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Chapter One
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Gripping the steering wheel with shaky hands, Elaine Richards mentally recited the steps of parallel parking: line up driver’s door to driver’s door, reverse, turn the wheel, straighten up.

The right rear tire of her brand-new 1986 BMW bumped the curb. Tears threatened, from nerves more than a minor parking error. She rolled her shoulders, trying to relax before she blew this job interview.

Elaine fingered a gold cross around her neck, a confirmation gift from her parents when she was thirteen, as she breathed in and out, over and over. New car smell filled her lungs, soothing the turmoil in her shaky gut. She put the car in gear, eased forward and back again, parked, and cut the engine. She forced her fingers to release the leather wheel cover.

A Saskatoon city map rattled in her hands as she folded it and returned it to her glove box. Beneath was a manila envelope with an extra copy of her resumé, name and address typed neatly at the top, master’s degree in art history highlighted, then a lot of blank space.

No experience. No workplace skills.

Her forehead hit the steering wheel. She should marry a rich, handsome guy her father approved of, support her husband’s career, and be a full-time wife and mother. She could do that.

Her mother did that. Her parents were happy. Not like in romance books, but happy enough.

Her father never had to know about this interview.

Except she wanted a fairy tale romance. If it existed.

And to support herself as a grownup until she found it.

Patty Smyth’s hit song came on the radio. Her bold voice filled the car’s interior and Elaine’s queasy insides. A warrior. Yes, she was a warrior.

Elaine flattened the envelope’s creased corner, squared her shoulders, and got out of her car into hazy June sunshine. A breeze ruffled the mousy brown hair she had blow-dried with mousse before pulling it into a chin-length ponytail on the left side of her head. She smoothed her yellow chambray jumpsuit wondering if she should have worn a blazer and skirt, then shook off her moment of doubt. Head high despite her wobbly knees, resumé and application in hand, Elaine walked into the high-rise.

Once she found the right floor, a statuesque blonde with long, manicured nails wearing a feminine version of Elaine’s father’s grey pinstripe asked her name. After Elaine explained her purpose in meeting a Mrs. Smythe-Gaines, she was directed to a fabric-covered chair in a plant-filled waiting room. She tried to restrain the tapping of her bouncing knee.

The woman who came to get her had a sharp face and cold fingers studded with rings. Greying-black hair cut short was feathered back from dark brown skin, reminiscent of Dionne Warwick on Solid Gold. Mrs. Smythe-Gaines clasped Elaine’s fingers in greeting, then led the way to a conference room. Elaine tried to match her stride, eyeing the power suit, all sharp lines with padded shoulders and bold colours. Thick stud earrings matched a striped scarf knotted around the executive’s neck.

Her self-assurance was enviable, except if Elaine wanted to be a high-powered executive or a lawyer like her father, she would have majored in commerce or law. Besides, Harlequin heroines were rarely executives. They were secretaries, beautiful but unaware of their sex appeal, with a sweet innocence that melted the jaded hearts of their millionaire bosses. Were they happy in their nine-to-five jobs until they were swept off their feet by once-in-a-lifetime passion?

“Please sit down.” The executive gestured to one of the tall leather boardroom chairs around a long mahogany table capable of seating more than a dozen people. She sat at the head of the table, bright purple nails tapping an open folder with Elaine’s resumé.

Small talk was limited to a comment about the weather, then Mrs. Smythe-Gaines began quizzing Elaine about her qualifications.

Elaine’s confidence lifted at the admiring nod for her honours degree with distinction. Then the woman asked the question Elaine dreaded.

“How much work experience do you have?”

“I graded papers for two of my professors and I help my mother with her committee work for the Arts Board.” Elaine moistened her dry mouth.

Mrs. Smythe-Gaines made a tick on Elaine’s resumé. “Have you worked with computers?”

“We had a few Apple computers in the lab, for research. I didn’t use them much, though.”

The woman scribbled with her pen. Elaine bit the inside of her cheek. Had she been too honest?

There were a few more questions about specific computer programs, only one of which Elaine was familiar with.

“Do you have anything to ask me?” Mrs. Smythe-Gaines lifted her pencil-thin brows.

Elaine racked her brain for an intelligent question, then shook her head.

The woman smiled politely and stood to offer her bejewelled hand once more. “I appreciate your time. We’ll be in touch.” She resumed her seat, pen scratching across Elaine’s resumé as a young woman arrived to show Elaine out.

Just down the hall, a group of three women about her age huddled over a desk, heads bent together, giggling. Clusters of bangles and chunky necklaces clattered as they shared whatever gossip amused them, much happier looking than the executive. Happier than her father ever appeared even though he claimed he loved his job.

