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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      In a hurry

      

      The boa constrictor tightened its grip, slowly… slowly, as Abby struggled to breathe in its grasp. It had worked its way quietly, insidiously, up past her waist and around her ribs before she had awakened. She tried pushing it downward with all her might, but her ninety-eight-pound frame was no match for its strength. She felt a pop on her right side, and a sharp pain. Finally, she gave up trying.

      It was futile to think she could escape Houdini’s grip.

      

      The sound of alarms pierced the air, and Abby awakened in a cold sweat, breathing hard and holding the ribs on her right side to keep them from hurting. She groaned loudly, and sat up on the side of the bed, trying to get her bearings while the obnoxious sound continued to blast.

      “Oh, shut up.” She reached over and tapped dismiss. She hated that sound.

      Abby sighed. She hated the phone too, but three nights ago it had saved her life when she’d ended up taking the boa constrictor named Houdini from the science lab home with her. The lab had been locked when she came back to return him, and her professor hadn’t given her a key. Bringing the boa back to her apartment was probably one of the worst decisions she’d ever made, yet there had been nothing else she could do. It had ended badly, and she’d been forced to call 911.

      She glanced at the clock again. There was just enough time to shower and get ready; the campus van would be waiting to take the grad students to a seminar out of town. There should be enough time if she hurried, and she could leave her car outside the apartment.

      Fully awake now, Abby hurried into the bathroom and glanced in the mirror at the auburn curls now plastered to her head. Turning the shower on full blast, she stepped under it, feeling the hot water rush down over her bruised body. It felt good. The nightmare about Houdini began to ebb away under the hot spray. She supposed she should be thankful for it. Perhaps it would replace the other terrifying nightmare that had plagued her for months.

      The phone began ringing in the bedroom, a welcome distraction. She was sure it was one of the other grad students, making sure she was up.

      “I am. Leave me alone!” she shouted, stepping out onto a towel. She wouldn’t race to answer it. They’d call back.

      Abby glanced up at the clock again as she finished drying her hair. She dressed in a pink cashmere sweater and dark navy jeans. Hearing her phone beep in the other room, she went to check it.

      A voicemail.

      “Hey, brat,” Trey’s friendly, ‘big brother’ voice came through clearly, “Just checking on you. I wanted to make sure you’re awake. I know how soundly you sleep. I’ll give you another call in—” The phone began to ring once more.

      “What!” Abby answered it in a testy voice.

      “Brat?” Trey’s voice. “Did you wake up on the wrong side of the floor?”

      He didn’t know how close he was to being right.

      “I just didn’t want you to be late.”

      Abby rolled her eyes. “I will be if I have to stop and answer the phone one more time. Don’t worry, I’ll be there.” She punched the button and hung up. If it hadn’t been for Trey, she doubted she’d have made it through the last few years of school. He had stepped in to be the big brother in her life when her own brother, Jake had tragically passed away. She pushed the memory out of her mind. Only a few years later her dad’s death followed. Trey had also gotten her a new job at Grace Café, a local coffee shop the students at the university frequently visited.

      A few minutes later she was descending the steps to the ground floor, hoping no one broke in while she was gone. She’d asked one of the students to hang the door she’d bought, but she hadn’t had enough money to buy a new lock to go on it. EMS had had been forced to break the door in to get to her the night Houdini had almost killed her. The new lock would have to wait until payday; another week.

      Armed with her Anatomy and Physiology book and a protein bar, she headed down the steps to the outside; her breath hitched, and her ribs protested loudly as she inhaled the cold November morning

      The phone in her purse rang again, just as she cleared the steps. She took it from her pocket and looked at the caller ID. This time she was determined not to shout.

      “Hi Jenna.”

      “Hey Abby. Just wanted to check on you. Good news. We’re traveling with a hunk today. Bad news. You’ll have to sit with Glynnis if you don’t hurry. But, more good news, if you flirt with the hunk enough maybe he’ll ask you to sit with him. Oh-and don’t forget to take your insulin.”

      Dammit! She had. All the way to the sidewalk now, she turned and headed back toward her apartment door.

      “I’ll be there in a few minutes. I’m on foot.”

      “Why the heck are you walking?”

      “Felt like it.” She lied. “I won’t be long.”

      Abby hit the all sounds off button on her phone and ran back toward her apartment, holding tightly to her ribs. She only had enough for one or two more doses anyway, so she would have to leave it here. Tomorrow’s dose would have to be late. This was something she would have to figure out. She could, however, check her blood sugars today, so she tucked her meter into her purse

      She felt the phone vibrate in her phone pocket, and ignored it. Since her diagnosis of diabetes several months ago, the whole science department at school seemed to think it was their responsibility to check on her several times a day; sometimes, several times an hour. At first it was sweet. Now, it was annoying. When she turned off texting out of irritation, they had only begun coming to her apartment to check on her, so she’d turned it back on.

      Abby smiled, looking at the streets and the fall color still left as she hurried. The old college town was, in places, carpeted with colorful fall leaves that had descended during the night. It was beautiful.

      The traffic light at the end of the third block turned red as she was crossing, and she stepped up her pace across the street. But it was the threat of having to sit next to Glynnis Jones for the ten-hour trip that caused her to hurry the most. Glynnis was her nemesis.

      She could see the school now, and was glad the science complex was on this end of the campus. The van was loading up students, making her hurry even faster.

      “Step on it, brat!” It was Trey, leaning out the window of the van. Trey was slightly older than the rest of the grad students. He’d taken a few years off and worked before coming back to finish up his degree. The first time she had run into him she had mentally compared him to Ichabod Crane of The Legend of Sleepy Hollow. She’d never told him that. The truth was, if she could count on anyone, it was Trey. She stuck her tongue out at him, but did try to move faster, holding her ribs as she began to run.

      Dan, the driver, stood outside waiting for her with his arms folded. “No need to run, Abby. I won’t leave without you.”

      Abby smiled at him and slowed back to a brisk walk. “Thanks Dan. You’re my hero.”

      He put a hand over his heart, grinning. “Sweet, as well as gorgeous. Where’s your car?”

      She was getting closer now. “The tail light’s out. I promised the police I wouldn’t drive it until it’s fixed. I can’t afford a ticket right now.”

