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Chapter 1

 

 

Eyes burning with exhaustion, her butt sore from the long drive, Jana McPartland pulled her ramshackle white sedan up to the security gate of Sam Harrison’s estate. She couldn’t make out Sam’s house, never mind it was the size of Nebraska. The big white two-story was around a curve of the gravel drive, hidden by a row of redwood trees.

She didn’t have to see it again to remember how gorgeous and fancy and humongous the house was. She’d spent a month there housesitting last May when Sam had a book tour for his latest crime thriller. Talk about living the good life.

But now, considering the way she’d deserted them all last year, Jana wasn’t sure if Sam would let her in the door, let alone allow her to stay the night.

She rolled down the driver’s side window, her arm tiring as the hand crank resisted. She had the code memorized, but still she pulled out the slip of paper Sam had written it on. She liked seeing his almost illegible scrawl, the words “Gate Code,” reading more like “Goat Cake.” 

He’d laughed when she’d pointed that out to him, had chucked her under the chin like he had when she’d been ten years old. That touch had meant way more to her than to him. That was why she’d saved the slip of paper, so she could remember that moment.

Tucking the slip of paper back inside her purse, she punched in the five-digit code. If he’d changed it since last year, she was sunk. With her cell phone disconnected, she’d have to sit out here in the gloomy January drizzle until he showed up.

A moment of silence, then the gate mechanism clicked and clacked as it rolled aside. She smiled with relief as she continued up the driveway, the gate shutting again behind her.

As she traveled the last curve of the road, her stomach started a two-step, threatening a re-do of the nausea that never seemed limited to the morning. She’d eaten lunch at twelve-thirty in Redding, forced down a few crackers when she’d stopped for pee breaks in Chico and Grass Valley.

The only time her stomach cooperated was while she was eating. At three-thirty, with all the crackers gone, it wasn’t looking good.

She tucked the sedan alongside the six-car garage, out of the way in case Sam wasn’t here and had to pull in. Even on a nasty, rainy Friday afternoon, he could be out running errands.

Her back aching, she unfolded herself from the car, brushing cracker crumbs from her elastic waist jeans. Snagging her thrift store jacket from the passenger seat, she shoved her arms into the sleeves. Nothing to keep her head dry, but hopefully she wouldn’t be out in the wet for very long.

She’d always loved Sam’s house. The wraparound front porch shaded by the redwoods and oak trees. The wide front lawn that sloped gently along the drive. 

She would have killed for a lawn like that as a kid, a place to run, a million nooks and crannies for hide and seek. Growing up, she’d made do with Estelle Beckenstein’s tiny front and back yards. She’d sneak over there from the small apartment where she and her mom lived, play rough-and-tumble games with Estelle’s foster kids. But Sam’s sixty-acre estate was a kid’s dream.

Relieved to be under the porch overhang, she tried the doorbell first, pressing her ear to the front door to make sure the three-note gong sounded. Then she knocked, just to be on the safe side. Still no response. Of course if he was out back somewhere, he wouldn’t hear the doorbell or her knock.

Walking along the porch, Jana made her way around the house. She could kill two birds here. One, look for Sam, and two, brave the wet to see if he still left the little bathroom out by the pool unlocked. That would save her the indignity of using the bushes.

She’d taken care of business at the service station in Redemption Hill when she eked out another quarter tank with the last of her cash, but that was a good half hour and a soda ago. Caffeine free, of course.

He hadn’t locked the bathroom. That gave her a chance to not only use the toilet, but wash her face and finger comb her stick-straight chin-length hair. That was a laugh, considering the way the damp strands clung to her face. Hopefully, she wouldn’t terrify him when he got home.

Nothing to do but wait. Trotting as the rain started in earnest, she returned to the wraparound porch, retracing her steps to the front. He’d added a porch swing out here, giant-sized, big enough for even six-foot-four Sam to stretch out on. A blanket lay folded over the back and the seat was piled high with pillows. It looked too comfy to pass up.

Shucking her wet jacket, she flopped it over the porch rail then sank onto the soft cushions. She tugged the blanket over her, the swing swaying. She sighed as the blanket warmed her. The rain in rhythm with the motion of the swing.

She was here, safe at Sam’s, and finally she could relax. Since the day the test stick turned blue, stark fear had been her constant companion. Sometimes her terror grew so fierce, it all but choked her.

A sudden thought speared her mind, wrenched her from her peace. What if Sam was off on another tour? What if he was a thousand miles away from here and out of reach? No phone, her car nearly on empty, what would she do?

Tears ambushed her. Fighting them back, she turned over, burrowing her forehead into the back of the swing. Squeezing her eyes shut, she tightened her hands into fists and pressed them tightly against her chest. She refused to cry. Refused to be all red-eyed when Sam got home.

And he would come home. He had to. Because she needed him. Because she didn’t have anywhere else to go.

* * * *

Water rolling off his high-tech jacket and rain pants, Sam Harrison hiked up the wooded hill behind his house, satisfied he’d cleared enough brush to keep his creek from overflowing its banks. He’d spent an hour pulling deadfall from the roiling water, hauling soaked branches high enough up the bank to keep them from falling back into the creek. Now when the next storm arrived later tonight, the creek’s flow would continue downstream rather than collect at the tight bend behind his house. 