Elaine imagined being part of the group, laughing at the same joke, sharing hair-care tips and favourite music cassettes, lunching in cafés and heading home after work to a downtown apartment. She would slip off her pumps and open a bottle of white wine while preparing herself a gourmet supper. On Fridays, her boyfriend would ride over on his motorcycle. She would slip his black leather jacket off his broad shoulders while his strong hands undid her blouse before kissing her senseless.

Once she could afford her own apartment. And found a boyfriend. And learned to cook.
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AT HOME AFTER THE INTERVIEW, Elaine closed the front door behind her and leaned back against it. Her purse strap weighed down her left shoulder. She let it dangle to the floor, clutching the envelope with her resumé against her chest in her other arm.

The investment firm would make their decision in the next week. It was only Monday, so maybe by Friday she would get a call offering her the position. Maybe next week she would be part of that giggling group with her own downtown parking space.

The door to her father’s study swung open. She sprang to attention. Father was almost never home from work before 6:30 p.m. His home office was for evenings and weekends. Her manila envelope grew hot in her hands. Should she hide it? No, that would look suspicious.

She tried to smile but her face felt as shaky as her knees. “Hi, Dad.”

“Elaine.” Whatever he was about to say seemed brushed aside as his gaze fastened on her. “Where have you been?”

There were a hundred places she could have been instead of a job interview. He never interrogated her. All she had to do was pick one. But all the possible reasons jumbled in her head.

His gaze sharpened. He glanced down at the envelope. “What is that?”

She stared at the paper crushed in her trembling grip. Say something. Her mouth opened but no sound came out.

Opposite the curving staircase that led from the front entryway up to the second level, the grandfather clock imported from Switzerland loudly counted the seconds. Its rhythmic ticktock echoed off the marble-tiled foyer to the crystal chandelier dangling far above their heads.

“Elaine?” her father asked. His voice had an edge.

“Iwenttoajobinterview.”

Thick black eyebrows drew together over his eyes, hazel like hers. “What?”

She cleared her throat. “I went to a job interview.” She lifted the crumpled envelope away from her chest. “It’s a copy of my application.”

He was only a head taller than she was, but she felt as if she beheld a giant wearing a three-piece brown suit with gold buttons.

“Where?” Icy calm underlay his tone.

A quiver crawled down her spine. “An investment firm. Doing administrative work.”

Not much different than post-graduate work, really. Writing. Filing. Probably mind-numbingly boring, though.

She raised her chin. “I can’t live here forever.” Letting her parents pay her bills.

“Of course not. You got your degree. You had your tour of Europe. It’s time to grow up.” His voice remained calm but a note of steel crept in. “But why waste your time in a dead-end job to move into a tiny apartment on the west side?”

Elaine sucked air into her cramped lungs, but no answers formed on her lips. She pinched them together. Was the west side of the city really that dangerous, or was that an attempt to scare her?

His jaw tightened. “Your mother and I were happy to provide for you but we’re both anxious to see you in a good marriage starting a family.”

Elaine twisted her purse strap around her finger. She wanted a white gown like Princess Di’s, her parents wiping tears as she walked down the aisle, an elegant house for her husband to come home to, and one or two laughing children. But only with the right man.

“What about Preston’s son, Parker?” her father asked. “I introduced you two at the club last Saturday.”

The annual Spring Into May banquet and dance at their private golf club took place in the upstairs lounge overlooking the course. There had been a chocolate fountain and champagne and a string quartet.

Her father had brought at least three young men, sons of his golfing buddies, over to her at various times during the evening. Each of them greeted her politely, compared notes about school or inquired about places she had visited in Europe, and then escaped her company to dance with whichever big-haired blonde caught their attention.

She kept herself from rolling her eyes. “He wasn’t interested.”

The skin over her father’s cheekbones darkened. “What about that engineering student you were seeing?”

“We only had three dates.” He hadn’t called in over a month.

Her father’s brows snapped together. “Out of all the educated young men you met at school,” his voice rose, “all the eligible, career-minded potential husbands you’ve met at the club, not a single one has been worth pursuing a relationship with?”

Elaine stared down at her purse strap, wrapped tightly enough to turn her fingertips white. More than one of those young men resembled a romantic hero. But none of them had looked at her the way the hero looked at his heroine.

“No,” she mumbled.

“You’re too smart to waste time as an office clerk. Marry a man with a good career. Dedicate your time to important causes.” He was close to shouting. “Soon.”

His office door slamming behind him echoed up the entrance hall. The chandelier tinkled.

Before Elaine’s wobbly knees left her slumped against the front door, her mother appeared on the three steps leading from the front entry down to the sunken sitting room at the back of the house. “What on earth?”

When her gaze landed on Elaine, one hand fluttered to the tanned skin above her silk blouse, bared by the upsweep of her thick blonde hair. Her high heels clicked across the entryway tile and then expensive French perfume filled Elaine’s nose.