      “Ah.”

      “Is everyone here?”

      “Yep. Just waiting on you. There’s one seat left. You’ll have to share with Glynnis.” He grinned at her, sympathetically, as if he knew what she was thinking.

      Abby took a deep breath. She hoped what she was thinking wasn’t written all over her face. It wasn’t pretty.

      “You’re late,” was all Glynnis said, in an abrupt voice.

      “Good morning.” Abby forced herself to sound perky, but her normally full lips became a straight line. She heard a chuckle over to the right, and turned to see Nick, eyeing her. It was hard to suppress a grin at his cherubic face.

      She turned around to face the two girls sitting behind her, who were close friends.

      “Am I that late?” she mouthed.

      “Nope,” Cindy laughed, her wavy dark hair swaying. “You have a whole minute and fifteen seconds. Plenty of time. Do you know you can have sex in that amount of time?”

      Abby barely managed to suppress the giggle that came to her lips. Jenna, next to Cindy, was making a face at Glynnis. She was a comedian, and she was also a good friend. With her animated smile, every move she made sent her curls bouncing. Her hair came down well-below her shoulders like Abby’s, and her glasses slightly magnified her laughing blue eyes.

      Abby glanced toward the back seat at the man next to the window. Was this the hunk Jenna had mentioned? He seemed to be watching her intently, and sent a half-smile her way. She smiled back, her cheeks flushed, and turned back around, glancing at the group. Most of them were on their cell phones now, studying.

      Dan was looking back at her in the mirror, grinning. “Bring your cell phone?” he asked, teasing. When she rolled her eyes, he laughed. “All aboard, mates. We’re off.”

      Jenna, behind her, leaned forward. “Check out the hunk?” she whispered, and Abby turned around to grin at her, careful not to look at him. Glynnis, however had heard, and groaned with disgust. Her voice carried when she spoke.

      “Sex? Is that all you three ever think about?” she looked from one to the next.

      Jenna, not to be outdone, had a huge grin on her face. “Of course it is. What’s wrong with you?” The others around them snickered.

      Glynnis adopted a stony expression. “I have my career to think of. And I don’t need anyone to help me.” she sighed. “Especially a man.”

      Jenna, however, just grinned back at her. “Hmm. Poor Glynnis. Life must be very boring, for you,” she said, simply.

      Embarrassed, Abby turned back around to face the front. She hoped the man in the back seat had not heard. But as she turned, she managed to catch another glimpse of him.

      Jenna was right. He was quite a hunk. Even sitting down, he looked very tall, with a head of dark curly hair that she immediately wanted to run her fingers through. He was frowning, and she knew for certain he’d heard. The sun coming through the window revealed intense hazel eyes. In a dark navy sweater and khaki pants, he was extremely handsome. If he was a grad student, why had she never seen him before?

      As if he felt her eyes on him, he turned toward her, and she looked away, quickly. His expression, however, was not amused. It was intense, and she wondered what he was thinking.

      Resigned to her fate, she pulled out her A&P book and looked up the current chapter she was studying.

      “What did you have for breakfast, Abby?” It was David’s voice.

      Abby reached into her purse and pulled out the bar, holding it up.

      “A candy bar is not breakfast,” he scolded.

      “It’s a protein bar,” she threw back.

      “Right. Eggs would be better for you.”

      “No time.” She purposely flashed a beautiful grin back at him, and as if he knew she was being sarcastic, he shook his head and turned back around. She stuck out her tongue at him in defiance and unwrapped the bar, taking a big bite.

      It tasted terrible. He was right. At least eggs would have tasted better. Making a face, she choked the mouthful down and put the rest back in her purse.

      Aware of a hand on her right shoulder, she swiveled toward the back, expecting to see Cindy or Jenna. Instead, she looked up into the face of the man who had been sitting in the back row. His face was only inches above hers.

      “Come with me, young lady.” It was a command. She stared at the hand he held out uncertainly before placing hers in it and letting him lead her to the back.

      A moment later, he pulled her down next to him. Scott grinned, scooting over closer to Sherri.

      “What…” she whispered, “what are you doing?”

      His voice was deep but quiet. “Rescuing you from Glynnis Jones.”

      “Ooh.” A grin spread across her face, and she leaned forward, slightly. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. But that’s not all. I brought you back here to get you to eat something. Here.” He reached down, bringing up a brown bag, and pulled something out.

      She looked up as he handed the package to her. Curious, she brought the wrapper down around the outside. Inside, was a bacon, egg and cheese biscuit. It looked mouthwatering. She shook her head. “I can’t—”

      “Yes, you can. Eat.” The commanding tone was back. “It’ll be better for you than that thing you just made a face at and discarded. I’ve already had one of these. Here is milk to go with it. I always get two.”

      She stared up at him for a moment, and then looked down at the biscuit. It did look scrumptious, and smelled as good as it looked. Who was he, anyway? When she looked up at him again, his eyes contained amusement.

      “I promise, I’m not trying to poison you.”

      “I didn’t think you were.”

      “But I’m also not going to let you get away without eating breakfast. Not on this trip.”

      “Do you promise you’ve eaten?”

      “I promise.” His eyes were crinkling at the corners.

      She took a bite and savored it. “Mm. Delicious. Thank you. You’re my newest hero.”

      He grinned wider. “You don’t need a hero, young lady,” he said, in a deep voice. “You need a keeper.”
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      Who is this man?

      

      She ceased chewing, and stared up at him again. By the time she had swallowed her next bite, the stare had become a glare, “Who says I need a keeper?”

      “Your friends.” The smile disappeared. “And you may file away that glare somewhere else besides on your face.”

      Something about his tone caused her to swallow, and she sighed. “They all seem to think they’re my keepers.” She glanced around. Jenna was eyeing her with a grin; Glynnis, with disgust.

      Well, that was normal.

      He put his hands on her shoulders and turned her away from Glynnis’ malevolent stare.

      “Is she always this hostile toward you? Or do you get to be the lucky one this morning?”

      She took another bite, thoughtfully, as she watched his face. “That’s a good question. Most of the time I think it’s me. But we hardly see eye to eye on things.”

      “I see.”

