediately, and he hurried over to shake Old Whittaker’s hand. Austin watched as they haggled over the cow, glad at least it wasn’t Patches, his favorite milk cow. He felt dizzy from a day of hard work with nothing since breakfast but a drink of well water from the pump to sustain him. When his dad went up to the house to arrange a bill of sale, Old Whittaker turned to him.

“Don’t pay him no mind, boy. Your grandmother tells me you might be the president of the United States one of these days, if you set your mind to it.” He took out a dark bottle from the inside of his jacket, took a swig, and then offered it to Austin.

Weak from lack of food, Austin reached for it, but Old Whittaker snatched back his hand. “No. Better not. Your father’s got the sickness. You might have it, too. I seen it time and time again. These things run in a family. You want to be president, you got to stay away from firewater.”

“Firewater?” asked Austin.

Old Whittaker nodded, staring at him with his small, close-set eyes and bulbous nose. “It’s what the Indians a long time ago called alcohol. Mark my words, boy. If you don’t want to be like your father, stay away from this.” He waved the bottle. “It’s a drug to folks like you.”

Austin believed him. Austin looked like his dad, walked like his dad, and to his grandmother’s dismay, even talked like his dad. “I’d kill myself before I become a drunk,” he vowed.

Looking back, Austin believed that resolution in the barn, with Old Whittaker looking on, was a big part of why he didn’t join many of his peers in throwing away their lives on the bottle.

“Austin. Austin! Are you there?”

“Yeah, sorry. I was thinking about Old Whittaker.”

“Isn’t it wonderful? That money will buy a lot of supplies for the orphans.”

“And it means we can get it to them sooner. Do you think you could look into flight arrangements?”

“Not a chance in the next week or so. We’re swamped here. Wayne’ll be out planting, and Buttercup’s due soon and I’m worried about her. It’s twins at least, and she’s pretty small. Plus all three of the boys have been sick with something that’s been going around the school. I’m sorry, but you’ll have to do it all yourself this time. That reminds me. Where do you want the money? In the same account, or do you have another you’d rather use that gets better interest?”

“Just use the same one until I figure it out.” He blew out a long sigh. While he was grateful for the windfall, being the president and chief bottle washer for HeartReach was a lot of work, and he wasn’t willing to quit his job to run the charity full time. Taking a salary from the charity would mean fewer orphans they could help, not to mention a severe cut in pay for him.

He hung up the phone and went to check on Liana. She was busy at work, her dark head bent over the keyboard, brows drawn together in concentration—or was it irritation? Whatever it was, she’d worn that look during most of the time they had spent together. She was either perpetually thinking or perpetually angry. Her long hair had a windblown look that was oddly appealing, and he noticed for the first time that her mouth was slightly too wide for the proportions of her face. It was a mouth for smiling and laughing—and for kissing.

“Need anything?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“You aren’t hungry? We could take a break and go out for a bite.”

“No,” she said, coming to her feet. “I think I’d rather just go home, if you don’t mind. I can work better there.”

“You mean without me interrupting?”

Her unexpected smile warmed him. “Actually, that’s not what I meant. The sounds are different here. Takes more concentration.”

“Well, call me if you need me.” He jotted a number down on a business card he pulled from his suit pocket and handed it to her. “I’ve added my home number.”

“Thanks.” She closed the laptop and tucked it under her arm.

“About last night,” he said as he walked her to the front desk. “I am sorry if I got you in trouble.” He thought he detected a flash of emotion in her face as he had when he mentioned it earlier.

“It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.” She adjusted the laptop under her arm. “I’ll be in touch when I’m finished, unless I need more information. No news is good news in this case.”

“Thanks.” He watched her walk out the door.
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Diary of Karyn Olsen
Monday, February 14, 1966

I’m about to get ready for the Valentine’s Dance. Now I know why Clari always spends so much time in front of the mirror. She’s already beautiful, but she wants to look her best for her dates. I wonder if she has ever liked someone as much as I like Travis. He’s so gorgeous! I can’t believe he finally asked me out! It’s been over a month since we met, and we’ve eaten lunch together exactly twelve times. When he couldn’t make it last Wednesday, he even let me know so I wouldn’t expect him. We laugh and joke like crazy when we’re together. He’s really fun. (And did I mention gorgeous?) I think he hasn’t been able to ask me out before because it’s his last semester and he’s terribly busy with school. A good thing, too. I’m finding it hard to concentrate in class since I met him. I even got a B on a test in biology—my first B in my entire life. Now I’ll have to work extra hard to pull an A in the class. But I won’t think about that today—I’m going out with my Prince Charming. I wonder if I’ll get my first kiss tonight? (I don’t count Jeremy in high school. I only let him kiss me because he was moving to Georgia and I felt sorry for him.) Is it too early, I wonder, to think about someday bearing Travis’s children?

On Sunday evening Liana drove up to her adoptive parents’ street in Paradise. With a cursory glance at the wide, squat house and yard, which featured elaborate desert plants and decorative rocks separated by small patches of grass, she saw that her siblings had already arrived for the birthday fest. Christian’s BMW was in the cobbled drive, and Bret’s more conservative blue Honda Accord was in front. Liana parked behind him.

She walked up to the house with familiar reluctance. She had grown up here but still felt she didn’t belong. Yet if she didn’t belong here, where did she belong? Certainly not in India without her parents. She didn’t remember anyone else from that time except, vaguely, a woman named Mamata, who had taken care of her while her parents worked. Even her parents were only shadows in her memory. It might have helped if she had more photographs and memorabilia from her life in India, but she had arrived at the airport with nothing more than a birth certificate, her passport, and the single family picture. She remembered vividly feeling lost without her mother to hold her hand or her favorite doll in her arms. 
 Her mother was buried with her father in India, but where was the doll now?

Liana stopped to watch the colors splayed across the wispy clouds in the western sky above the house, a myriad of oranges, yellows, and reds. These same colors made up the stucco and rock work of her adoptive parents’ house, as though the bucket of the sky had spilled the colors down on the earth. She had always loved the sunset; it stirred something deep inside, making her somehow want to both cry and laugh.