She sucked in a shaky breath as her mother’s delicate hand smoothed up and down her back.

“Should we go sit down?” Vanessa’s voice was quiet in Elaine’s ear.

Elaine nodded, her cheek rubbing indigo silk. Head on her mother’s shoulder, arms around each other, they crossed the foyer and stepped down into the deep beige pile of the sitting room. Her mother steered them both to the white leather couch facing the patio doors. A warm breeze brought the scent of lilacs from the back garden that separated their house from a golf course beyond a two-metre-high chain link fence.

Elaine rubbed her thumb across the envelope still clutched in her fist.

Her mother’s long, red-tipped fingernails combed Elaine’s hair away from her face. “What’s that?”

With a sigh, Elaine tossed the envelope on a glass-topped coffee table. “A job application.”

Her mother’s hand stilled.

“I had an interview.” Her fingers twisted together like the knots in her stomach.

Did Mom share Dad’s belief that Elaine had behaved foolishly? It was only a job application. People made them every day.

“I don’t understand why Dad was angry.” It was a lie.

Her mother’s hand brushed through her hair again. “You understand he loves you?”

Elaine’s head dropped back against the sofa, dislodging her mother’s soothing fingers. “Yes.” The single word came out more petulant than she intended. She closed her eyes. “Yes,” she repeated more softly.

He did. He wanted the best.

Maybe he knew best.

“Tell me about the job.”

Elaine cracked one eye open to peer at her mother. Vanessa folded her elegant hands in her lap.

Elaine rubbed damp palms against her yellow jumpsuit. “It was for a secretarial position at an investment firm.”

“Did it sound interesting?”

Elaine shook her head hard enough to swing her ponytail against her left cheek.

“Why did you apply?”

She shrugged her padded shoulders.

“You’re a smart young woman. You must have had a reason.”

The simple confidence in her mother’s tone brought Elaine’s gaze up to hers. “I’m too old to live at home.”

A smile tugged the corners of her mother’s cherry red lips. “You’re the same age I was when your father and I married.” Her gaze went to a photograph in a silver frame on their mantelpiece.

Elaine’s parents appeared younger than twenty-five. Her mother’s mermaid dress was breathtaking, beehive hairdo making her taller than her six-foot husband. Their smiles might have blinded the photographer. Certain of their future.

“We met in September, were engaged by December, and married in June.”

Had it been soulmates, like in the books? Or hard work and commitment the way her father preached?

“Why so quick?” Elaine had never dared asked before.

Her mother sighed. “In 1960, mid-twenties was considered old. My younger sister was married with her first child.” Vanessa’s gaze slid back to the picture. “Your father was handsome, charming, on track to be a successful lawyer. What more could I have asked for?”

Maybe it would happen the same way for Elaine. She stared at the picture, too.

“Why rush to take a job you won’t enjoy to live in a place you’ll be uncomfortable?” her mother asked.

Elaine twisted on the leather couch to face her mother. “I won’t get my dream job until I get at least some work experience.”

“What’s your dream job?”

Elaine tugged at the end of her ponytail. “In a gallery, maybe.” Working around paintings all day. Learning about sculptures. Talking with artists. Jobs too rare for someone without experience.

Vanessa pulled Elaine’s hands into her lap and stilled their nervous fidgeting between her warm palms. “Do you want to get married?”

Elaine met her mother’s blue eyes. “Yes. I do. But—”

Had she been too quick to dismiss any man her father thrust her way? She had never been a rebellious teenager, but maybe, in her small way, she was pushing back against her father’s pressure. She swallowed.

What if real love was cultivated by shared experiences, similar goals, things you had in common? Next time, she would give one of those young men a chance.

“Don’t settle, Elaine.”

Breath caught in her throat at her mother’s intense gaze.

“You deserve to have everything you want.”

The weight inside Elaine’s chest evaporated. She was smart. Not beautiful, having inherited her father’s brown hair and hazel eyes instead of her mother’s desirable blue-eyed blonde. But she was a good student and a hard worker.

She tilted her head toward her mother. “What if I want a job and a place of my own, even if it’s a shabby apartment?”

Her mother raised a single eyebrow. “Then do that. But don’t do it because you’re giving up on your other dreams.”

A white dress from Paris.

A home of her own. A man devoted to her.

“I won’t,” she promised.
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Chapter Two
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Elaine lined up her putt. With a solid tap, it rolled along the seventeenth green of Saskatoon’s oldest private golf club, curved downhill toward the cup, and dropped with a thunk.

“Good shot,” Tanya said. A few strands of honey-blonde hair fluttered around her cheeks. It was swept up on one side and tied with a large bow on top of her head, curly bangs dangling over her left eye.