      She twisted her mouth in thought. “At one time she was civil to me. Now, she’s not.”

      “I can see that,” he said quietly. “And you were the lucky soul that got stuck sitting with her on this trip.”

      “Yes. I should have gotten here earlier.” She frowned and peeked up at him. “It’s my own fault.” She raised her chin, meeting his eyes. “Thank you for breakfast, Mr.—”

      “Max.” he said simply.

      “Max,” she repeated, turning to go back to her seat. “It was delicious.”

      He put a hand on her arm, leaning forward. “Do you really want to go back and sit with her?”

      Abby looked over in the direction he indicated. Glynnis had turned around now, sitting sideways in the seat. Her feet were hanging out in the aisle, across the seat, and her profile indicated she was still wearing a hateful frown.

      “No?” She stared up into his face.

      “Then don’t. There is plenty of room here, and ten hours is a long time to have to be subjected to hostility.”

      She glanced over at Scott, who was sitting next to Sherri, his girlfriend, and then leaned closer to him. “Are you sure you don’t mind?”

      “If I did, I wouldn’t offer to keep you. And don’t worry about Scott; he’s happy for any excuse to sit closer to Sherri.”

      Dimples creased her face. “All right.”

      “Good. Now, tell me more about yourself.”

      “Nope, it’s your turn. For a start, why have I never met you before? I know everyone in the science department. Except the big wigs. And this is November. Unless you’re one of the big wigs and stay hidden away in a posh office, I should have seen you somewhere before now.”

      His eyes crinkled at the corners. “Apparently you haven’t met everyone. Schmidt couldn’t come today. I’m here in his place.” His grin down at her was infectious. “But you’re right about the office. It’s not posh, but I do have one. The school keeps me hidden as much as possible. They don’t like me either.”

      Abby laughed again. “I doubt that. And the students seem to like you a lot.” She leaned forward. “And don’t ask me where I heard that because I won’t tell. Go on?”

      The side of his mouth quirked up in a grin. “I do try to go to these seminars once or twice a semester. It gives me a chance to listen to what the students think about the school, too.”

      “I guess Dr. Schmidt has been the only one I’ve seen.”

      He studied her face a moment. “By the way, what’s your opinion of him?”

      Abby didn’t hesitate. “I think he’s a good professor. Good sense of humor. He wants to give me the opportunity to go to Alaska to work on my thesis next summer, and I can’t wait to see if he can get the school’s permission and funding. He said he has to pass it by the big wigs but he thinks they’ll approve it.”

      Max put up a hand, stopping her. “Whoa.” His eyes narrowed. “Where in Alaska?”

      “The Tongass Forest.”

      “By yourself?”

      “As far as I know. Why?”

      His stare down at her was forbidding. “He can’t send you by yourself.”

      She looked up at him, trying to think of something to say. When he didn’t speak, she lifted her chin defiantly. “I can take care of myself.”

      “Sure, you can.” His gaze down into her eyes grew stern, and Abby looked away. Who was he to tell her that she had no business going to Alaska? Who was this man?

      Glad she had brought her A&P book with her, she opened it, staring blankly down at it for a few moments. Finally, she gave up and snapped it shut, bringing her chin up. When she forced herself to raise her eyes to his again, she found that he was staring out the window. His jaw was set in a chiseled scowl.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude,” she said at last. “It’s just that it would be the opportunity of a lifetime.”

      His glance returned to hers. “I know you might feel that way, Abby, but you need to consider a few things.”

      “Such as?” she said stubbornly. He took her by the shoulders, and turned her to face him once again. She felt a shiver go down her spine at his touch.

      “Such as,” he said quietly, “what will you do the first time you come up on a four-hundred-pound grizzly out in the middle of nowhere who wants you for an evening meal? And such as,” he said, as he held her gaze, “what happens if you fall into a ravine and break a leg—and there is no one around to help you out? You’d be easy prey for any wild animal—and some animals—like wolves, travel in packs. Abby, the foxglove out there is even taller than you.” A moment passed with their gazes locked before he said, quietly. “All I’m saying to you is that if you belonged to me, there is not a snowball’s chance in hell that I would allow you to go out there alone. And Schmidt needs to have his head examined.”

      Abby slowly lowered her gaze, until it fell once again onto her A&P book.

      If she belonged to him? She felt totally bewildered. Perhaps she needed to do more research on the Tongass Forest. Was it really that dangerous? Surely Dr. Schmidt didn’t think so, or he would never have suggested it.

      Or would he? Her thoughts wandered to what had happened three days ago, when he had given her the responsibility of taking Houdini out of the lab. The cage that the boa had been known to escape from frequently painted a vivid scene in her mind. She had been careful to get him back to the lab twenty minutes before closing time, yet Dr. Schmidt had closed up the department and gone home early, and had not provided her with a key to the ‘Blue Room’ so she could return Houdini to his normal surroundings.

      Doubts clouded her mind, and she wondered if Max, watching her face, could see her misgivings. Gently now, he put a hand on her shoulder.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t intend to lecture you. It isn’t you I am upset with.”

      She raised her eyes to his. “I—I understand. I think I should go back to my seat now. Thank you again for my breakfast.”

      He looked disappointed, but he didn’t try to stop her. She rose, moving forward, and prayed Glynnis would move her legs back out of the way so she could sit down.

      “Excuse me, Glynnis,” she said quietly.

      Glynnis refused to even look up.

      “Glynnis? Excuse me?” she repeated, slightly louder, this time. “Would you move over, please?”

      Dan looked back in the mirror to see her standing. “Abby? Sweetheart, I’m not supposed to be moving with you standing.” Slowly, he pulled off the road and put the van in park. Turning around, he started to speak. So did Trey, anger on his face. But another voice spoke first, from over Abby’s head.

      “Glynnis?” It was Max’s voice, and it was harsh. “Turn around and put your feet down so Abby can sit down. Now.”

      Glynnis looked up, shocked. The expression, however, changed quickly to sarcasm. “Are you back? For good this time?” her voice sounded malicious and sticky-sweet.

      Abby didn’t respond. Glynnis gave a petulant sigh, and moved her legs over, and at last, Abby sat down. Her face was crimson; she knew it.