“Oh, you’re finally here,” Christian said, meeting her at the door as she entered the house. He had a small piece of meat in his hands, which he popped into his mouth, wiping his fingers on his jeans. Opening his arms, he pulled her into a hug, which she enjoyed but did not return.

“No thanks to you. I worked all day on your friend’s account. What a messed-up piece of work! I’ll be glad to wash my hands of it.”

He swallowed his mouthful and grimaced. “Sorry. I honestly had no idea it would be such a problem.”

“Just don’t be surprised if he pulls the plug on your advertising campaign when he gets my bill.”

“Too late. It’s already been approved. Oh, yeah. Uh-huh. I am the man.” Christian strutted around, making strongman poses until she laughed.

“Stop that!”

Smiling, he drew her down the short entryway, past the small kitchen and into the family room where everyone had gathered on couches that were situated around a brick fireplace.

Bret saw her first and stood up to greet her, dressed as usual in tan pleated slacks and a matching button-down shirt. Serious and thoughtful to a fault, he was Christian’s complete opposite. His blond hair, blue eyes, oval face, and lighter build were echoes of his mother. Neither startlingly handsome or overtly gregarious, he was good-looking and friendly enough to be popular. He always had sweet girlfriends who had so far waited in vain for a marriage proposal. Liana had never felt as close to Bret as she had to Christian, though he was nearer in age, being only five years older, but she trusted him as she trusted no one else. If he said something, he meant it. Christian might forget, but Bret would not.

“Liana,” he said, smiling. Like Christian, he hugged her, but the contact was brief, more deliberate than spontaneous.

Travis and Clarissa Winn were close behind him, offering their hugs. Travis’s was bold, Clarissa’s hesitant, and Liana returned them briefly. “Thank you for coming, Lara,” Clarissa said.

Liana stiffened, though she had known it was coming. Her adoptive mother was the only person besides the teller at the bank who ever called her by her legal name, Lara Clari Winn. A name she had come to detest. A name that constantly reminded her that Christian and Bret were really her cousins, not her older brothers at all, and that her biological parents had died when she was only four.

“Happy birthday, Mom,” Liana said, forcing herself to say the word that had always been awkward on her lips.

“Sixty-five.” Travis grinned, a hand on his wife’s shoulder. “But she doesn’t look a day over fifty.” He was a tall, large man who had gained too much weight in the past years, and he now wore his dress pants well below his natural waist. His temperament was much like Bret’s—serious, dependable, solid. His full head of hair was salt-and-pepper gray, and his white brows made a nearly solid line above his eyes. There were small rolls in his square, ruddy face, that might have been sagging skin on a thinner man.

“Nonsense,” Clarissa said, but she looked pleased. She stepped back to survey Liana. “How are you?” Worry creased her brow in fine lines that matched the tiny lines etched into the otherwise smooth skin around her eyes and mouth. Her blond hair—she was still blond, though whether the color now came from a bottle Liana didn’t know—came to her shoulders, gently curling under. She was fairly trim from her daily stint at the local gym, and she generally wore clothing that would be more appropriate in a nice restaurant than in the high school classroom where she spent most of her time teaching calculus to teenagers. Today she wore a shiny brown skirt that swept the floor and an off-white blouse that glittered with gold embroidery.

“I’m fine,” Liana said.

“You look a little tired.”

“I’ve been up late.”

“Oh?” Clarissa raised her eyebrows, plucked into a thin arch and accentuated by brown pencil. Liana knew what was behind the probe. Clarissa wanted grandchildren, and she hoped Liana’s late-night adventures might somehow be related to dating.

“Just work.”

“How’s the accounting business, anyway?” Bret had resettled himself on the couch and was fingering something in his wallet.

Liana swallowed hard. “Fine. And how’s the bridge building?” Bret had followed in his father’s footsteps to become a civil engineer, something that had made both parents very happy.

“Stretching out,” Christian answered for him. “Get it? Bridge building—stretching out. Oh, whatever. It’s there. It’s boring. Isn’t there something else to talk about?”

Silence fell heavily over them. Liana was riveted to the scene, feeling as she so often had growing up that she was an understudy, watching the real actors play their parts.

“I’ve met a girl,” Bret said into the awkward silence. “I’m getting married.”

“You’re what?” Travis and Clarissa said together.

“About time.” Christian dropped to the couch next to Bret. “You’ll be thirty-five this summer, won’t you?”

“Look who’s talking. Didn’t we just celebrate your fortieth birthday?”

Christian flashed a wide grin. “Yeah, but I’m an artist. That excuses everything.”

Bret rolled his eyes.

“Are you really getting married?” Clarissa’s pale face flushed with eager excitement. “When do we get to meet her?”

“Well, she would have come today, but she had an out-of-town job. She’s a model. Here, I have her picture.” Bret removed a photograph from his wallet.

Liana had drawn off to the side to observe them, but now her curiosity propelled her forward with the rest of the family. She expected to see a young, sweet-faced girl in a snapshot, but instead a blond vision of made-up perfection stared at her from a professional photograph. The youth was there, and the expression mimicked innocence, but wide brown eyes told a different story. This was a young woman who knew exactly what she wanted and would do anything to get it.

Christian whistled. “Now that’s some woman. Congratulations, brother!” He slapped Bret heartily on the back.

“She is very pretty,” Clarissa said. “What’s her name?”

“Britanni. With an i on the end. Britanni Medford.”

“Whatever happened to that other girl you were seeing?” Travis asked. “The one from Alabama. I liked her accent.”

“Went back to Alabama, hopefully,” Christian said. “Good thing, too. She’d have Bret married with half a dozen children by now if he’d let her.”

Clarissa glared at him. “And what’s wrong with that? I could use a few grandchildren.”

“Don’t get me wrong, Mom,” Christian said hastily. “She was a cute little thing in her way, but this girl”—he pointed to the photograph—“is worthy of bearing the next generation of Winns.”

“We’ll look forward to meeting her,” Clarissa said, placated. “Now I think it’s about time to eat. Your dad and I have everything set up in the dining room. Lara, if you’ll give me a hand with the vegetables and the potatoes while the men argue over who’s going to cut the roast, we’ll get this show on the road.”

“I’ll do it,” Christian said. “Bret’s having a hard time taking his eyes from his fiancée’s face.”