Not that the approaching deluge could have dumped enough water to risk flooding his house. It had been built at the top of the rise, well out of the flood zone. 

But after a rough, wakeful night, his skin had crawled with the kind of toxic, restless energy that severe sleep deprivation always gave him. He’d had to burn it off with something physical.

He’d been all ready to head into town, his power tools loaded into his pickup, gripping the keys to what he privately referred to as his secret folly. He’d told no one about the little storefront in Redemption Hill he’d closed escrow on six weeks ago. Not his best friend Tomás, not his former foster mom Estelle. 

He feared they’d laugh at his whimsical idea. Even worse, Estelle would know immediately what sad, wretched place his harebrained notion to open a Christmas store had come from.

It was contemplation of their judgment, as well as the strengthening deluge, that changed his mind. The retrofit of the store could wait for yet another day. He’d be better off with the punishing misery of pulling rain-soaked deadfall out of an icy creek.

Reaching the porch steps, he headed for the back door, then remembered he’d left it locked. He’d have to go around to the front. Which meant he’d have to slip off his muck-covered boots outside the door. He might not give a damn about muddy footprints on the travertine tile entry, but his cleaning lady would have a hissy fit.

About to tug open the screen door, his gaze drifted over to the porch swing, then to the rain pouring buckets beyond it. Then in a double take, he fixed back on the swing. Who the hell was curled up on his cushions, snugged down all comfy cozy under his blanket?

For a flash of a heartbeat, he wondered if it was Faith, come to beg him to take her back. Except he’d seen the acceptance in her eyes last week when he’d handed over the diamond tennis bracelet. 

Faith had seen it coming. She was good enough friends with one of her predecessors to know how Sam would end it. A pricey gift, a kiss on the cheek, a firm good-bye. Clean break, no messy aftermath.

He crossed the porch to the swing. It swayed ever so slightly when a gust of wind curled under the overhang and hit it. The woman had her back to him. She’d buried her face into the swing’s cushioned back as if she wanted to close out the world.

With the blanket pulled just past her chin and her light brown hair fallen partway onto her cheek, he couldn’t see her face. But something familiar about her tickled the back of his mind.

Could she be a foster kid, someone who knew about his history? Maybe she’d heard about Estelle’s House, Tomás’s independent living program for emancipated fosters. Could be she wanted Sam’s help getting a spot at the ranch. 

But how’d she get past the wrought iron fence and security gate? She looked far too delicate to have jumped the fence.

Lightening sparked the sky, and it must have been nearby because the thunder that followed hit like an explosion. With a gasp, the woman’s eyes snapped open, and she jolted upright on the swing. Her gaze locked on him, her brown eyes so huge they seemed to fill her face.

“Sam.”

Her voice trickled down his spine. His brain finally engaged. “Jana.”

She pushed aside the blanket and fussed with her hair. In quick succession, he registered the changes, the differences that had foiled his recognition of her. 

No more bleached blond, pink-streaked hair. Her short spiky cut had grown out long enough to cover the nape of her neck, its natural honey-brown color reminding him of that pugnacious kid he knew from Estelle’s. She hadn’t been a foster kid like him, but her mother neglected her enough that Jana spent more time at Estelle’s than she did at home.

Not only her hair, but her body had changed from the tomboyish twenty-three-year-old’s he’d known last year. Her face was rounder, her hips a little broader and her breasts—

Okay, better not to think about her breasts. Yeah, he’d noticed around the time Jana turned twenty that she wasn’t a little girl anymore. She had a lot less meat on her bones than most of the women he dated, but her lean as a racehorse body nevertheless intrigued him.

But she was a friend and he’d known her since she was a child. Breasts shouldn’t even be in his lexicon with Jana, even though the ratty blue vee neck sweater she wore shaped them so nicely.

He dragged his gaze back up to her face. “You came back.” Nothing like stating the obvious.

His staring must have made her jittery because she jumped to her feet. She went green the moment her sneakers hit the deck, clutching the chain suspending the porch swing and swaying with its motion. He grabbed her, hooking her arm around his waist and supporting her across her shoulders.

“Let’s get inside,” he said as he walked her to the door. She leaned against him, damp but warm, softer in places he remembered being bonier.

As they crossed the entryway—so much for keeping his cleaning lady happy—Jana tried to wriggle away from him. “I’m fine. Let me go.”

“You looked ready to pass out a minute ago.”

“Just let me sit.” She glanced down at his feet. “Mrs. Prentiss will go ballistic if you walk on her carpet with those muddy boots.”

“It’s my carpet. I can walk on it any way I want.”

Jana lifted one brow. “She scares you spitless. You lock yourself up in your office when she comes to clean.”

“I’m just trying to stay out of her way.”

Jana just smirked and he knew he’d lost the argument. It was only a few steps from the entry to the recliner anyway. She made the short trip without incident and eased herself into the chair.

Hooking his jacket on the coat rack, he bent to unlace the offending boots. “Can I get you something?”

