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Prologue

 

 

Nineteen years ago

 

Katherine Tipton held out the brown paper lunch bag and shook it at her three friends. “Put your fortunes in the bag. I’ll shake them up, then we’ll draw. Youngest first.” That meant Casey Madison, three years younger than Katherine’s thirteen.

Casey tossed her scruffy blonde hair. “Why do you get to hold the bag while we pick? This is my house and I should make the rules.”

Katherine huffed with impatience. Casey had been much more likeable in her letters. That was how the four of them had made friends in the first place. Their moms had all seen an article in a kids’ magazine about pen pals and thought it was a great way to, ugh, get their kids to practice their penmanship by writing something in actual pen or pencil on actual paper. 

So the moms had sent in a form to get their kids matched up to another kid who wanted a pen pal. Although since Casey’s mom was a complete flake, it had actually been Casey’s oldest sister Shar who sent in the form.

Casey probably got away with a lot because she was little and really cute—much more so than Katherine with her plain black hair and blah colored brown eyes. Rachael Reeves was sweet and the quietest of the four of them, her long hair a little darker than Casey’s. Kat Roth was a beanpole with short brown hair, taller than Katherine, but she didn’t have boobs yet. Or at least you couldn’t see them through that sweatshirt she wore.

Katherine gave the bag another shake. “I get to hold it because I’m the oldest. Kat won’t be thirteen for three more weeks, on July 31st. I had my birthday almost two whole months ago. Rachael is only eleven. And you’re the youngest. Which means you get to draw first. That should be good enough.”

Casey stuck out her lower lip, her brown eyes narrowing. Katherine hoped there wasn’t another tantrum brewing. Casey had already run complaining to her older sisters, Shar and Elizabeth, a couple of times.

Katherine wished they hadn’t had to have this important meeting of the Pen Pal Sisterhood at Casey’s house in Southern California. Even though Katherine could tell that Shar and Elizabeth did their best to keep up the rundown two story, it was always a little bit messy. The basement where they were having their meeting was just a big bare room with a mattress on the floor in the middle and a lot of junk pushed up against the walls. Their meals so far had been of the boxed mac and cheese and scrambled eggs variety.

It would have been so much better if they could have met at Katherine’s house. But except for Kat, whose family up in Seattle was rich, the rest of them were pretty poor, Casey most of all. Katherine’s mom and Rachael’s step-mom had managed to scrape together airfare, Katherine from Sacramento and Rachael from all the way out in Indiana. But there was no way Casey’s sisters could have managed to fly her anywhere, and Casey’s stupid mom just wouldn’t. Meeting at Casey’s house was the only way she could become a full member of the Pen Pal Sisterhood.

Katherine did like Casey most of the time—she was funny and goofy and always had a silly story to tell. And Rachael was so nice, it was impossible not to want to be friends with her. Kat was super-smart, and even though it was clear that the skinny girl was really good at being in charge—it was probably all that money—Kat had pretty much let Katherine run things since they’d all arrived two days ago. And being the boss was just the way Katherine liked it.

The other three girls dropped their folded squares of paper into the bag. Casey’s were all crumpled, Rachael’s neatly folded, Kat’s a little haphazard. Katherine’s, already in the bag, had been written ahead of time, printed out on the school computer. They were all sensible, achievable fortunes. She had a feeling that Casey’s crumpled squares would be neither sensible nor based in reality. 

Katherine gave the bag a little jiggle. “I now declare that the Pen Pal Sisterhood will begin claiming their future.”

Casey squinted at her. “Huh?”

Katherine sighed. “Just draw a slip of paper.”

Casey pounced eagerly, shoving her hand so hard into the bag, she tore the top edge a little. She chose quickly, snatching out her prize. It clearly wasn’t one of Casey’s own—too neatly folded. Rachael’s?

Katherine offered the bag to Rachael, who shut her eyes and took several seconds to carefully select a fortune. She concealed it in her hand so Katherine wasn’t sure whose it was.

When Katherine tipped the fortune bag toward Kat, the girl slipped her slender hand inside, flicking her fingers around a bit as if to stir them, then pinching one out. It was rumpled like one of Casey’s.