Clarissa leaned over and kissed Bret. “This is the best present you could give me,” she said a little too loudly. “Now if only your brother and sister could follow your example. Come on, Lara.” With her usual grace, she swept from the room.

Stifling a sigh, Liana followed her.

The dinner went smoothly—Christian had obviously decided not to be overly annoying. Clarissa served the food, one plate at a time. So long had she done this that she could gauge their portions with uncanny accuracy. “Thanks, Mom,” Christian and Bret said. Liana smiled her appreciation.

As the meal progressed, Liana watched them interact, almost a stranger amidst her own family, her feelings confused and varied. She loved Christian, she trusted Bret, and she was grateful to her aunt and uncle, the couple who had adopted her and raised her as their own. Gratitude was something she could freely give them—much better than love, she’d told herself throughout the years. She still believed that. Gratitude didn’t make you shrivel up inside when someone died. Only love did that.

“So, you said you’ve been working?” Clarissa prompted, smiling at Liana from the other side of the table. “Sounds like that boss is a slave driver. Maybe you should look for another job. You certainly have the training for it.”

Liana shifted on the padded wooden chair. Though she’d hated her job and had no idea why she’d clung to it, she didn’t want to talk about how she’d walked out. After she made plans for the future, after she was sure she wouldn’t become a burden, then she’d tell them.

“Actually, that was my fault.” Christian finished pouring himself a second glass of wine and set the bottle down. “I asked her to do a favor for a friend of mine. Nice guy.” He flashed Liana a smile. “He seemed to like you, by the way.”

That was the last direction Liana wanted the conversation to head. She’d already been haunted by a dream last night in which Austin’s midnight eyes had stared back at her from a wrecked plane. “Not my type,” she said, and to Clarissa she added, “It’s just this time of year. Things’ll slow down soon.”

“Then who is your type?” Christian asked.

Liana kicked him under the table. “He drives a truck, for crying out loud. And listens to country music. I bet he even has cowboy boots.”

“He did grow up on a farm.”

“See?”

“What’s wrong with a farm?”

“That’s enough, Christian,” Clarissa warned.

“I’m about finished.” Travis set down his fork. “How about some birthday cake?”

“And presents,” Bret added.

Clarissa smiled. “Oh, you guys didn’t have to do that. What’s one more birthday?”

“You love presents, and you know it,” Travis teased, laying his hand over hers.

That much was true. Clarissa was a giver and always remembered everyone’s birthday, including the paperboy, the neighbor, and the pastor at the church. But the flip side was that she expected everyone to remember her birthday each year. Fortunately, Travis was good at picking up on Clarissa’s hints, Bret had an email reminder system, and Christian had Bret. Liana didn’t need an outside reminder; she had every important date written in the calendar of her planner, especially those she commemorated alone each year: the date of her parents’ death, the day she had been ripped away from Mamata and sent to America, the day her aunt and uncle had adopted her.

“I left my present in the car,” Christian said, standing.

Liana followed suit. “Me too.”

They walked out together, going first to his BMW. Liana lifted her face to the sky and took in a deep breath of cool night air. The sun was gone now, and the stars had begun to appear.

“What’d you get her?” Christian asked.

“I bought gift certificates for that day spa she was hinting about. Came with a special spa bathrobe.”

Christian groaned. “I should have done that.”

“What did you get?”

“Bret got her a lead crystal vase, so I ordered her a matching candy dish.”

Liana shook her head. “Christian, she’s a mature woman—she’s had a lifetime to collect vases and dishes. What’s she going to do with another one? Next time, get her a ticket to someplace.”

“Isn’t it the thought that counts?”

“Not when those vases will likely end up in my condo. Then again, at least I can use them.” She patted his shoulder and started walking toward her convertible.

Christian grabbed a package from the passenger seat of his car and hurried to catch up to her. “If this is going to end up at your place, I guess I won’t have to buy a present for your next birthday. Hey, why’s that in there?”

Liana stared into the trunk of her car where she’d stashed her present. Next to the gold foil package lay the eagle painting. “I’m taking it home, that’s all,” she said, wishing the moon didn’t cast so much light.

“But you told me once it was all that kept you going at work.”

Liana grimaced at his memory of what had been a weak moment. “Now I want it home.”

“But I painted it so that you . . .” He paused. “You always loved watching birds when you were little. I’d see you out in the back before they built all those houses, pretending you could fly. I think you were trying to go back to your nanny in India.”

“I didn’t know you saw me.” Liana could barely get the words out. What would he have said if he had known she hadn’t been pretending to fly to India but rather mentally following her parents’ path, trying to relive their last moments on the plane, trying somehow to join them?

“You really hate it, don’t you?” His voice took on a flippant note as he studied his painting, but Liana knew him too well to believe he didn’t care. He had always been insecure about his talent, which was the reason he was working in advertising instead of making a living as a painter.

“I love it just as I’ve always loved it. Okay, look, the truth is I quit work.”

“You quit?” He opened and shut his mouth in surprise.

“Yep, on Friday. I should have taken the picture inside already, but I’ve had a lot on my mind.” Liana became aware of a numbness in her fingers where she had been clutching the edge of the trunk. She forced herself to relax.

“The old man let you quit? No way. He’s too money hungry.”

She gave him a twisted smile. “You always did see right through him. But he didn’t have a choice in the matter. I left.”

Christian folded his arms across his chest. “Why? You’d better tell me or I’m going in there to beat it out of him.” His words were calmly stated, but his eyes held an unmistakable angry glint.

Liana sighed. “It’s nothing, really. Mr. Koplin saw me with Austin and raked me over the coals for using company equipment to do outside work. Your friend has a big mouth or it wouldn’t have happened at all. Not that it’s really his fault. The next day Koplin tried to get me to get Austin to hire our company. When he found out there was no way Austin could do that, he made it clear he was going to make my life miserable . . . so I quit.” She reached for her mother’s package, willing the discussion to be over, but Christian’s next words stopped her.

“What did Austin say about that?”

“Austin? You’ve got to be kidding. It’s none of his business.”

“But you said if he hadn’t opened his mou—”

“It’s personal. Doesn’t have anything to do with him.” She waved toward the house, where her parents and Bret sat blissfully unaware of her problems. “And don’t go telling them, either. I’ll be fine. I’ve been thinking about starting my own business anyway.”