“Thanks.” If only golf was a marketable skill, but Elaine had never been that good. The bright May sunshine and smell of fresh-cut grass darkened under a memory of the previous afternoon. “I went to that interview yesterday at that investment firm.”

It was embarrassing that simply being called for her first-ever job interview was conversation-worthy.

“I can’t believe you want to be a secretary, but how’d it go?” Tanya plucked both their balls from the cup.

Elaine retrieved the flagpole. “They were impressed I earned my honours degree with distinction.” Not that a degree in art history was particularly useful for word processing and filing carbon copies. “But they kept asking about previous experience.”

She stabbed the flag back in place with more force than necessary.

Tanya replaced her putter in her bag and swung into their golf cart. “How do they expect workers to get experience without giving them a job?”

True. Elaine should have said as much. “How did you get that position in the travel office?” she asked as she joined Tanya in the cart.

It jerked forward when its engine fired up, tires crunching along the gravel path from the seventeenth green to the eighteenth tee box.

Her friend shrugged one shoulder. “Mom knew the owner’s friend.”

“Do they still need someone?” Maybe they had yet to fill the spot Tanya vacated after one week.

“Don’t apply.” Tanya gave an exaggerated shudder. “The boss was a real piece of crap. He made an employee cry.”

That sounded less than appealing. Elaine sat back with a sigh. “I can’t stay in my parents’ house forever, living off them.” In her childhood bedroom with its pink canopy bed. Using a bank account her father set up and a credit card he paid.

How cramped would a tiny, west-side apartment be? No way she could golf with Tanya twice a week if she relied on income from an office job. What did her membership here even cost?

She took a deep gulp from the can of Jolt sitting in her cup holder.

Tanya shook her head. “You don’t need a job. You need to pick one of the guys lining up to get your attention.”

Elaine nearly spit out her cola. No men lined up for her attention. She had tried layers of net over sleeveless tops with short skirts and torn tights, outfits that looked good on Tanya. But instead of sexy, she felt self-conscious, as if she mimicked real punk rockers.

“I have no problem staying in my parents’ places.” Tanya’s voice sharpened. “Dad spends most of his time on Vancouver Island with his latest bimbo, Mom’s practically moved to Montreal with that stockbroker. They each have a condo here, all expenses paid. It’s a contest between them, points for how long I stay at each place.” Tanya flipped the dangling lock out of her eye with a brittle laugh. “You’re lucky you never had to deal with that shit.”

Elaine’s heart ached for the pain tainting her friend’s voice.

Tanya braked beside the tee box but instead of getting out, she eyed her friend with a seriousness Elaine rarely saw. At least the pinched expression was gone. “What do you want, Elaine? Really want?”

Elaine picked at a tiny clot of dirt clinging to her tee. How childish would she sound if she answered, “A fairy tale”? Probably she was the only one her age still a virgin. “I’m not sure,” she said instead.

“You’re too serious.” Tanya raised her eyes heavenward. “Did you even get laid in Europe?”

Elaine tried to will away a blush from her face. Why did her pale skin make her emotions obvious?

A proper romance heroine would have been seduced on the Mediterranean by a blond-haired, blue-eyed Adonis with soft lips or a dark-haired Greek tycoon with burning eyes. They would have made love for hours, hearts pounding, gasping for breath, her core tightening with need until satisfaction swamped them both. No doubt whatsoever she had met The One.

Heat tingled inside at her passionate imaginings. She shifted in her seat. “No. I enjoyed seeing the sights and eating the food and sampling the wines.”

“Have you gotten laid since then?”

“No.” Elaine sighed. “I haven’t met the right man.”

Tanya huffed out a breath that fluttered the curl dangling over her eye. “This is the 1980s not the 1880s. You don’t have to wait until marriage.” She hopped out of the cart humming Madonna’s Like a Virgin.

Elaine grimaced. She was not waiting for marriage, but your first time was supposed to be special. Besides, from conversations she overheard on campus or at her parents’ parties, sex wasn’t always as great as people made it out to be.

“You don’t have to do everything your parents want, you know.” There was an edge beneath Tanya’s teasing tone.

Elaine rolled her golf ball between her palms. “I don’t. You know they wanted me to major in Commerce instead of Arts.”

Tanya made a noise that might have been agreement as they collected their drivers from the bags strapped on its back. “You always made sense out of those weird geometric shapes people frame to hang on walls. My six-year-old stepsister paints as well as whoever made that ridiculous picture hanging in the clubhouse.”

Elaine refrained from pointing out details of texture, colour, and placement in the painting. Though her love of art was one conversation topic she could rely on at social events, it was forbidden in chats with Tanya.