Katherine’s turn. Tilting her head away so she couldn’t see inside, she followed Kat’s lead and stirred the contents with a finger. She scooped out one from the edge.

It was one of her own. Her heart fell.

This is perfect, she told herself. Who wouldn’t want to set their own future?

She forced a smile. “Should we open them all at once or—”

But Casey had already unfolded hers, and she guffawed as she read it. “‘Someday you will fall in love.’ Eew.”

Rachael, smiling, held out her fortune for Katherine and the others to see. Someone special will find you. Katherine guessed that Rachael had written both of those.

Kat opened hers and laughed. “‘You will eat lots of chocolate.’” She poked Casey. “I already do.” That was why Kat’s family had so much money. They owned a big candy company in Seattle.

Now they all looked at Katherine. She didn’t even want to open hers. But she did, then mumbled out, “You will be a success at your job.”

“That’s kind of boring,” Casey said.

“Is not,” Katherine snapped back. “It’s a good fortune. The best kind.”

“Sure it is,” Rachael said, patting her on the shoulder.

Then Shar yelled down to the basement that she’d just popped some popcorn. Casey was half-way up the stairs before the rest of them could even get to their feet.

“I’ll be up in a minute,” Katherine told Rachael and Kat.

She listened as their footsteps reached the top of the wooden stairs. Then Katherine opened the paper bag again, shut her eyes like Rachael had, and grabbed another fortune.

Not one of hers, nor Casey’s. She set down the bag. With shaking fingers she opened the square of paper and read.

Love is waiting for you.

Katherine smiled, holding the message close to her heart.


Chapter 1

 

 

Present Day

 

Steve Walker plunged his hand into the murky depths of his daughter’s backpack. As Corazón regarded him with her coffee-colored eyes, Steve probed past fruit snack wrappers and pencil stubs, fingers encountering a soft, sticky lump.

He dislodged the gooey mess and held it out to his almost seven-year-old daughter. “What might this be?”

“Might be peanut butter an’ jelly.” She leaned closer and sniffed delicately. “Starbaby jelly.”

How many days ago had that particular sandwich taken up residence in the bottom of her backpack? With trepidation, he reached again into the black hole. His imagination displayed Technicolor fantasies of first his arm, then his entire body being sucked into the bottomless pit.

His mouth widened into a slow grin. Real potential here for his next smart phone app. Backpack Abyss. Hapless parents battling globs of bread and peanut butter, skewered by pencil stubs.

Finally, he struck pay dirt. He pinched the edge of the crumpled piece of paper and pulled it free. He held it out to Corazón’s earnest face.

“When did Mr. Harper give you this note?” He tried to be stern, but he wanted to hug her, and feel her thin caramel-colored arms wrap trustingly around his shoulders.

She shrugged, the gesture an imitation of his own. He brimmed with parental pride, marveling at how quickly she’d adapted in the eighteen months she’d been his.

With an effort, he returned to the matter at hand. “The message is from the principal and your teacher wanted you to give me this right away.”

She nodded solemnly. “Yes, Daddy.”

He lay the jelly-smeared sheet on the kitchen counter and picked up a damp rag. “I bet Principal Tipton thinks I ignored this note. She’s probably angry at Daddy. ”

“Ms. Tipton is always mad anyway.”

As Steve wiped the note clean, he had to agree. He’d never met the woman, only spoken with her on the phone after each of Corazón’s spirited antics. The Jell-O in the water fountain, the corn snake in the teacher’s desk drawer... Okay, the haircut she’d given her friend Jenny would take a while to grow out, especially the spot Cora had colored with permanent marker....

But where he saw high spirits and harmless experimentation Ms. Tipton saw signs of budding juvenile delinquency. The woman had no sense of humor. Her tone was judgmental, her attitude unforgiving. Talking to her, he felt the urge to pull on a sweater to keep warm. After a half-dozen rancorous phone calls with her, he was convinced she had snakes instead of hair.