      She watched as Dan nodded a ‘thanks’ toward Max, who was still standing behind her. She could see his face in the curved mirror. She could see Glynnis’s smirk in it, too. Dan shook his head sympathetically and mouthed an “I’m sorry,” to Abby. Embarrassed, she smiled back. He shook his head and pulled back onto the highway.

      Abby sat quietly, staring down at her book. She thought about Houdini, the boa that had nearly taken her life three nights ago, and wondered how long she would have nightmares about it. But as she raised her eyes to the seat in front of her, the memory of another face stared back at her. It was a face she had learned to hate, and one she’d had nightmares about for months; the face of Chadwick Martin Brooks III.

      The memory of what had happened had been haunting her since the tenth of June, right after her father had passed away of a massive coronary. It ran once again through her head at fast-forward, in spite of her desperate efforts to think of something else.

      She’d come home from school, eager to spend the summer having long chats and catching up with the father she had loved so much. He’d been out in front of the house when she’d arrived, in deep conversation with Chadwick, a man she’d barely known. She’d heard of him, and knew that many of her girlfriends had considered him extremely handsome. That, however, was all she’d known about him.

      The conversation had stopped when she had jumped from her car and thrown her arms around her father in a long-awaited hug. At the same time, she’d caught a glimpse of the stranger watching her with an expression that had made him look more like a vulture in search of its prey. Handsome? She’d hardly thought so. Sinister was more like it.

      Abby had shuddered. Even her father had felt it. He’d quickly urged her inside and then later, had cautioned her never—ever—to be alone with Chadwick. She’d agreed, immediately.

      That was where the nightmare began. It was obvious her father had something weighing heavily on his shoulders, but he’d refused to discuss it. Abby had questioned him about his health. She’d tried to feel him out about his finances, yet he had refused to share with her what had troubled him.

      Chadwick had begun calling her cell phone. She’d refused to answer. Texts had come. She’d ignored those, too. A few days later a dark green Cadillac had appeared in her rear-view mirror and caught her eye. It didn’t take long to realize it had been his.

      She closed her eyes suddenly. Her father had passed away a few days later. And the man she’d loved her whole life, was gone.
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      Max walked back to his seat, furious at Glynnis’ rudeness. He observed Abby for a long time, watching the way the sun streamed in, highlighting her golden hair. Her head was down, as if she were engrossed in her book, but the stillness of her face told him she wasn’t seeing it.

      His frown deepened. He certainly had not helped with his lecturing.

      His own reaction to Schmidt’s telling her about the possibility of sending her to Alaska surprised him. If Schmidt was serious about it, he hadn’t turned anything in to the department for approval. And Max would have to be the one to approve it.

      He continued to watch her in the large convex mirror next to Dan. He’d wondered about her this morning, after watching her stiffly hurrying up to the van, holding her right side with one hand. Had she been hurt recently? Now, when she looked up toward the seat in front of her, he caught her reflection in the mirror. She looked extremely sad. And when she closed her eyes a moment later, her face took on a look of anguish.

      He struggled, fighting a protective urge to walk up toward the front and put his arms around her.

      But he couldn’t. Right now, all he could do was stay in the background and observe.
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      Abby was staring out the van’s front windshield now. The Chadwick nightmare, a few weeks later, had come to a climax when he’d offered her a ride home after the graveside 21-gun salute. She’d accepted. Saying goodbye to him at the front door, shed’ turned and went inside, making sure the door was locked

      A sound had alerted her that she wasn’t alone in the house, and she’d turned suddenly, to look behind her.

      He was in the house.

      It had taken months of nightmares to mentally fill in the gaps of what had happened, and some of it she still didn’t remember. Hours later, she’d awakened with a massive headache, naked and face down on the floor. She’d barely managed to crawl to her bed and climb in.

      It had been six o’clock the next morning, when Abby had opened her eyes again. After sobbing in the shower until the water turned cold, she’d tossed a few clothes in a suitcase and driven all the way back across Oregon to school.

      Why hadn’t she gone to the police? Abby wished now that she had.

      The first text from Chadwick had come through the day she left. She had gone straight to her phone carrier and immediately turned off texting and blocked him from her phone. The girl at the counter had explained how to disable the location. But for months after that, when she’d awakened, it was to see Chadwick’s face in front of her eyes. It still wore that look of a predator, intent on devouring her.
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      Now, an hour later, she was still staring at the circulatory system on page 354, yet not seeing it. Finally, she closed it. Glynnis had been ignoring her—that much, at least, was nice.

      She looked around. So, Max was not a student. He’d said something about coming in Schmidt’s place, but if he was a professor, she should have at least heard his name somewhere. She made a mental note to look him up, wishing she had asked what his last name was. She sneaked a peek backward. He was staring out the window, appearing deep in thought. She felt a twinge, as she thought of his earlier comment.

      If you belonged to me…
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      The story gets out

      

      “Okay, guys.” Dan had pulled the van up in front of a building, and Abby looked up to see a sign that said, Nana’s Homestyle Café. She glanced at her phone to see what it said. Eleven forty-five.

      “Oh, good,” Cindy said from behind her. “I love this place. Their cheeseburgers top everyone’s out there. And their desserts are to die for.”

      “A burger sounds good to me,” Abby turned back to Cindy. “I’m starving.” She was careful to set her A&P book on the seat as she stood and picked up her purse. Surely, she wouldn’t have to fight for her seat when she got back from lunch next time.

      “Just make sure you eat a good lunch, kiddo.” David called backward, to her.

      Abby rolled her eyes in response. Trey pulled her out into the aisle ahead of him. “Get a move on, youngin’,” he said in an authoritative voice, despite his grin. However, as the line slowed somewhat, Glynnis pushed her way over in front of Abby, forcing her backward. Nick reached out to steady her from the other side, his glare at Glynnis furious.

      Abby looked up into his face and shook her head, slightly. “It’s all right,” she whispered.

      “No,” Trey said from behind her. “It is not all right. There are no excuses for being rude.”

      Abby looked behind her to smile at him. As she did, she caught Max’s glare toward Glynnis. His gaze moved to her, after a moment, and she quickly looked away.

      An arm steadied her as she descended the van steps, and she looked up to see Max. Trey was behind him, now.