They remained close friends through university, even in different colleges. It helped that their parents were all members of the Lone Pine Golf and Country Club where the two of them played their twice-weekly rounds.

Tanya pointed her tee at Elaine before sticking it in the ground. “Follow your mother’s example and marry a sexy lawyer.”

Elaine’s mouth dropped open. “Did you call my father sexy?”

Tanya only smirked.

Shaking off that icky thought, Elaine waited as her friend made a couple of practice swings. A fountain tinkled in the pond between the tee box and the fairway, dampening the fresh air. A light breeze rustled through a row of trees lining the fairway and lifted the short hairs at Elaine’s neck beneath her ponytail.

Could she try waitressing? Her insides shrivelled at the thought of facing strangers hour after hour and trying to remember their orders. Better to become a society wife.

Her fingers curled into fists. She refused to marry until she found her Happily Ever After. They had to be committed to each other for life the way her parents were. She would never put a child of hers through Tanya’s experience.

Conversation lapsed as they hit toward the green, then putted. As Elaine collected their balls from the eighteenth hole, Tanya whistled.

“Who is that gorgeous hunk with your father?”

Still crouched beside the hole, Elaine’s gaze snapped up to the group leaving the ninth green of the shorter executive nine course.

Her stomach did a nervous flip. From a hundred metres away, she saw no trace of yesterday’s angry tirade in her father’s expression. Dressed in slacks and short-sleeved golf shirt, he chatted with a young blond man and two others. The group laughed at something he said. Tension eased from her spine.

His dark hair was grey-streaked and thinning at his temples, but his trim build rivalled the young man beside him. The “hunk” had a full moustache to match his wavy blond hair, similarly dressed and just as tall. He could have stepped from an episode of Miami Vice, except his light-hearted smile was more Tom Selleck than Don Johnson.

“He must be one of the new associate lawyers at the firm,” Elaine said. Her father had said he was golfing with a colleague, a brief bit of conversation in response to her mother’s efforts to keep dinner from being painfully silent.

“Gorgeous and poised to be wealthy?” Tanya fanned her face with one hand.

Elaine fumbled the golf balls, retrieved them, and straightened to look for the flagpole.

Tanya’s brown eyes widened. At her abrupt interest in something—or someone—behind her, Elaine glanced over her shoulder. Her father stood at her elbow.

She jumped, then tried to hide her startlement.

“How was your round?” His tone was genuinely interested and his expression light.

“Not too bad.” She was less serious about the game than her father, but the weather had been pleasant, the grass was lush, and Tanya was fun company. “Yours?”

“Gave up a few strokes on the third hole and missed the green on the eighth.” Her father smiled broadly and gestured at his companion. “This is Ken. Ken, this is my daughter, Elaine.”

For an instant, she was struck by the bluest pair of eyes she had seen outside of movies. When Ken smiled, he displayed a set of teeth too white and even to be real. A whiff of expensive cologne reached her. Maybe both Tom Selleck and Don Johnson rolled into one?

She hoped her voice sounded less squeaky than she feared as she introduced Tanya.

Her friend tossed long, honey-blonde hair back as she said hello. Her bow and curls flopped sideways, then back into place.

Ken greeted them both, though his gaze lingered on Elaine. Warmth fluttered in her breast.

“Join us for a drink at the nineteenth hole?” Tanya asked.

Elaine’s father frowned at her. “We’re meeting someone.”

From the quick glance Ken gave her father, the meeting was news to him. Probably an excuse because it was Tanya’s invitation, not Elaine’s.

“Maybe another time.” Ken’s eyes twinkled when they met Elaine’s once more.

Her breath caught.

“Splendid. Join us for dinner Thursday,” her father said. He looked pointedly at Elaine.

Understanding her cue to be a gracious hostess, she smiled, hoping it looked flirtatious instead of awkward. “We’d love to have you.”

Ken returned her smile. “I look forward to it.”

Something inside her shivered at his deep voice.

Her gaze followed them as Ken and her father rejoined their group and headed into the clubhouse. Was the tingling in her chest desire? Ken certainly resembled the shirtless men on book covers.

When she dragged her gaze away from him, she raised an eyebrow at the pout on Tanya’s face.

“Leave it to you to take your time getting to the starting line and then hit the ground running. Not a single guy I’ve dated is as good-looking as Ken.” Tanya tossed her ball in the air, then caught it. “If you don’t take him, I’m next in line.”

Elaine laughed. “I’ll have to work fast then.” She swung into the golf cart.

Tanya climbed into the driver’s seat, shaking her head. “There is nothing remotely fast about you. You don’t even carry a condom.”

Elaine dropped her golf ball. It rattled along the floor before she stopped it with one white sneaker. “Do you?”

“Of course.” Her friend put the cart in gear. “Want to borrow one?” She waggled her eyebrows.