Now there was an idea—Gorgon Schoolmistress. He could program each writhing snake on the Gorgon’s head with different venoms, and the hero would have to find the right shields to protect himself. Maybe Ms. Gor—Ms. Tipton would agree to model for the graphic artist.

When he’d swiped enough strawberry jelly off the paper, he read the appointment time penned neatly on the note. She’d expected him at the school at three o’clock. An hour-and-a-half ago. Principal Tipton would be furious.

“Daddy!” Corazón gasped. He looked up and saw her staring in fascinated horror out the front window. “She’s here!”

Steve moved behind his daughter, settling his hands on her shoulders. “Who’s here?” He squinted through the cut glass of the window, glimpsing the lines of a severe navy suit. The face above the suit shifted and fractured Picasso-like through the ornate glass.

Corazón craned her neck up at him, excitement bursting in her dark eyes. “Ms. Tipton!”

He heard the sharp tip-tap of steps on the porch. Then the doorbell rang.

“Daddy, what’re we gonna do?”

Even the doorbell sounded angry as it trilled a second time. “We let her in, mija,” he answered, using the Spanish endearment like a talisman. As he sidled to the door, Cora wrapped her arms around his legs.

“Tell her our dog ate the note, Daddy.”

“But we don’t have a dog, mija. Cousin Denny is allergic.”

She gripped him tighter. “Then a time-morpher took it. Came out of the ‘puter and gobbled it up.”

“I don’t think Ms. Tipton believes in time-morphers.”

“What’re we gonna do?” Corazón said again as her tight grip cut off the circulation in his legs.

“I’ll think of something, mija,” he soothed as he gripped the doorknob.

By the time he opened the door, he’d come up with several creative excuses, each sillier than the last. But it turned out not to have mattered. Because when he saw her on his doorstep, her slim ankles in navy spiked heels, the dangerous curves at hip and waist, the milk chocolate brown hair framing a delicate heart-shaped face—all coherent thought fled.

As a tantalizing scrap of red—red!—lace peeked from the edge of her skirt, he realized he was wrong about one thing. Ms. Tipton was no Gorgon. But he was absolutely right about another. She was blazing, spitting mad.

 

* * *

 

Katherine Elizabeth Tipton considered herself a reasonable, levelheaded woman. As principal of Gardenview Elementary in California’s Sierra foothills, she administered a staff of thirty. She monitored the progress of four hundred fifty-one K through sixth grade students. She eked out sufficient funds from a shrinking budget for educating her students and for maintaining aging school buildings. She possessed not only her administrative credential and Masters in Education, but an MBA as well. She was always, always cool and calm. Yet with every phone call to Mr. Steven Walker, her cool, calm demeanor dissolved.

He didn’t seem to intend to make her angry. In fact, she couldn’t quite put a finger on what he did that set her off. It wasn’t the fact that he was a flake, although she’d never understood how the state of California could have approved such a goofball as an adoptive parent. A single parent at that.

And it wasn’t that he was neglectful of his daughter’s academic performance. Cora’s teacher from last year said that Mr. Walker had attended every parent event. Conferences, PTA meetings, back-to-school night. He’d even volunteered in the classroom every other week.

But every time she spoke to the man, she became more and more convinced that he simply had no clue about the gravity of his daughter’s misbehavior. Nothing Cora did seemed to faze him. She’s only expressing herself, Mr. Walker said in response to Cora’s pranks, a sentiment far too like that of Katherine’s own father.

Which explained at least part of Katherine’s instant dislike of Steve Walker. He was too much in the same mold as Daddy. Harold Tipton had always urged Katherine to “express herself.”

Life’s too short not to do what you want to do, he liked to say. Of course, in his own search for what he wanted in life, Harold Tipton usually left Katherine and her mother in the lurch.

Her father doubtless would have preferred a daughter like Casey Madison, Katherine’s scatterbrained childhood friend. With that neglectful mother of hers, Casey had been allowed to “express herself,” and look where she ended up—dealing blackjack in Reno, Nevada.