      “Thank you,” she murmured softly, hurrying into the café behind the others. Dan was talking with the hostess already, asking for a table for fifteen. It took a moment for them to put tables together, and Abby excused herself while they waited.

      “Running away?” Max’s deep voice said, from behind her. She looked up to see he was grinning.

      “Yes,” she threw back, returning a smile. At least he was no longer angry with her.

      Cindy and Jenna were already in the restroom, in line.

      Jenna leaned forward. “Told you he was a hunk. Was I right?”

      “A demanding one. But I guess I can’t be too hard on him. He did share his breakfast with me. And temporarily rescued me from—” she stopped when she saw Jenna’s look of warning, and followed her line of sight to one of the stalls. Under the bottom of the stall, she could see Glynnis’ feet. She turned back to Jenna and mouthed a “thank you,” and Cindy laughed.

      Jenna leaned forward once again. “We girls who only think about sex, have to look out for each other,” she whispered, chuckling.

      The group had been seated by the time she returned. There was one spot left and she moved toward it. Jenna was next to her. Max was seated directly across the table. She looked at him, shyly, as she sat down.

      A female voice spoke from her right. “There you are, darlin’. Thought you’d fallen in.”

      Abby looked up to her right to see a server, in a pink pinstripe uniform with a white apron in front, lined with pockets. Thick make-up and brassy red hair completed the package, and Abby smiled, liking her instantly.

      “What can I get you to drink, hon?”

      “Iced tea, please. Unsweetened?”

      “Coming up.”

      “Make sure you order something substantial so Max doesn’t have to give you his,” David said from down the table, leaning around the others and grinning.

      Abby gave him an irritated stare. But as she picked up the menu, she heard Max’s voice from across the table.

      “She will.”

      She didn’t look up. Max was staring at his menu, and she wasn’t about to provoke him again.

      Her cheeseburger, when it came, was mouth-watering. “Cindy, you were absolutely right. This is wonderful.”

      “Make sure you eat all of it, for once.” Another voice from a few seats down.

      That did it. Abby finished chewing, and swallowed. Her face, when she turned to look down the table, was stony. Silently she grabbed her purse, taking a ten and a five out and tucked it under the edge of her plate. She rose, stiffly, and walked out of the café without looking back.
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      Max rose from his seat, watching her. He turned and looked down the table. “Enough is enough, guys. Keys, Dan?” he said, as he started after her.

      Dan tossed a set of keys into the air. Max caught them.

      He heard the table grow quiet, as they watched him disappear toward the front door after her.

      When he reached her, she was standing outside the door of the van with her forehead leaning against it. He put an arm around her and pulled her back gently. Opening it for her, he sent her inside. Tears were streaming down her face, and he followed her in and shut the door.

      Abby pulled off her jacket, laying it beside her. She grabbed her book from the seat and sat down, refusing to look up when Max sat down in the seat in front of her.

      Leaning over it, he kept his voice gentle. “Too much?” he asked, reaching out and wiping away the tears. She moved backward, to escape his touch, and he put a hand on her shoulder to prevent it.

      “Too much,” she whispered.

      “I told them to stop it, before I left. They won’t do it again when you go back.”

      “I’m not going back.”

      He studied her little pixie face. The remark was no less than he’d expected. He lifted her chin until she looked up his eyes. “Abby, listen to me. They mean well. They’re attempting—perhaps in a clumsy way—to look after you. I know how frustrating it is to care for those who seem to refuse to look out for themselves. I also know—no, young lady, I’m not talking about you. I also know how frustrating it is when you’re trying, and people continue to hound you all the time. Are you listening to me?”

      More tears were falling now. “How,” she faltered, “did you know about…”

      “Your diabetes? Schmidt told me when you were diagnosed. Now, I want you to listen to me. I’m taking you in hand—at least for the duration of the trip.”

      Her eyes became wide. “You’re—” she gulped. “What?”

      “For a start?” He reached down and took her book from her, and rose, walking backward toward the back. It was the same seat he’d brought her to earlier that morning. Then he came back and stood in the aisle, raising her to her feet, despite her resistance. “You’re not sitting here. You’ll be back there with me for the rest of the trip. And now—” He tilted her chin upward when she pulled away. “Listen, Abby. You know what will happen to you if your sugar gets too low.”

      She nodded miserably.

      “We have a lot of territory to cover before we get to the conference. And some of it is remote. I refuse to allow you to starve yourself in a fit of anger, and take a chance on going into insulin shock in the middle of nowhere. Especially when you had very little breakfast.”

      “It was fine,” she said, looking down.

      He tightened his hold on her shoulders. “It was barely adequate, and you know it. You are going back in there and you are going to eat.” When she didn’t respond, he spoke again. “I’ll give you a choice; you can walk in on your own two feet and sit down and eat, or you can go back in carried over my shoulder.”

      She gasped, and blinked. “You can’t—”

      He raised a brow. “Try me. Your choice, young lady.”

      She hesitated, and he lowered his hands to her waist to lift her.

      “No!” she cried out. “I’ll walk!”

      He stared down into her eyes, and took his hands from her shoulders to give her room to get into the aisle. “All right. Inside.”

      Abby went, meekly, brushing the remaining tears away furiously. Just inside the door of the van, he turned her back to face him. Wiping the rest of the tears away and placing a lock of hair behind her ear, he nodded, and turned her back toward the door.

      “You’re beautiful. Now, go.”
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      She went. He took her hand in his as she reached the ground, and turned back to lock the van again. Then he led her back into the café and toward the table. Thankfully, everyone seemed to be talking among themselves. She sat down obediently as Max pulled the chair out for her and walked around to his seat on the other side of the table without looking at her. Glynnis was the only one staring, and Abby ignored her.

      A moment later, the server reappeared with both of their plates. “Heated it up, darlin.’” She said simply, and was gone before Abby could utter a thank you.

      Jenna reached out to touch her arm, gently. “We didn’t want your food to get cold.”

      Abby reached out to hug her. “You’re sweet.” She took her second bite of the meal, closing her eyes in delight. She had finished almost half of the burger when she heard a voice from the other end of the table.

      “Abby? Some of us haven’t heard about the Houdini incident.” David’s face held a grin.