To avoid Tanya’s suggestive grin, Elaine leaned down to retrieve her ball, ignoring the flutters in her chest. Maybe it was desire. Maybe, if she and Ken got to know each other, it would grow into love.

“One of us should snap him up before Deborah Wallace gets her hooks into him,” Tanya said.

Deborah Wallace was a stunning redhead with a figure that earned her the nickname Barbie at school. Any man she fluttered her lashes at had fallen hard, and a few women, according to rumour.

Elaine rolled her golf ball between her palms. “Deborah’s always friendly to me.”

“Yeah, she’s a friendly girl, all right.” Tanya sniffed. “I heard her former fiancé called off the wedding because Parker caught her cheating.”

The bitter edge of her tone cut at Elaine’s heartstrings. Before her parents’ split, Tanya would have joked instead of gossiped.

Tanya leaned sideways toward Elaine and lowered her voice. “Deb didn’t get married when she got knocked up because she doesn’t know who the father is.”

Not wanting to rehash gossip, or continue a conversation that stirred painful memories for her friend, Elaine murmured noncommittally.

Tanya drove toward the parking lot to load their bags in their cars before returning the rental cart. Behind the tenth tee box, a man in jeans and a short-sleeved button-up shirt spoke with the golf marshal. The man had no clubs, so he was not playing a round. His hair was dark brown, his clean-shaven face and bare arms bronzed by sunshine.

“Who is that?” Elaine asked, head turning as they drove past.

“Which one?”

“Talking with Paul there.”

Without slowing, Tanya glanced toward the pair. “Oh, he’s the new head of maintenance. I overheard Dad talk with the Pro about hiring him.” She winked. “Not bad looking, eh?”

“You say that about every man under the age of forty and over the age of twenty.”

“Not every man.” Tanya sniffed. “And I wouldn’t rule out men over forty, either.” She tipped her chin. “Or under twenty.”

Elaine stifled her unsophisticated giggle. Then she sighed. “I should get home.” Her father would have finished reading the paper while drinking his morning coffee. She could retrieve it from the waste basket and find the want ads.

#​
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AFTER WAVING GOODBYE to Tanya’s black Trans Am in the golf course parking lot, Elaine perched on a short wall beside the ramp leading down into the maintenance area beneath the clubhouse. Rough concrete scratched her thighs, but afternoon sunshine warmed her skin.

A memory of Ken’s bright blue eyes looking into hers made her toes curl. She swung her Kangaroo sneakers against the wall, humming along to Huey Lewis and the News playing on the outdoor speakers while sunning her bare arms.

Beyond the putting green, a single towering pine tree stood sentinel beside a scrolled iron entrance gate. Perhaps this used to be the Twin Pine Golf Club but a time-travelling Delorean smashed into one of the trees in 1955. She smiled at her private joke, drowsy from the combination of a round of golf and late spring heat. Her eyelids drooped. Afternoon daylight turned her closed lids red.

Maybe she should drop off another resumé at the Mendel Art Gallery. Even if she was greeting people and handing out pamphlets, being surrounded by a parade of art exhibitions would be fun. Mom could put in a good word with her volunteer Art Council colleagues.

When a door at the bottom of the ramp slammed, her eyes snapped open.

A man in denims and a short-sleeved work shirt froze partway up the ramp, a sandwich in one hand and a thermos in the other. It was the dark-haired head of maintenance who had been talking to Paul.

“Sorry to startle you,” he said.

Embarrassed at having jumped, Elaine gave him a smile. “No, I’m sorry. I was daydreaming.”

He gestured with the sandwich in his hand. “Looking for a quiet spot to sit outside for a moment.”

His gravelly, pleasant voice shivered in her ears. His clean-shaven, rugged face and muscled arms reminded her of Michael Knight. Not as picture perfect as David Hasselhoff, but her stomach did a little flip anyway.

She cleared her throat. “Late lunch?” It was after 2:00 p.m.

“Early supper, actually.”

Inwardly, she cringed at her silly question. His crew had to be out before the first golfers. There was always someone willing to tee off before it was light enough to see their ball, knowing the sun would be fully up by the time they reached the first green. His workday was probably nearly done.

“You must be hungry,” she said. “If I don’t eat regularly, I get irritable.” She flushed, not having meant to divulge something personal and unflattering.

He shifted his weight from one foot to the other.

“Don’t let me interrupt your meal.” She gestured to the space beside her on the short wall. “I was only sitting for a moment.” Breath backed up in her lungs, hoping her ridiculous conversation was less off-putting than she feared.

He hesitated, so she shimmied sideways. He settled himself on the wall, feet easily reaching the ground.