Katherine shook off her troubling thoughts as she headed up the walk of Mr. Walker’s narrow, three-story Victorian. The late-afternoon October sunlight glanced off the peach and pale coral adorning the neat clapboards and gingerbread trim. The wraparound front porch wore a darker shade of coral, each post in the balustrade painted impeccably.

She felt a stab of envy at the sight of the well-kept structure. She couldn’t help comparing the perfection of Mr. Walker’s Victorian with the tumbledown state of her own. Not that her house wouldn’t outshine this one someday, when she completed its refurbishment. She grimaced. If she ever completed it. If her mother didn’t drive away every competent contractor in Northern California first.

With an effort, she refocused her ire on Mr. Walker. Mounting the porch steps, she straightened her navy blue suit, tugging at her skirt to conceal the red-lace slip she’d pulled on this morning with guilty pleasure. Jaw set, she stabbed at the doorbell with her finger.

She heard movement inside the house, shuffling feet and furiously whispered voices, one of them clearly Mr. Walker’s. She caught a quick impression of someone peering out the cut-glass front window. Expecting the imminent opening of the door, she squared her shoulders.

The door did not open. She heard the whispering again, the heavy scraping of feet as if something weighted down the legs. She jabbed the doorbell again. Still no response.

Worked into a self-righteous fury, she organized in her mind all the cutting things she would say to Steve Walker. Determined, she raised her finger for a third skewering of the doorbell.

The door opening stopped her hand in mid-air. The sight of Steve Walker’s chest, broad and flat and six inches from her nose, stopped her brain in mid-thought.

Katherine tipped up her head to meet Walker’s eyes. She blinked at their unusual copper color, narrowed her own suspiciously at his slow smile. She clenched her jaw to keep her own face from softening in response.

His grin broadened, as if he’d detected her reaction. She diverted her eyes from his smile, her restless gaze taking in the soft brown waves of his hair, the strong column of his neck, the wide shoulders flexing in forest green plaid flannel. She thought about cupping her hands on those shoulders and sliding them along the musculature, to lock behind his neck and...

“Ms. Tipton?”

A flush rose in her cheeks as she batted down her fantasy. Stop panting after this man. You are nearly engaged. But somehow she couldn’t bring Alan’s face to mind.

Instead that silly fortune from the first and last meeting of the Pen pal Sisterhood floated up in her imagination. Love is waiting for you. She felt a pang in her heart before she brushed aside the adolescent notion.

“Mr. Walker,” she said breathlessly, then added starch to her voice. “You seem to have forgotten our appointment.”

“Please, call me Steve.” He stepped aside, gesturing her into the house. “I’m sorry, but I’m afraid Cora’s backpack ate the note.”

She eyed him sharply as she squeezed past him, not liking the close proximity of the doorway. Once she was on a level with him she saw he was only a few inches taller than her five-foot-seven. Holding him in her arms, she reflected, would be an easy, comfortable gesture. She put distance between them as soon as she was inside.

He shut the door, then moved penguin-like toward the living room. For the first time, she noticed Corazón clinging like a limpet to the backs of his legs. Katherine resisted the urge to smile at Mr. Walker’s mincing steps. She needed to keep her expression serious.

“Come sit,” he said, grabbing up an armload of magazines from the plum-colored leather sofa.

Just as Katherine began to lower herself to the plump cushions, an explosion of sound shook the house. With a little shriek, Katherine flung herself onto the sofa in an awkward sprawl.

She tugged down on her navy skirt frantically, covering a wisp of crimson lace. “What was that?”

“Cousin Denny,” Mr. Walker answered placidly as he peeled his daughter from his legs.

He settled in a matching plum armchair set at a right angle to the sofa and pulled his daughter into his lap. As he shifted to accommodate Corazón, his denim-clad knees brushed against Katherine’s.

She pulled away and scanned the warm, comfortable room. She admired the spill of lace curtains at the windows, the riotous cabbage rose wallpaper and satiny cherry wood molding.

Her gaze rested on the magazines on the sturdy oak side table. Each cover sported lurid screen shots from various electronic games. She recognized the magazine titles. She’d confiscated enough of them from her fifth and sixth grade students.