Christian shook his head. “I feel terrible. I mean, if it weren’t for me, you’d still have a job.”

“Yeah, and I’d still be using your painting as a way to get me to show up there.”

He smiled and reached for her hands. “Liana, I’m glad you like my painting. I thought for a moment there that you really didn’t, and you’re the only one who believes in me.”

“You could be a real artist if you wanted,” she said, returning the pressure on her hands.

He shook his head. “Naw, not really. I’ve never had enough angst or enough drive. And I like the way I live too much. Artists don’t always drive BMWs.”

That much was true. Christian made good money in advertising, but it always slipped through his hands like air. If he made any less, he wouldn’t be able to survive. Still, the neglect of his talent was painful to Liana, who could barely draw a straight line under duress. Perhaps, had he been raised differently, he would have followed another direction, but in a family of engineers and mathematicians, there was little room for his artistic growth. Although their parents had never shown disappointment in Christian’s obsession with art, their obvious pleasure with Bret and Liana’s choices spoke volumes.

“I’m fine, Liana,” Christian said softly, more attuned to her thoughts than was comfortable for her. “I love my work, and I’m happy dabbling with painting on the side. Not everyone has to be a Rembrandt.”

“Well, don’t get too settled.” She slammed the trunk shut. “I’m not settling for a second-hand crystal candy dish for my birthday. I want another painting.”
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Diary of Karyn Olsen
Monday, February 15, 1966

It’s after the dance now, but the next day, since it’s already one o’clock. Travis didn’t kiss me, except on the cheek at the door to our apartment. He didn’t even hold my hand. I am so depressed. Is something wrong with me? Is it because I’m so big? But I’m not really fat, just tall and big boned, and he’s tall, too, so it can’t be that.

We did dance almost every dance, and he told me how nice I looked. He even bought me a box of candy and a card. I gave him a package of silver-wrapped Hershey Kisses in a heart-shaped box I found at the grocery store. It was a hint, but he didn’t get it. Why didn’t he? My Prince Charming should get it. But I’m not giving up. He is too good to let go.

Austin was late getting to the office Monday morning. He’d been up early checking out flights to Ukraine, reading up on investment strategies, and calling Tammy, the woman in charge of purchasing for HeartReach. But Tammy was visiting her daughter and her newest grandchild. He hadn’t even been able to reach Mabel, who was responsible for sending out quarterly solicitations to sponsors. After three hours, he was disgusted to find he had accomplished absolutely nothing. That’s what he got when he tried to wake up before any sane person. He should have stayed in bed.

“Good morning, Mr. Walker,” chimed the receptionists at the front desk.

He had to stop himself from growling. “Good morning, Holly, Shannon. Hold my calls, will you? I have a meeting in a few minutes.”

“Mr. Goodman’s here,” Shannon answered, “and we told him we’d direct you to the boardroom when you arrived.”

“Thank you.” Austin stifled a sigh. Mr. Goodman’s presence at the meeting this morning likely meant an out-of-town trip in the immediate future for Austin. He might have to cancel his racquetball appointment with Christian later this week, and unless he could talk Mercedes into arranging a flight, sending an immediate shipment to Ukraine would have to wait. Maybe I should talk to Mabel about a promotion, he thought. But he’d tried promoting her before, and the mother of eight claimed to be happy licking stamps and mailing letters.

“Oh, Grandmother,” he said with a sigh as he rode the elevator to his office. “Why did you choose me?” But the reality was that Austin loved his involvement with HeartReach. He just wished he was as good at managing the charity as he was at selling electronics.

The phone rang the minute he opened his office door, and Austin frowned at it in irritation. Why couldn’t the receptionists do their job? He was tempted to let it ring and go to his meeting, but it might be important—maybe that’s why they’d let it through. He sprinted across the room and dived for the phone. “Hello?”

“Finally,” said a voice. “I was beginning to think you weren’t in.”

“Who’s this?” Austin demanded.

“Christian. And what’s eating you? Sounds like you woke up on the wrong side of the bed.”

“I’ve got a meeting. They weren’t supposed to let any calls through.”

“I know, I know. They told me. And I told them it was a matter of life and death.”

About to sit down in his leather chair, Austin froze. “What’s wrong? Is it Liana?” Why else would Christian be calling? His advertisements had been approved and their racquetball appointment was still days away, so there was nothing urgent they needed to discuss.

“No, Little Miss Muffet—of course it’s Liana.”

Austin sat abruptly, gripping the phone with an intensity that surprised him. “Is she okay? What happened?”

“That’s what I want to know.” Christian’s voice was hard. “What’d you say to her boss? I got her to help you because you needed it. I didn’t know it would cause her to lose her job.”

“Her job?”

“Yeah, her job.”

“So that’s why she was acting odd on Friday—and why she came early.”

“Odd? She was acting odd? How so?”

The challenging way Christian spoke irritated Austin. “Just odd, but I didn’t think anything of it because she—” He stopped. Truth was, both times he’d seen her, Christian’s sister had been acting a little odd.

“You should have kept your mouth shut when you ran across her boss.”

“Whoa, there. I didn’t know I’d done anything to get her fired. Come on. You’ve known me long enough to know I wouldn’t purposely hurt someone.”

There was a deep breath on the other side of the line. “Okay,” Christian said with a sigh. “I appreciate that. But now what? I worry about her, you know.”

Austin knew. If it had been Mercedes, he’d worry too. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Thanks.”

Austin hung up the phone. He rubbed his chin for a moment, thinking back to when his relationship with Christian had passed into friendship. Had it been when Christian had turned in his first designs last year? No, their bonding had taken place months later on the racquetball court when Christian had talked about his paintings, and they had fallen into a discussion about their pasts. Austin hadn’t exactly told Christian about his father’s abuse, but he’d seen understanding in Christian’s eyes. Neither had Christian outlined his family’s lack of encouragement, yet intuitively, Austin had known. Both understood what it was to be a disappointment to their fathers. Both knew what it took to forge a new life for themselves.

Austin felt more than a little guilty for his part in Liana’s dilemma. If only he’d kept his mouth shut when they’d been talking to her boss. He had recognized trouble in the man’s eyes from the minute they’d met—typical of small-minded men who enjoyed power. Well, he’d just see about that.