An open friendliness in his smile, undiminished by his overbite, made her smile back. Dark brown curls brushed the collar of his shirt. Warmth crawled up her neck. When his muscled forearm brushed against her bare elbow, they quickly pulled away from each other.

There was a moment of awkward silence as he unwrapped his lunch and took a bite. Should she introduce herself or refrain from interrupting his break further?

Tentatively, she held out her hand. “I’m Elaine.”

He wiped his hand against his jeans before folding her fingers in his. “I’m Roland.”

His warm hand was as tanned as his face. She smelled Irish Spring and cut grass and oil.

“Are you from Saskatoon?” Elaine asked.

“Lived here all my life. You?”

“Our home is there.” A gabled roof rose above its surrounding trees where she pointed, well separated from the next greenery-shrouded roofline. “From our patio, you can look down the fifteenth fairway.”

His eyebrows went up. “Swanky area of the city you and your husband chose.”

“It’s my parents’ house, actually.” Elaine bit her tongue. Would he think it strange she lived with her parents at her age?

“Are they members here?”

“Yes, but Mom doesn’t golf.”

Roland took a big bite. His sandwich was half gone.

Should she say more? Would he rather finish his meal in peace and get back to work?

Why did she wish they could sit here all afternoon?

“Lone Pine seems a great place,” he said. “I only started here a week ago.”

“I know.” She flushed at his surprised expression. “I mean, when I asked, Tanya told me you had recently been hired.”

That sounded intrusive. She stared hard at her feet, white Kangaroo sneakers scraping against the concrete wall as they swung. “We saw you talking to Paul and since I had never seen you before I wondered who you were.”

That sounded worse. She should stop talking.

In lieu of staring at the asphalt, she concentrated on retying her left shoe. After it was knotted exactly the way it had been before, she glanced at him and saw his charming smile again. Not annoyed despite her invasion of his space and inane babbling.

His green eyes crinkled at the edges. An answering smile stretched across her face.

He put the last bit of sandwich in his mouth and brushed off his hands before he held one out to her. “Glad to meet you.”

“Lovely to meet you, too.”

The laugh lines at the corners of his eyes crinkled again.

She was still holding his hand. She let go.

“I should get back to work but maybe I’ll see you around here?”

“My friend and I golf every Tuesday and Friday morning.” That sounded like an invitation to run into her again. What kind of impression had she made? He was only being polite. “You might see me. Probably.” Shut up.

“Bye.”

Keeping her lips sealed, she lifted a hand in farewell.

After he disappeared back inside the building, Elaine replayed the conversation in her mind, wincing at stupid things she said, wishing she had stopped herself from blathering. Although maybe she seemed less creepy than she feared.

It was unimportant anyway. Maintenance staff kept as out of sight as possible and it was pure chance she met him.

Even though this was a perfect spot to soak up sunshine.

She rubbed her skin where his muscled forearm had briefly touched hers. The smell of Irish Spring lingered. She tipped her head back and closed her eyes again.

“Still here, Elaine?”

She jumped at her father’s voice.

He regarded her with a satisfied expression. “Looking forward to dinner on Thursday?”

Right, Ken was coming for dinner. She stood, brushing grit from the backs of her thighs. “Just enjoying the sunshine.” She twined her fingers together. “I was thinking of applying at the Mendel.”

“What? Speak up.”

She cleared her throat and set her shoulders back. “I want to apply at the art gallery. I hoped you and Mom could help.”

He frowned. “If you volunteered for a planning committee you could eventually get elected to a board position like your mother.”

Elaine opened her mouth to protest that she wanted employment, not a volunteer position, but her father cut her off.

“I thought we settled all that yesterday.”

Anger flared in her gut. Nothing had been settled.

Her father scrubbed a hand through his hair, ruffling neatly trimmed strands. “You know I love you, honey.”

Guilt squelched her anger. Her parents had done well by her. She was lucky to have them.

His tone hardened. “Don’t you want to give your children everything we’ve given you?”

“Yes.” She scuffed her toe against the asphalt. At the right time. With the right man.

“There’s a board position on an organization that provides legal assistance to under-privileged clients. I’ll put in a word for you.” He patted her shoulder and headed for his silver Mercedes in the parking lot.

She bit her lip and watched him go. He loved her. She should take his advice. Ken even seemed interested. If they married, he would provide anything she and their children needed. A lovely home near a golf course. No more want ads.

Her hands clenched and unclenched at her sides. Then she marched to her own car. Marriage was a long way off.
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Chapter Three
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Getting ready for dinner two days later, Elaine tossed aside a black skirt and slipped on a green satin dress with puffed sleeves and tight skirt, then turned sideways in front of the mirrored closet doors of her bedroom. This dress brought out a bit of green in her otherwise boring hazel eyes.