      Abby turned back, returning his grin with her own. “So?”

      Nick answered. “So, inquiring minds want to know. Spill it, brat. I know Schmidt sent you out to show Houdini off to a science class. But that’s it.”

      “Enlighten us,” Dan said, his eyes twinkling. “Did he behave himself?”

      “Well,” she answered, “he was perfect on the way over. I almost got to Califield on the way back, and when I looked down, his head was by my shoulder. That’s when I heard a siren and saw the flashing lights.”

      She even had Glynnis’ attention now.

      “Houdini the snake?” Glynnis said, her eyes wide.

      “Boa constrictor,” Abby corrected.

      “So, what happened?” Cindy looked frightened now. “No one’s told me anything.”

      “I pulled over as quickly as I could. I knew you aren’t supposed to get out of your car until the officer tells you to, so I rolled down the car window and waited for them. I thought they were going to have a heart attack when Houdini poked his head out the window and stuck out his tongue.” She began to laugh. “They ran around and pulled me out of the car from the other side, and helped me get him back in the cage and turn it around so that he couldn’t get out again. He wasn’t very cooperative.”

      Scott was frowning. “Schmidt sent you out with that lousy cage? He was supposed to have ordered a new one last year.” His face grew red with anger, and Abby took another bite.

      “But the police got him back in, right?” Cindy asked, her voice uncertain.

      Abby nodded, letting her dimples show. “Yes, but they were laughing so hard by the time they got him back in the cage, they forgot why they’d pulled me over. Just as they were about to leave, one of them remembered, and they told me a tail light was out. I promised I wouldn’t drive it anymore until it was fixed. So, I’m on foot until payday.” She waved a hand. “Anyone want to volunteer to give me a ride to Grace’s tomorrow evening? I work until eleven.”

      Trey waved back. “I’ll take you. I’m working too. So is Kerri.”

      “Thanks, Trey.” Abby went back to her fries, but they were cold now. She bit into one anyway, frowning.

      “What did Schmidt say about it when you got back to the lab?” David asked.

      Her frown deepened. “Schmidt,” she said, “wasn’t there. I got back twenty minutes early and he had already left. I called him, and he didn’t answer the phone. I sent a text, and he still didn’t answer.” She knew her irritation showed. “So, I called Mike. Because of his two little girls, he couldn’t take Houdini home, but he helped me wrap duct tape around it and took it upstairs to my apartment.”

      Max leaned forward, across the table. “Do you mean to tell me,” he demanded, “Schmidt left early while you had the boa and didn’t give you a key?”

      Silence reigned at the table, and not only theirs, but at tables around them. Abby realized, suddenly, that everyone in their section of the café was listening to the story, and lowered her gaze to her plate, embarrassed. She had finished her burger, but was still a little hungry, and she looked down at the uninviting fries. But Max was still staring down at her, waiting for an answer.

      “Yes,” she said quietly.

      Max’s stare was intense. “It seems to me there must be more to this story.”

      Abby glanced around, trying to avoid Max’s eye. “There is. I woke up about three, and he was wrapped around my ribs.”

      Gasps went up around the table.

      She stabbed at one of the french fries with her fork. “I never thought I’d be happy to have a cell phone, but it saved me. I called 911 and they came as fast as they could.” She stared down at her food, which appeared totally unappetizing now.

      Jenna spoke up quietly, “But they had to break down the door because she couldn’t get to it. And then they took her to the hospital for x-rays.”

      “I’m okay,” Abby’s voice was overshadowed by Jenna’s.

      “She has bruises.”

      There were more gasps, and Max’s hand came down on the table quietly in front of her. His knuckles were white. “And what,” he said, gazing down, “did Schmidt say?”

      Abby chewed her lower lip thoughtfully, and he continued. “Abby?”

      “He… doesn’t know,” she murmured.

      “But,” Jenna continued, looking at Max. “He had the nerve to yell at her the next morning, because she didn’t make it to class on time. The Emergency Room didn’t release her until seven in the morning. And she had to call a cab to get home. And then figure out a way to get Houdini back to the lab.”

      “What did your landlord say about the door?” Trey asked.

      “I bought a new one, and got a friend to install it. But I still have to pay for it.”

      “No, you don’t.” Max spoke up. “The school will be responsible for that. And for the ambulance and the hospital bill.”

      Abby looked up, surprised. “I—I can’t let them do that.” Her eyes were wide.

      Max’s voice was stern. “Don’t argue. As soon as you get the bill, bring it to me.”

      The silence was back, at Max’s last words. Abby didn’t look up at him again until everyone had gotten up and left the table to go back to the van. She silently reached down for her purse, and Max rose, moving around to her side of the table. He took the bills she had left earlier, and pressed them back into her hand.

      “You aren’t paying for this, you know. The school is.”

      She blinked, looking up.

      “It’s part of the trip, Abby. You can go to the van, if you’re finished. But you didn’t eat as much as you should have. Just remember where you’re sitting. I’m not going to have Glynnis spending the entire afternoon glaring at you.”

      “But you’re glaring at me.”

      He looked genuinely surprised. “Am I?”

      “Yes.”

      “Abby,” he sat back down in the chair next to her and leaned closer, inches from her face. “If I’m angry at anyone, it’s Schmidt, not you. I apologize if I gave you that impression. He’s taking advantage of you, and it makes me furious.”

      “I see.”

      He put a hand over hers. “Do you?”

      “I guess so.”

      “Look at me.” His voice was gentle.

      She raised her eyes to his, and saw that the color had changed. They looked darker, almost completely brown now. But his expression was softer.

      “Tell me honestly. Are you all right?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      He gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze, and helped her to her feet. “Off with you then. I’ll be there in a minute.”

      She nodded, detouring toward the bathroom, as he took the ticket up to the cashier and paid.
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      Crash Insurance

      

      When Max reached the van and looked in, she had still not come out. He glanced at Dan, who shrugged and shook his head. Max turned around and re-entered the café just in time to see her coming away from the cash register with some soft peppermints in her hand.

      She looked up. “Crash insurance,” she said, grinning.

      “For low sugars. Gotcha. A very good idea.”

      “They told me to keep something sweet in my purse in case of emergencies.”