Katherine wrinkled her nose in distaste. “Cora likes video games?”

Corazón kept her wary eyes on Katherine. “Those are Daddy’s.” Her father grinned apologetically. “I forgot to take them back upstairs. I was looking for the ice world defense against the fooma bugs.”

Another bang rattled through the house. This time, Katherine pinpointed its source as somewhere upstairs. “What is that?”

“Cousin Denny,” Cora said solemnly. “He’s ‘sperimenting.”

“Experimenting,” Mr. Walker corrected as he dug through the stack of magazines. He plucked one from the pile. “This is a great issue.”

A crash and a clatter shuddered through the house and Katherine peered apprehensively heavenward. When she turned to Mr. Walker, she came face-to-face with a ten-legged purple bug with a face like a crazed bunny.

She nudged the magazine he held out for her away from her nose. “Very nice.”

He turned the magazine back to peruse the cover fondly. “I love computer games, phone apps. The colors, the sounds. The way a programmer can make a graphic come alive.”

A childlike delight suffused his face and the warmth in his eyes started a glow in the vicinity of Katherine’s heart. She had a sudden urge to sit with him at a computer, a mouse in her hand, blasting fooma bugs out of the ice world.

She slammed a lid on that notion. “I’m here to discuss Corazón.” An attenuated boom issued from above. This time Katherine barely flinched. “I have some definite concerns about her behavior.”

The child in question scrunched even farther into her father’s lap, her hands in a near death grip around his neck. The loud noises from upstairs might not have frightened her, but Katherine’s words certainly did.

Mr. Walker untwined Cora’s fingers. “In the classroom?”

“Partly, Mr. Walker.”

“Steve, please.”

“Steve,” she acquiesced. Then his warm smile must have shaken something loose in her brain, because she added, “I’m Katherine.” She snapped her mouth shut. She never invited parents to use her first name.

“Katherine.” He rolled her name across his tongue as if were a particularly luscious chocolate.

A shiver traveled down Katherine’s spine as he gazed at her expectantly. What had she been about to say?

She forced her brain back into gear. “Are you aware that Cora has been holding screaming contests at school?”

“Corazón Estrella Walker!” he chastised, mild censure in his tone. “Have you been screaming in the classroom?”

Cora gazed up at him sweetly. “No, Daddy. Only out on the playground.”

Steve turned his focus to Katherine. “She can’t scream on the playground?”

“It’s against school rules,” Katherine informed him.

His brows arched in surprise. “Children aren’t allowed to scream at school?”

“Of course not,” she said, feeling defensive. “If all the children screamed out on the yard—”

He fixed his eyes on hers. “Do all the children scream?”

“No.” A series of firecracker pops seemed to dance on the ceiling. Katherine waited until the room had quieted again. “Only the small group led by Cora.”

“Then I don’t see the problem.”

“But, Mr. Walker—Steve,” she amended, jumping as one last pop hurried to join its brothers. “When teachers hear a child scream, they’re immediately concerned that a student has been hurt.”

“You’re right,” he said, turning a dazzling smile on Katherine. “I hadn’t thought of it that way.”

His capitulation, not to mention his smile, confused Katherine. “You can see how it might frighten the teachers.”

“Of course. I agree.” He looked down at his daughter. “Okay, mija. All future scream contests should be held at home.”

“Okay, Daddy. Can I go watch Cousin Denny?”

“Sure.”

Cora squirmed down from his lap and disappeared upstairs. Steve leaned back, draping his arms across the back of the leather armchair. “Problem solved.”

Katherine could only stare, openmouthed. “But nothing’s solved!”

“Cora will keep her word.”

“Perhaps on that issue. But this isn’t just about the screaming.” Katherine scooted to the edge of the sofa, intent on making her point. “There’s the Jell-O in the water fountain.”

He waved a negligent hand. “She just wanted to see if it would turn the water red.”

“But it clogged the drain!”

“And I paid the plumbing bill. Which Cora’s repaying me from her allowance.”

Katherine leaned forward, only half-aware that her knees bobbed perilously near his again. “The snake in Mr. Harper’s desk.”