Picking up the phone, he dialed the receptionist. “Shannon, could you get me the number for”—what was the ridiculous name of the firm?—“um, I think it’s Klassy Accounting or something equally cutesy. Klassy with a K. Then put me through. Be sure you tell them who’s calling. I need to talk to the owner, I believe. Can’t for the life of me remember his name.”

“That’s a first,” Shannon said mockingly.

“Believe me, I was better off forgetting this time.”

“You remember the meeting with Mr. Goodman?”

“Yeah, I remember. This’ll just take a few seconds. Let me know when you have someone on the line.”

Austin waited at the window with his hands behind his back. Down below, he could see cars zipping about as though they possessed minds of their own. None of them were convertibles. He wondered where Liana was at that moment. He tried to think of her alone, sad, or confused, but the image was difficult. His phone rang, and he sauntered toward it.

“Mr. Walker, I have Mr. Koplin’s secretary on the line.”

“Thanks, Shannon.” Then to the other voice on the line Austin said, “I need to talk with—with . . .” What was the name Shannon had just said? Since Austin had a proclivity toward forgetting names during the first few encounters, he and Shannon had worked out a system in which she always mentioned the name shortly before Austin would need it.

“You need Mr. Koplin,” the woman at Klassy Accounting said. “I’ll connect you now.”

After a few clicks and a brief wait, a voice answered. “Hello, Mr. Walker. Larry Koplin here. Good to hear from you. Can I take it that this call means you’ve reconsidered using Klassy Accounting as your permanent accounting firm?”

Austin could picture the man wringing his hands with delight. “No, that’s not it at all. I’m calling about Liana Winn. What’s going on?”

“If you mean Liana, this is her own doing.” The kiss-up tone had gone from Koplin’s voice, though he was still painfully polite. “I asked her to make good and offer you a contract with us. I did everything I could to assure her place here.”

“Is that why you fired her?”

“It was her choice not to fulfill her duties. And to tell the truth, I think it’s ungrateful of her. Sure, she has talent, but we gave her a chance. We made her who she is.”

“So she owes you, is that it?” More likely, you think you own her, Austin thought.

“Well,” Larry Koplin said, leaving no doubt as to his opinion, “everything we ask our employees to do here is for the good of the firm.”

Something in the way he said the words told Austin he was lying. “I don’t know exactly what happened,” he said, “but you need to reconsider Liana’s employment.” He thought about going further and saying that if he didn’t, Austin would make certain Klassy Accounting never had any of Goodman’s business or the business of any of their associates, but the point was moot. None of them would hire the firm anyway.

“I tell you it was her—”

“I’m late for a meeting with Mr. Goodman.” Austin cut him off. A quick look at his watch assured him this was about to be true. “Good day, Mr. Koplin.”

Austin grabbed a portfolio from his briefcase and ran from the room.

[image: ]

The street in Henderson was deserted, though a few small children were playing dodgeball in one of the front yards. Austin was amazed that they found room to play on the tiny patches of grass, bordered by decorative cacti. Coming from the lushness of his parents’ Wyoming farm, the Nevada desert had been a shock for him at first, and every now and then it still surprised him as he recalled acres of wheat and alfalfa and lazy summer mornings on the grassy banks of the swimming hole. He’d learned that Nevada had its own beauty in the succulent limbs of the cacti and flowers they produced and in the stunning palm trees, but though the display was nice, sometimes even exceptional, it wasn’t home. It wasn’t where his mind went when he dreamed. Strange that he had room for good memories of the farm, when it was also crammed with so many that brought heartache.

He climbed from his truck, smiling as a red ball bounced in his direction. He scooped up the ball and tossed it back to the waiting children. “Thanks, mister!” came a shout, and then they were back at play.

Liana’s condominium looked like any other on the street, except there was a potted plant in a decorative vase on the narrow porch. The plant was dead and the soil dry. He checked the address he’d printed from the Internet one last time before ringing the bell.

She opened it after only a short delay, and the surprise in her blue eyes told him she hadn’t used the peephole. “Uh, hello.” She was dressed in baggy, blue plaid pants and a sky blue T-shirt that matched her eyes. What was she doing in pajamas at nearly two in the afternoon? He waited for her to open the door wider and to ask him in, but she remained clutching the door with one hand, blocking the space between the door and the frame with her body.

“How’s the work coming?” he asked.

“Nearly done.” Her brows drew tightly together, showing clear displeasure. “But I said I would call when I finished. Why are you here?”

“I heard about your job.”

She grimaced. “Christian.”

“He was worried. I’m glad he called. After all, it was my big mouth that got you into trouble.”

Her arms folded across her abdomen, and Austin knew the conversation wasn’t going well.

“I talked to your boss. I wouldn’t be surprised if he called and offered you your job back.”

“You called Mr. Koplin?” Her eyes opened wide with disbelief. “Just who do you think you are? I told you before, Mr. Walker, that you weren’t my knight in shining armor. I can handle myself.” She shook her head in disgust. “For your information, I wasn’t fired. I quit. The man was an overbearing, male chauvinist jerk, and I was going nowhere fast in that company. It was way past time I found a new job.”

“Well, I maybe could work something out at Goodman’s. It wouldn’t be accounting but—”

Her face flushed. “You don’t get it, do you? I can handle it. I have a degree. I know what I’m doing. I’ll work things out.”

“Well, I . . . you see . . .” What was it about her that made him feel so insecure? He was accustomed to solving problems; he was good at it.

“Look, come in. If you’re willing to wait a minute, I’ll finish your forms. Then you can submit them online or send them off by express mail and forget any of this ever happened.” She turned and stalked into her condo. He followed more slowly, shutting the door behind him.

The narrow entryway led into a sizable living room that seemed to be full of books. She pointed to a couch covered in a pale, flowered print. “Sit there.” She herself settled into a puke-green easy chair that looked more comfortable than any chair that ugly had a right to be. From a side table, she picked up the laptop he’d given her. “Just a few more things . . .” Her fingers flew over the keys.

After ten minutes, she left the room and returned with several sheets of paper. “There’s more. It’ll take time to print them all. You’ll have the electronic version of it too, of course.”