She checked as much of her back as she could see; the dress bared her shoulder blades but hid her bra strap. It was not too low-cut or too short while still fancy enough for a dinner party. More Molly Ringwald than Madonna, but it worked. Maybe Ken’s twinkling blue eyes would make her insides tingle again.

Yesterday’s newspaper included a Careers section with two extra pages of want ads. She had mailed out five applications to posted jobs. Encouraged, she had checked Apartments to Let but without knowing what “salary commensurate with qualifications” would be, it was difficult to guess how much rent she could afford.

Leaving the discarded skirt on her pink-canopied bed, she straightened her shoulder pads and backcombed her fine, straight hair, then nodded in satisfaction. When their front door chime echoed up the stairwell from the foyer below, she spritzed Chanel No. 5 on her wrists, took a deep breath, and left her room.

Her father and Ken greeted each other in the marble-tiled entryway and exchanged pleasantries about the weather. Ken said something that made her father laugh.

Both looked up as she descended the curving stairs from the upper floor. Her high-heeled shoes sank into the deep pile carpet and she gripped the polished oak banister to avoid tripping.

The heat in Ken’s gaze as she made the final turn and stepped down to the main level sent pleasant shivers through her. This was what the books meant about capturing his whole attention. As if the rest of the world disappeared and it was just the two of you.

Back straight and head high, balanced on her strappy new shoes, she held out her hand. Ken gripped it firmly but not too tightly, holding it a moment longer than a casual handshake.

His full lips curved up under his moustache. “You look beautiful this evening.”

The glimmer in his eyes suggested it was more than a trite line.

Her heart fluttered. “Thank you.”

Her gaze skimmed down from his face to his shiny wingtips. He wore an expensive suit in a flattering grey rather than simple black, with a green silk tie subtly printed with the University of Saskatchewan logo. His striped shirt showcased his broad chest.

Another flutter erupted in her belly.

“Care for a drink?” her father asked before leading the way toward the sitting room at the back of the first floor.

Ken offered Elaine his arm and they followed, her high heels clicking against the marble tile. She concentrated on maintaining her balance.

Her father went directly to a bar with padded leather edging. Interlocking mirrors with gold zigzag designs ran the length of the wall behind, reflecting the marble fireplace opposite. Through screened patio doors, light summer breezes brought fresh scents of tulips from their garden.

Ken accepted the glass of whiskey her father handed him. “Lovely house, Michael. Breathtaking view.”

Her father acknowledged the compliment with a gracious nod and handed Elaine a glass of white wine. “Make yourselves comfortable. My wife will let us know when to expect dinner.”

Elaine sat on the leather couch facing the patio doors. Ken took a seat beside her. Expensive masculine cologne, tangy but not sharp, wafted her way as he flashed her his Tom Selleck smile. It would be a pleasure to welcome him home after a workday, to bask in that smile after a successful dinner party.

Her father took the chair across a glass coffee table from them, near the fireplace. The two men discussed the office: how Ken was finding his first months, a case they were working on, and gossip about other lawyers.

Ken had a sexy voice, deep but smooth, and he stretched comfortably on the sofa. Her father made an occasional ribbing comment, but his humour was genuine when Ken returned the barbs. Even Ken’s laugh was sexy. Tanya had been right: he was a hunk. And those tingles felt nice, warming Elaine’s insides.

His biggest flaw was that her father liked him. Which made her feel petty. If she embarked on a serious relationship with Ken, there would be no more job applications. Wouldn’t that be easier?

She took a deep drink of her wine to ease her dry throat.

All three looked up when Elaine’s mother entered.

Vanessa came forward as her husband introduced her to their guest. Her waist was barely thicker than Elaine’s, blonde hair swept into a thick top knot that Elaine wished she had inherited. Strands of gold chain glimmered against the tanned skin above her breasts and a silky gold skirt swirled around her knees as she stepped forward on stilettos with practiced ease.

Ken stood to take her hand in greeting. “Pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Richards.”

“It’s Vanessa, please.” Her tone and expression perfectly blended sincere welcome and formal politeness. “Mike speaks highly of you.”

Ken returned to the couch when she sat in another of the white leather chairs.

In her presence, talk turned from business to news. They discussed the space shuttle disaster, then conversation turned to the musical Cats.

“Do you enjoy theatre?” Elaine asked Ken.

“At times.” His eyes twinkled. “I prefer sports, but I enjoy a well-presented story.”

“Musicals?” she asked. She tolerated sports, but if there was any future for them, he had to accompany her to live performances.

Once, she auditioned for a play in grade school. She read lines along with another student, hopes soaring for at least a small part. Then the other student requested a non-singing role. Suddenly worried about her voice, Elaine echoed the request. Neither of them got a part in the musical.

“I’ve heard good things about Les Miserables,” Ken said.
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