“She only meant to show it to him.” He propped his elbows on his knees, his face millimeters from hers. “Cora didn’t know he was so frightened of snakes.”

She felt the warmth of his breath as he spoke, the heat in his coppery eyes palpable. Her gaze snagged on his mouth and traced the line of lips with fascination. Somewhere in the back of her mind, a little voice screeched that she had no business being so close to him.

“So you see,” he said, and she followed the intriguing movement, “there’s no problem.”

Somehow, she couldn’t find fault with his logic. “But what about the pictures?”

His gaze dipped down to her knees. “Pictures?”

She looked down to see what drew his attention. A two-inch swath of red lace and satin jutted from the edge of her skirt. In a mortified rush, her good sense returned, and she scrambled back from him. She slid half-way down the sofa’s length to put an extra measure of distance between them.

“Cora draws pictures,” Katherine stated, concealing her slip again with sharp tugs. “Of monsters, alien creatures, strange worlds. The school psychologist is quite concerned.”

Steve broke into unexpected laughter. “Those are just video game characters.”

Katherine crossed her arms across her chest to ward off his good humor. “It still doesn’t seem healthy for a little girl like Cora.”

“But she’s got some great ideas.” He rose from his chair, holding out a hand to her. “Come on upstairs, I’ll show you.”

No way would she take that hand. No possible way would she go upstairs with him, where the mysterious Cousin Denny obviously concocted pipe bombs. She would remain planted on the sofa until the overwhelming temptation to feel his fingers locked with hers receded.

With a shock, she felt her traitorous arm snake from safety. She reached toward him, her fingers brushing his. Then sudden, thunderous footsteps on the front porch put the entire scene into pause mode.

The front door banged open with an energy that seemed capable of blasting it from its hinges. Just as Katherine snatched her hand back, twin teenage girls, in a clamor of enthusiasm and high-pitched voices, made their flamboyant entrance.

“Uncle Steve!” one of them squealed, although which of the red-headed girls had spoken Katherine couldn’t tell. They hugged him in turn, as if they hadn’t seen him in years, with all the drama of fourteen-year-olds.

The girls slammed the door shut again, then slung backpacks in quick succession under a table. “We won!” said one twin.

“First place!” her sister said, tossing back her long fall of red hair.

“We’re going to finals!” the first said, feet prancing in an exuberant jig.

Steve gave them each another hug. “Fantastic!” He backed away and turned to Katherine. “Melinda, Theresa, this is Ms. Tipton.”

Katherine rose and the girls gravely shook her hand in turn. Spying their white cotton gloves, Katherine asked, “You’re cheerleaders?”

“Ewww,” they squealed in unison, their pretty freckled faces screwed up in disgust. “Yuk.”

Steve laughed. “Melinda and Theresa perform synchronous traffic direction.”

“Synchronous...” Katherine’s voice trailed off as she took in the khaki-trimmed-with-red camp shirt and shorts the girls wore. Neatly lettered plastic nametags were pinned to their pocket flaps and whistles dangled around their necks.

“They’re top of their division,” Steve continued proudly. “If they win the state finals, they go on to National.”

The girls cheered at the top of their lungs, rivaling Cousin Denny’s noise production, while Steve pumped his arm triumphantly.

“Do you want to see?” Melinda asked Katherine.

As Katherine scrambled for a response, Theresa asked Steve, “Which one should we show her?”

He squeezed Theresa’s shoulder. “I’m partial to the flooded intersection routine, myself.”

“Four Lanes Become One,” the girls chimed, jumping up and down.

“You’ll love this,” Steve said to Katherine, steering her to the sofa. “You have the music?” he asked Theresa.

She looked up from her backpack and handed him an MP3 player. “Right here.”

Steve popped the player into a nearby dock while the girls positioned themselves side-by-side, one slightly behind the other. When he saw they were ready, he pushed the play button and hurried to sit beside Katherine. John Philip Sousa rocketed from the dock speakers. Katherine was sure she saw the windows bow from the noise.

Steve shouted in her ear, “They practice every day.” Katherine nodded wanly.