      “Good girl.” He nodded, holding the door open for her.

      When she reached the back of the van, instead of setting her down between himself and Scott, Max put her next to the window, and handed her the book he had put there.

      He studied her carefully. “Who looks out for you, Abby?”

      Abby turned slightly, and looked out the window. “My friends do.”

      “And other than them?”

      “I look out for myself.”

      He was silent for a moment. “Your friends are right to worry about you. I worry about you.” He paused. “I’ve a confession to make. Schmidt told me when you went in the hospital. I came to see you, but you were sleeping.”

      She looked up at him, and turned to face him, in the seat. “This is unfair.” A scowl moved across her face. “You seem to know so much about me, and I know absolutely nothing about you. Except that you’re here in Schmidt’s place and you have something to do with the science department. And you paid for the meals and said it was for the school. That’s all I know. And you’ve been very evasive when I ask you who you are.”

      Max grinned. “I suppose I have. All right. The truth? I was afraid you wouldn’t open up if you knew who I was. My name is Max Knightly. I’m one of the folks in charge of the science complex. And I make it a point to keep up with what’s going on with our students. That’s why I know about your recent diagnosis. I’ve tried to keep up with you, but after today’s revelations, I apparently haven’t been doing it well. The Houdini episode completely missed me.”

      “Don’t be too hard on yourself. It just happened a few days ago and Dr. Schmidt still doesn’t know.”

      “So you said.”

      “So…” she tilted her head, meeting his eyes. “You are one of the big wigs.”

      He frowned. “I wouldn’t refer to myself that way. But when I tell you to bring in the bills from the hospital for your wrestling match with Houdini—and for the EMS breaking down your door, I expect you to do it.”

      She looked down. “We’ll see. I have insurance, you know.”

      “Through the school?”

      She nodded.

      “It has a five-thousand-dollar deductible. Were you aware of that?”

      She sucked in her breath, closing her eyes in dismay. “I’d forgotten that.”

      “So, bring in your bill when you get it. If you don’t show up with it at my office within a week, I’ll have you called in.” His voice somehow had switched over to all business. She recognized that commanding tone well by now.

      Abby sighed. “All right.” She turned to stare out the window.

      He took out his cell phone and punched in a number; Dan’s phone rang at the driver’s seat. “Hey, Dan. How are we on gas?” His brows rose. “All right. Need a convenience store, too.” He flipped it closed and dropped it back into his pocket.

      Max rose when they stopped, waiting for Abby to get to her feet.

      “The time to use the restroom is now,” Dan called. “Next stop will be several hours away, unless there’s an emergency.”

      Abby slowed to pick up her jacket from the seat next to Glynnis where she had left it earlier. Then she bent down to look under the seat, puzzled.

      It was gone.

      “Your jacket?” Max leaned down into her ear. “Glynnis is wearing it. Do you need it?”

      “No,” Abby shook her head. “I just don’t want to lose it. It was my brother’s.” But as she stepped down off the van, she felt something drop around her shoulders. She looked down to see Max’s jacket.

      “Just make sure you get back on the van with it.” He said, over her head.

      “Oh, Max, I can’t—”

      “Yes, you can.” His voice dared her to argue, and she frowned, but was silent. Making a mental note to herself not to leave it in the ladies’ room, she moved on in ahead of him.

      A few minutes later, she washed her hands and left the restroom to find him standing in one of the aisles. In his hand were several bars. She paid little attention, until he said quietly. “You’ll like these. My little brother did. They were probably the only thing he ever ate that was good for him.”

      Abby stared at him blankly. “Do you like them?”

      “Actually, I do. But they aren’t for me. They’re for you.”

      “Then I’m buying—”

      “No, you’re not.”

      She opened her mouth to protest, but before she could speak again, he was gone. Abby watched him go, fuming.

      “Abby?” It was Jenna. “You okay?”

      Abby turned suddenly to her. “I’m fine.” She attempted a smile, but it failed.

      Jenna leaned forward. “How’s the hunk?”

      Abby frowned at her.

      “That bad? Then don’t sit with him.”

      A shake of the head answered her. “He’d be fine if he’d stop meddling.”

      “Who’s meddling?” Max’s voice said from over her head. Jenna skirted away with a grin, and left Abby to turn around and look up into his face.

      “You.” She said simply, “Mr. ‘I know what’s good for you.’”

      “Ah.” A lop-sided grin crossed his mouth.

      “And it’s not funny,” she threw back over her shoulder, whirling away.

      Max let her go, still grinning.

      Abby looked for her jacket as she got back on the van, but Glynnis had not yet returned, so she moved toward the back and sat down once again by the window. Max was standing in the front, in conversation with Dan. A moment later, he was beside her, receipt in hand. She eyed it.

      “You’re paying for the gas, too?”

      “The school is.”

      “I see.”

      “These are for you,” he said, holding out several bars. “Try one and see if you like it.”

      “Look, Max,” she said, taking a deep breath, “I do appreciate the fact that you’re concerned for me, but you can’t micro-manage diabetes for me. Besides, who knows if I’ll ever see you again after this trip is over? This is something I have to learn to do for myself.”

      He set the bars in her lap and turned to face her. “Abigail Bradley,” he said firmly. “I am not trying to micro-manage your disease for you.”

      “It’s not a disease—”

      “It absolutely is,” he said firmly. “Let me finish.” His voice was low, now, and he spoke in her ear. I’m just trying to give you ideas. I worked with my brother for ten years trying to help, and he wouldn’t listen to any of it.”

      “It’s because you’re pushy.”

      He stared at her. “Am I?”

      “Yes.”

      He looked away thoughtfully. “Perhaps I am, but I do know what I’m talking about. Whether you decide to learn from me or not is up to you—but you will listen to me. And whether you see me again after this trip is also up to you. I realize this journey is something you have to learn for yourself. I’m just trying to help. That’s all.” He stared at her, hard.

      Abby lowered her gaze to his shirt buttons. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, after a few moments. “It’s hard, that’s all.”

      “I’m aware of that.”

      It was a few minutes later when he spoke again. “All right, I won’t say anything else. But I’m available if you want to talk.”