“I could print it at the office.”

“I need to check it all over once more.” She sat in her chair and focused on the papers in her hand.

Austin shifted his weight on the uncomfortable couch. “Look, I was trying to help. I didn’t mean to . . . you know.”

To his relief her brows relaxed, and she smiled. He didn’t like to admit it, but that smile did funny things to his insides. “I know,” she said. “And I appreciate the concern. But I really do know what I’m doing.”

“So what exactly are your plans?”

She contemplated him for a few seconds without speaking. “Accounting, taxes. I’m going to start my own business. It might be a little rough at first, especially if I’m not able to pick up clients before the tax season is over, but I’ll make it work.”

For a fleeting second, he could see vulnerability in her eyes, but it lived so briefly that he wondered if she was even aware of it herself. A protective urge, one she most certainly wouldn’t appreciate, came to the forefront of his emotions. He often had these feelings where others less fortunate were concerned. Mercedes said the urge grew out of the helplessness he’d felt as a child, the helplessness to change his own life and hers, and that of their mother. She said he needed to prove he could change everything he perceived as unjust.

Maybe his sister was right.

“I’ll be okay,” Liana assured him. Or were the words for herself? He couldn’t tell. Perhaps a little of both.

An idea came so swiftly that for a moment he didn’t reply. “Well,” he said finally, leaning forward to give himself a rest from the stiff back of the couch, “since you’re basically starting your own company, I might have a job for you. That is, if you think you can handle it.” Adding this last bit was pure genius, he told himself when he saw her chin go up at the challenge.

“What do you have in mind?” Stiffly, she laid her papers on the end table.

“Well, aside from my job as sales manager of Goodman Electronics, I’m also the president of a small charity.”

She relaxed slightly. “Christian told me. Your grandmother used to oversee it?”

“Yes. She started out in Africa and India. Then in the early 1990s she began sending most of our aid to Ukraine. A few of our ancestors were Ukrainian, and she felt a connection to the country.”

Austin felt it, too. He’d been there a dozen times as his grandmother’s emissary when she had become too feeble to travel, and he had been amazed at the architecture, especially the impressive churches and cathedrals, which for him typified the Ukrainian determination to live. Despite centuries of struggle for autonomy, including decades of Soviet oppression and brutality, both the churches and the Ukrainians had survived.

“Why did she only start sending aid to Ukraine in the nineties?”

“That’s when Soviet rule ended and the country opened its doors to international aid.”

“Ah, that’s right. I remember reading something about that.”

“So just before my grandmother died, she made me the new president. It’s not a big organization, but we manage to do quite a bit for our size. We have a buyer who purchases items to send to Ukraine, a lady who sends out donation requests, and we’ve been using the advertising firm your brother works for when we have events. There’s even a toll-free number for people to call if they want to donate by credit card—we pay a service to take care of the calls. My sister usually arranges flights, and I do finances. In Ukraine we have a full-time worker and two part-timers. That’s about it.”

“Sounds like a lot of work.”

He sighed. “It is.”

“Why don’t you quit your job and do it full time?”

“I think my grandmother intended for me to make the charity grow to the point where I could do that. And perhaps I could someday, though I really want the money to go to the children, instead of a large salary.”

“Which you are accustomed to receiving.” A faint smile played on her lips.

“I guess it sounds a bit selfish.”

“Well, I understand your wanting to maintain your current lifestyle. But if you worked at it full time, you might be able to grow the charity to the point where you could help more children and get the salary you need.”

“You’re probably right. But truthfully, while I like to be involved, I don’t think I could do it full time. At least not right now. I enjoy my job at Goodman’s. I’m good at it.”

“I’m sure you are.” She propped an elbow on the worn arm of her chair, one finger on her chin. “So what’s this job you had in mind?”

Austin thought her words sounded forced, as though she wished she didn’t need to ask. He had to struggle to keep the grin from his face. “We could use some financial help—especially now. We’ve received a large donation from the estate of a man who knew my grandmother. I had them put it in the bank, but I need to see how that’s going to affect the charity in tax terms.”

“Shouldn’t change too much. And you’ve been doing the accounts, so why pay someone else to do it?”

“I’ve only done the accounts since my grandmother died last year, and I’m finding they take much more time than I expected. Time I don’t have, since I often have to travel on business.” He paused a moment before adding, “So, will you do it?”

Her head leaned to the side to rest on her hand while she considered a moment. “Okay. I’ll need all the current statements as well as access to past records, of course.”

“They’re in Wyoming.” He’d forgotten that. “Or most of them. I often go to my sister’s for the weekend, and since the rest of the charity employees live near her, it seemed only logical to keep the physical records there. I do have some current bank records at my house, though.”

She shook her head. “I’ll need more than that.”

“Yeah, I know.” Austin rubbed his chin, feeling the stubble that had already begun to appear. He contemplated his options and made a quick decision. “Well, how about taking a trip?”

“What?”

“I’m going to be visiting several states this week for business, and one of the places I’m headed is Wyoming. I was going to fly, but I could rearrange my schedule and drive instead, and you could come with me. It wouldn’t take more than thirteen hours, give or take an hour. Then while I go to Casper and Sheridan to take care of business, you could take a look at the records, see what you need, and we’ll bring it back.” On Saturday, he could make up one of the work days lost in traveling.

“Wyoming?” she asked.

Austin didn’t know her well, but he thought she looked stunned at his proposal. He liked the idea of being able to surprise her. “Yeah, Wyoming.”

“Can’t you just bring everything back with you?”

“Too many boxes, even for my truck.”

“I don’t know,” she hedged.

“Come on. It’ll be fun.” Austin suddenly found himself caring whether or not she accepted his offer. “You’ll love seeing the farm where I grew up—it belongs to my sister and her husband now. It’s very green there, or will be soon. Spring is a wonderful time to visit. Everything is coming alive. A lot of baby animals are born; crops are put in and begin to sprout. Consider it a vacation of sorts. It’ll only take, what, two or three days, tops. I’ll do all the driving.”

“Okay.” Her response was so soft he almost didn’t catch it.

“Okay?”

She nodded verification. “When do we leave?”

“In the morning. I’ll pick you up at six.”