The girls began to march in place, their white-sneakered feet stepping in tandem. Then as the music blared on, they leaped and swung their arms in perfect unison, pointing and gesturing to imaginary irate drivers. They frequently punctuated the routine with the shrilling whistles, the high-pitched sound nearly finishing the damage to Katherine’s eardrums begun by the loud music.

Through it all, Steve grinned, bouncing gently in time to the music. He kept his arm on the back of the sofa and whenever the girls executed a particularly difficult maneuver or twirl, he brought it down to give Katherine a squeeze. Katherine knew it was just an expression of his enthusiasm, but each time the flexing of his muscles across her shoulders unsettled her. His touch set the world a-tilt until even synchronous traffic cops seemed an everyday occurrence.

The music faded in a last blare of horns and tumble of drums. Her ears still ringing, Katherine managed to smile politely at the girls, and congratulate them on their win. But Steve’s arm had somehow ended up draped across her shoulders. When the girls raced each other upstairs, Katherine barely noticed their departure.

Steve’s fingers stroked her upper arm. “Aren’t they great?”

If he meant his fingers, she wholeheartedly agreed. She felt the imprint of each one through the navy linen of her suit. If Alan’s touch felt that vivid, she probably would have married him by now.

Alan! Her almost betrothed. Good Lord, what was she doing playing snugglies with another man? With the father of one of her students?

She bolted upright, jerking away from Steve. “We have to do something about Cora.”

He leaned into the corner of the sofa. If he felt anything from their recent contact, he didn’t show it. “I think we’ve handled the situation well.”

Katherine locked her hands together, placing them primly in her lap. “But she can’t keep breaking the rules.”

He gazed at her sidelong. “Maybe you’re too hard-nosed about rules.”

Katherine stiffened. “You think children shouldn’t have guidelines?”

“Of course they should.” He waved his hand as if that were a trivial issue. “But some of your rules seem to be more for the benefit of adults than children.”

A belief Katherine herself secretly held, but she wasn’t about to tell him that. “The teachers need the rules. With thirty students to a classroom—”

“Stop,” he said, fingertips pressed to her lips. Katherine’s eyes widened at the shock of that contact. He pulled his hand away before he continued. “Let’s not talk about thirty kids. Let’s talk about one. Cora.”

“But all the others—”

He touched her lips again, cutting off her words. It would be so easy to press a kiss against his fingers.

“Let’s talk about one,” he said softly, roughness edging his voice.

Katherine nodded, mute, and his hand dropped away again. “That little girl went through hell in Mexico. She saw things that no child should at her age.”

“But the other children...” Katherine began, then halted when it looked as if he would touch her again. She fixed her eyes on his, warning him off. “Some of the others have had it rough right here. That doesn’t mean we should let them do whatever they please.”

Impatience narrowed his eyes. “Of course not. But children need more flexibility. A rule that works for one child may not work for another.”

“We can’t have different rules for different children!”

“Why not?” he asked, pinning her with his coppery gaze. 

“Because...” She blinked, waiting for the words to come to her. “Because...”

The question seemed so obvious, why couldn’t she think of an answer? To her dismay, she fell back on one of her mother’s platitudes. “We must have a strict set of rules. Otherwise we’d have anarchy.”

“I say love should take precedence over order,” he said, wiping away her reasoned logic with one preposterous, tantalizing statement.

And darned if that old fortune didn’t jump up again. Love is waiting for you.

She squashed the notion like a bug. She was about to respond to Steve when the sudden, excited cry of “Daddy!” erupted from upstairs. Steve turned and took a breath as if to call out a reply.

Then with a shudder that rattled the windows, another explosion blasted through the house. On the heels of that noise came Corazón’s terrified scream.

Steve vaulted over the sofa and scaled the stairs three at a time. Katherine kicked off her spike heels, rounded the sofa and raced after him.


Chapter 2

 

 

Katherine was only halfway up the stairs when Steve propelled himself around the top newel post and down the hall. Katherine pelted after him, the gallery of family photos and ornate mirrors a blur in the long hallway.
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