      She looked down, feeling sheepish. Finally, she leaned back against the seat and looked out the window. One of the bars in her lap fell to the floor, and he reached down to retrieve it, handing it back to her.

      She took it, feeling guilty. Was she ungrateful, or was he overbearing? Opening the package he had handed her, she took a bite, and looked up, surprised. “You were right. These really are good.” She took another bite.

      “I’m glad you like them,” was all he said. His voice had a slight edge to it.

      Abby finished the bar, and tucked the other two into her purse for later. “May I pay you—”

      “Absolutely not.”

      She sighed and leaned once again against the seat. Max sat silently by her as she eventually leaned back against the seat and closed her eyes.

      And slept.
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      Memories

      

      Max watched her as she slept. He knew he had come on strong with her. The truth was, he’d been worried about her since Schmidt had come in to talk to him about his new favorite little pixie of a student, who had just been diagnosed with diabetes and was still in the hospital.

      He thought about the day he’d found his little brother slumped over his bike on the floor of the garage in insulin shock. The trauma of losing him was still fresh after all these years. When he’d heard about Abby and Schmidt told him she had no family, he’d wondered if he could help. That had prompted his trip to the hospital.

      She’d looked so innocent lying there, pale and tiny, in the hospital bed, her blonde hair and lashes resting against her cheeks. The doctor had come in with her chart, and looked at him.

      “You a relative?”

      “No, Max Knightly. I work at the university. I worked with my little brother—Type I—from the time he was born. I just thought I might come down and give her a bit of encouragement and support, but I see my timing is a little off.”

      The doctor had stuck out a hand. “Charlie Braxton. Nice to meet you. She’s sleeping a lot right now. We’ll keep the insulin drip on until we can start her on injections, and teach her how to do them herself. I’m hoping we can get her involved in a support group.”

      Max had nodded, watching her face. “If I can be of any help, please call me?”

      He had left her bedside, after giving his number to her doctor to pass along. Even then, he had felt the urge to be protective of her.

      Watching her now, with her head resting against the back of the seat, he frowned. Her small face was turned toward him, full of innocence. Back then, he didn’t know of Schmidt’s plans to send her to Alaska for the work on her thesis. The episode with Houdini floored him. Those things served only to make him worry more. He considered vetoing Schmidt’s plans for Alaska for her. She would be furious, but it would certainly be in her best interests. Surely there was something else she could do for her thesis that was safer.

      She stirred, suddenly, in her sleep, and whimpered. He looked down, realizing that she had managed to push her way over against the edge of the seat, with her right arm behind her and her ribs pressed up against the armrest. Max reached under her gently and moved her back toward him, moving his right upper arm behind her head so she would be more comfortable.

      Abby sighed in her sleep, apparently quite unaware that he had touched her at all.

      Max frowned. Stubborn little sweetheart. He realized her head had leaned over onto his shoulder, and he moved slightly to keep her comfortable. It was the least he could do.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Abby?” Max leaned down into her ear, speaking softly.

      She gave a slight murmur at his voice, but that was all.

      “Abby, wake up. We’re stopping for dinner.”

      Still, she did not move. Max was alarmed. He had her in his lap now. “Abby?”

      Trey, hearing him, caught his eye. “She’s a really sound sleeper. We’ve all learned it the hard way. She’s given each of us a heart attack at least once.”

      “So, how do you awaken her?”

      “Well,” Trey grinned. “Cold water works pretty well, but she’ll smack you when she wakes up. You’ll have to shake her and then jump out of the way.” He obliged by moving toward the back of the van, and taking Abby by the shoulders, giving her a shake.

      She moaned. He did it again, harder. “Abby!” he said loudly in her ear. When she didn’t respond, he slapped her cheek lightly.

      Her fists came up, barely missing him, and only because Max captured both wrists in his hands. “Whoa.” He frowned, holding on.

      Trey, however, nodded. “It’s either that, or listen to that obnoxious phone of hers for a half-hour. This way is quicker.”

      Abby was eyeing Trey with animosity. Now she switched her gaze to Max, who was still holding her. Seeing his frown, she looked around. “Let me go,” she said irritably.

      “Only if you promise not to deck anyone. That includes me.”

      Her gaze at his hands holding her wrists, came back to his face.

      “I promise.”

      He pulled her up to a sitting position, but she was still leaning back against his chest. She focused on her surroundings, frowning.

      “Where are we?”

      “Just west of Cleveland. We’re stopping to eat. Can you wake up enough to get out of the van?”

      “No. I just want to sit here a minute. You can go on in.”

      “No.”

      She turned in his arms to scowl up at him. “I’ll be all right. I’ll come in when I’m ready.”

      “No.” When she tried to pull away from him again, he continued. “If I leave you, you’ll fall asleep again. You have to eat. It’s your only chance before the seminar starts.”

      She sat there a moment, more awake now. “Okay,” she said quietly as he helped her to sit up straight. “How did I get here?”

      “Abby, we’ve been traveling all day. Do you not remember—”

      “No—I mean here.” She pointed to his lap.

      “I moved you. You kept falling against the side of the van and hurting your ribs.”

      “Hm. I suppose I should thank you.”

      “And you scared me to death when I couldn’t wake you up. Good thing Trey was here. Sounds like you always sleep this deeply?”

      She nodded. “So they say. But I keep a lot of late nights studying. And working.”

      “And you work at Grace’s?”

      She nodded. “On the coffee side, not the gift side—on weekends. And Tuesday evenings. Classes don’t start until noon on Wednesdays, so I can sleep in a bit then.” She met his eyes. “I’m awake now. Sorry I scared you.”

      He raised her to her feet. “How do you wake up at home?”

      “Believe it or not, sometimes I actually wake up by myself,” she turned, glancing up at him. “But I have an alarm on my phone, in case I don’t.”

      “The obnoxious alarm?” he grinned, giving her a nudge forward.

      “That’s what Trey calls it.”

      “Did you bring your meter?”

      “It’s in my purse.”

      “Good girl. I want you to check it before, and again, two hours after you eat.”

      “Yes, Mom. Sure, Mom, anything you say, Mom.”

      They were the last two in line, and Max leaned down into her ear, saying quietly, “Abigail, you’re about to find out what it’s like to get your bottom smacked. Move it.”
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