She stood, signaling an end to their conversation. “I’ll be ready. Your papers should be finished by now. I can check them fast.” She left the room and returned with the printouts after several long minutes.

“Thank you,” he said.

“Don’t thank me yet. My bill is in there, too.”

He grinned. “Good.”

They walked to the door, but Austin found himself reluctant to leave. “I’m glad it worked out—I mean for the charity.”

“It hasn’t yet.” A smile softened her words.

Allowing her the parting shot, he strode down the sidewalk. He was tempted to look around and see if she was watching, but he controlled himself and made his way to his truck. He looked then, but he’d parked too far to the right to see into the covered porch. Shaking his head, he backed up and drove away.


CHAPTER

8

Diary of Karyn Olsen
Monday, February 28, 1966

I wish Clari could do my hair for my date with Travis, our first since Valentine’s, but when I called her, she said she had a ton of calculus tests to correct by tomorrow. Whatever possessed her to teach math at a high school, I’ll never know. At least she’s always around to help me with math when I need her, although lately I’ve been asking Travis instead. He’s so busy with classes that I hardly see him except at lunch or when I need help. At least he’s not dating anyone else. I had Angie ask her cousin. Her cousin thinks Angie likes Travis, but it’s not true. She’s seriously dating Craig.

Tonight we’re going to a movie. I mentioned I was going at lunch, and Travis acted excited about going with me. We’re still having lunch together at the cafeteria almost three times a week. Sometimes he talks about building bridges and stuff, and it bores me to tears. Compared to the excitement of a living cell, or the birth of a new baby, bridges are so . . . well, boring. But I do love him, so I try to listen, though some of the concepts escape me. He is so intelligent and bright! I hope our children (one girl and one boy, of course) take after him.

Liana awoke Tuesday morning feeling much more positive than she had in the past few days. The early morning seemed to exude a sense of expectancy, though she didn’t think the feeling derived from the impending trip to Austin’s childhood farm. The only memory she had of visiting a farm was on a first-grade field trip—and that hadn’t been a pleasant experience.

“Come on, children,” Miss Jones called. “It’s time to ride the horse.”

Liana felt her heart pound in her chest. What if she couldn’t control the horse and she fell off? Even when she saw the horse’s owner leading the children around on the horse with a rope, she couldn’t bring herself to climb up onto its back. She didn’t know the man—what if he let go?

“I don’t want to ride,” Liana told her teacher.

“She’s a big baby,” Jody said to Robby. A few of the children laughed.

Liana slunk away to the picnic table in shame and anger. While the others were riding, she hid Jody’s sack lunch for revenge. It wasn’t exactly her fault that the farm dog found the lunch before Jody did, but after returning to the school, the teacher sent her to the office for punishment. When her mother arrived, Liana clenched her jaw and told the principal, “She’s not my mother. She’s not!”

Clarissa’s face flushed. “Come on, Lara,” she said softly, blinking back tears.

It wasn’t until she faced Christian at home that Liana began to feel bad. “She’s your mother whether you like it or not,” he scolded. “The only one you’ve got. And you’d better treat her better. She’s my mother, too, and I don’t want to ever see her cry again like she did today.” Christian stared at Liana so sternly that she felt a piece of her heart dying.

“Okay,” she whispered, silently, vowing never again to tell anyone that Clarissa and Travis were not her real parents. But the knowledge remained inside, alive and eating at the soft parts of her no one could see. Her real parents were dead, and that made her angry at everyone.

Liana showered and dressed before slipping downstairs to the kitchen for a quick bite to eat. Her small suitcase stood like a solitary sentinel by the front door, reminding her that she was traveling to another state with a man who was almost a complete stranger. She didn’t quite understand her reasons for going, but Austin had come alive when talking about the farm, and she had felt compelled to accept. Still, she would never have agreed to go if she hadn’t been desperate. Yesterday morning when she’d been on her way to the grocery store, her Cavalier had thrown a rod and the man at the garage had quoted her thirteen hundred dollars for a repair. Thirteen hundred! She felt it was an outrageous price, though she had no choice but to pay. Buying another car wasn’t an option. She’d looked far and long for a nice used convertible she could comfortably afford.

Over the weekend she’d spent several hours calling acquaintances, sending out emails, and putting advertisements in various newspapers, but so far she had received no response. Most people had already made their tax plans or would rely on a company with a solid reputation. She would be lucky to pick up a few jobs in the next two weeks. Though she was confident she would be able to build her business in the long term, for now she would have to live frugally to survive.

As much as she didn’t want to admit it, Austin’s offer was a godsend—even if it meant she had to endure his company for thirteen hours. But one thing she would not do was tolerate his music. No way, no how.

She went into the living room to get the laptop Austin continued to lend her for this new job and to gather a few of her favorite CDs, including some that had been popular when Christian was a teen. As a child she’d spent a lot of time with him listening to his music, and it had found a permanent place in her collection.

Austin arrived promptly at six, before the sun had risen, though the sky to the east was alight, heralding the coming of day. He wore blue jeans, a white T-shirt, and sandals, all of which made him look leaner and taller than she remembered. His black hair was shorter today, combed back and slightly sticking up, clearly showing the high arches in his hairline. There was a scar she hadn’t noticed before near the top left arch that disappeared into his hair.

“Got a haircut?” she asked.

He grinned. “Yeah. Going to see my sister and all.”

“She lives on a farm—don’t all farm boys have long hair?”

“Not my sister’s boys. She trained to be a hair stylist once.”

“I see.”

Hefting her suitcase, he waited while she locked the door. “You really should do something with that plant.”

She shrugged. “Looks fine to me.”

“It’s dead.”

“What are you, a farm boy?” She thought it was amusing a farm boy had worked his way up a corporate ladder to be the sales manager of a sizable firm. Though the store chain might be small potatoes when compared with the industry giants, it was still impressive.

“That’s right. I’m a farm boy, through and through. You hungry?”

“No, I ate something.”

“I’m stopping for a bite, if you don’t mind. If I can find a place that’s open for breakfast.”

“I know a place.”

He opened the door to his truck, and while she climbed in next to several plastic grocery bags filled with snacks, he set her suitcase in the truck bed next to his own. They drove to her favorite McDonald’s for his breakfast and then on to the freeway. “Fastest way is through Utah. Ever been there?”

She nodded. “My brother—not Christian but my other brother, Bret—has a cabin in the mountains there. He goes there to ski in the winter.”

“Oh, where?”

“Near a place called Sundance. I only went there once. It’s very beautiful.”

“Still cold I bet, this time of year.”

They fell into a surprisingly comfortable silence. Beyond the window the Nevada landscape flew by, buildings gradually falling away to long stretches of uninhabited land. The sun emerged from the east, crawling slowly up the cloudless blue sky. As Liana stared at it, a vision of another sun-washed landscape superimposed itself in her mind, one from before, when her parents had been alive. Along with it came an overwhelming sense of loss and anger. Tears stung her eyes like acid.

“Uh, Liana.” Austin’s voice shattered the unwelcome memory. “You’re ringing. At least I think you are.”

Shaking thoughts of the past from her head, she rummaged in her oversized black handbag for her phone. She smiled her thanks but didn’t look at him directly, afraid he’d see the emotion in her face. “Hello?” she said into her phone. She glanced furtively at Austin and was relieved that he was concentrating on his driving and not on her.

“Hi, it’s Christian. I got the message you left last night on my phone. What’s this about going to Wyoming with Austin? I got the impression you didn’t like the guy.”

“It’s business.” She switched the phone to her other ear so there would be no chance for Austin to overhear Christian. “I’ve agreed to do some accounting work for his charity, and we’re going to get the paperwork in Wyoming.”

“You’re driving? That doesn’t make sense.”

“Cheaper than flying. It’s a charity, remember?” She felt more than saw Austin nod his head. “Besides, we have a load of paperwork to bring back.”

“I guess. But all that time alone with Austin?” The amusement in his voice came through loud and clear.

“Gotta pay the bills.”

“Oh, I see. Does this have anything to do with the car problem you mentioned? Do you need help? Look, I don’t have a lot saved, but it’s yours if you need it. Better yet, you could come and live with me.”

“And get stuck cooking and doing your laundry? You’re crazy.”

“I mean it. If you need help—”

“Everything’s fine,” she assured him. “I’m a big girl, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

“Oh, yeah? I’m not too sure about that. Tell me, what do you have in the pocket of your blouse?”

Liana’s hand went instinctively to the front jacket pocket of her brown stretch denim outfit where she carried the photograph of her parents. “I’m not wearing a blouse with a pocket.” Underneath the jacket she wore a snug polyester T-shirt, but he was right at least about the photo. Though she no longer carried the picture around every day, there was no way she’d leave town without it.

“Whatever. I know you have it with you.” His voice had become gentle, bringing a lump to her throat that she could not swallow.

She was tempted to hang up on him. “Is that wrong?”

“No. But it tells me . . . forget it. Let me talk to Austin.”

“I’ll give him a message. Wouldn’t want him to get into an accident or anything while he’s driving.” No way would she let them talk about her. “Well?”

“Never mind.”

Just as she’d thought.

“Take care of yourself,” he said. “And try to have a little fun, eh?” With that he ended the connection.

Liana returned the phone to her purse. “Big brother Christian,” she said.

Austin laughed. “I hear you. Mercedes is just as bad.”

“Thing is, I’m the one who keeps bailing him out.” She leaned back more comfortably and adjusted her seatbelt. “Last year he invested in some multilevel scam. Then there were those people selling bogus stock. Before that it was a swimming pool he tried to install on the first floor of his rental house. The owners weren’t too happy.”

“Inside the house?”

“Yes, inside.”

He laughed. “Sounds like Christian. Have to admit, Mercedes isn’t anything like that. I never have to bail her out. But she does always try to use psychology on me to find out how I’m feeling. Kind of annoying.”

Liana arched a brow. “I thought you said she studied hair dressing.”

“Yep. And psychology, retail management, building contracting, and even animal medicine. She has a lot of interests.”

“But she ended up back at your parents’ farm.”

“She loves it there.” He glanced from the road to her and back again. “Besides, there was no one to take over when my dad couldn’t do it anymore. She married the hired man and settled down to raising grain, calves, and babies.”

There was something he wasn’t telling her, but Liana couldn’t begin to fathom what. “So where’s your father now?”

“In Rock Springs.” His voice was clipped. “Now how about some good music?” He reached for the radio.

“Oh, no. I am not driving thirteen hours listening to that country twang you forced me to hear the other night. I brought some real music, the good old kind. Ever hear of Foreigner?” When he grimaced, she added. “Don’t worry, I brought along Chicago and Cory Hart for a change of pace.”

“Weren’t those all before your time? I know they’re before mine.”

She shrugged. “I hung out a lot with Christian.”

“That explains it.” Then he asked hopefully, “Any Neil Diamond?”

“Not a chance. But I do have some Air Supply that you might—just might—be able to talk me into playing.”

“Well, there’s something.” He put his hand over the CD player. “Tell you what. I’ll listen to your music now if you promise to listen to mine later.”

“I guess it’s only fair,” she conceded. “But don’t expect me to sing along.”


CHAPTER

9

Diary of Karyn Olsen
Thursday, March 7, 1966

Travis wouldn’t come over, even when I told him about my dad being in the hospital, because he had a test to study for. He reminds me of Clari (she couldn’t take me either because she had to teach), always so responsible. It makes me so sad to think of my father all alone in the hospital, not being able to speak because of the stroke. Of course Lydia is probably there, but that’s not the same thing as your daughters. Don’t Travis and Clari know that sometimes PEOPLE should come first? Yes, there are deadlines and tests and bridges to be built, but the most important bridges should be between people.

Thinking back, I’ve been much like Travis and Clari my whole life. I’ve always wanted to reach out, to do something incredibly important to help people, but what have I accomplished in the end? I’ve been too shy to do much of anything except study and get good grades. I wonder now if I’ve ever turned aside someone who needed me. I must be more careful. That’s partly why I chose to go into nursing. Deep inside, I hope nursing might help me do something that connects with people on a whole new level. Will it? I don’t know. I only know that I love Travis. Maybe nothing else is important.

“Are you sure Wyoming has any farm country?” Liana asked, doubtfully eyeing the passing terrain. “It looks more like desert to me. Not even weeds dare to grow.”
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