The leather upholstery creaked as she reclined. “Some saltines. I’ll get them myself. After the month I spent house-sitting, I probably know better than you where to find them.”

He was contemplating that she probably was right when a game-show ding-ding-ding-ding went off in his head. Despite his chosen career as a novelist, he’d always had a fair mind for math. He could generally add two and two and come up with the correct answer.

He listed the clues mentally. The soft rounding of Jana’s body. Her obvious nausea when she stood too fast. The request for saltines.

He skimmed off his rain pants and tucked his long-sleeved Henley more securely into his jeans. “You stay put. I’ll get them.” He marched himself off to the kitchen, catching himself worrying whether his damp socks would leave prints on the carpet.

Stepping inside the walk-in pantry, he started scanning the groaning shelves arranged in a U around the narrow space. When Jana spoke behind him, he nearly jumped out of his socks.

“I’ve seen mini marts with less merchandise.”

He turned and found her inches away, leaning to one side to see past him. “Don’t you ever listen to what you’re told?”

“Where’s the fun in that?” She edged around him toward the bottom of the U, smelling of rain-dampened flowers. “Does Mrs. Prentiss still alphabetize everything?”

“She doesn’t alphabetize.” Trying to shake her scent loose, he backed away, came up hard against a shelf full of pasta. “She just organizes it to make it easier for me to make a meal.”

“Like boxed mac and cheese or canned chili? There they are.”

She went up on tiptoe to snag the saltines from the top shelf. But the shelf heights accommodated his six-foot-four, not Jana’s five-six. Wannabee five-footer Mrs. Prentiss used a stepladder to off-load groceries on the highest shelves.

All Jana managed to accomplish was another apparent bout of dizziness that tipped her toward him. Her hands slapped against his chest for balance as he gripped her shoulders. He had a three-second grace period to enjoy the feel of her hands clutching his Henley before he got a good look at her face. She was even greener about the gills.

As she sagged against him, he lifted her carefully into his arms. She whacked him on the chest, said feebly, “Put me down.”

He kept walking out to the living room. “I’d just as soon you not upchuck on my floor.”

Her throat worked as she swallowed. “I might do the honors on your shirt.”

He got her on the sofa, then emptied the small plastic wastebasket Mrs. Prentiss kept tucked under an end table. He thrust the wastebasket in Jana’s hands. “Be right back with the crackers.”

His stocking feet nearly went out from under him when he hit the kitchen, the slippery tile a coordinating cousin to the travertine entryway. Snatching up the saltines, he retraced his steps, then stopped short in the kitchen doorway as the sound reached his ears of Jana being sick.

If he knew Jana, the last thing she’d want would be a witness to her indignity. Cracker box tucked under his arm, he tore a couple paper towels off the roll and wet them at the sink. Then he brought the towels and saltines out to Jana.

She lolled against the sofa back, eyes shut, wastebasket propped on her knees. He took it without comment, handing her the paper towels and dropping the crackers on the coffee table, then took the mess to the guest bathroom for clean-up. When he returned, she was swiping her face with the towel.

“You want to rinse your mouth?” She nodded in response to his query. “Can you make it to the bathroom?” Another nod.

He helped her to her feet, then when she shook off his hand, let her go on her own speed to the bathroom. She walked the short distance carefully, as if she expected the floor to tilt at any moment.

If not for the math he’d done earlier, Jana’s illness would have worried him. Not that he wasn’t wrestling with some class A anxiety considering the likely reality of her situation. 

But he’d had a little prep on just this kind of female condition. Tomás had just regaled him how his wife, Rebecca, had had her first bout of morning sickness just last weekend. Sam would have begged off on hearing all the gory details, but he knew how excited the couple were about the baby.

When Jana emerged from the bathroom, she didn’t look much more cheerful, but her color was a little better. The problem was, instead of letting her flop onto the sofa, he wanted to pull her back into his arms, cradle her on his lap. Maybe even press a kiss against her forehead.

What the hell was wrong with him? Faith’s departure, never mind that he instigated it, must have impacted him worse than he thought. Otherwise he wouldn’t be entertaining such crazy ideas about Jana.

He waited until she’d seated herself cross-legged on the sofa, then took the recliner for himself. She scooped the crackers from the table then took her time tearing open the end flap. She took the same deliberate care in ripping open the packet of saltines.

A cracker in her hand, she eyed him warily. “I’m pregnant.”

“No kidding.” He helped himself to a cracker. Just to be sociable, not because he could brush her fingers in the process. “So, where’s Ian? I presume he’s the proud papa.”

“Not so proud.” She finished her cracker and plucked out another. “When he got the news, he left skid marks in the carpet running out the door.” Her laugh was hollow. “Believe or not, neither one of us had ever been with anyone else. I guess he couldn’t handle hitting the jackpot with his first relationship.”

A compulsion filled Sam to pound the feckless boy into the ground. He tended to limit homicide to the pages of his books, but he could make an exception for Ian.

With an effort, he kept his tone light. “So you got tired of Portland, Oregon and came home.”

“It was either that or live in my car.” She smiled, but he didn’t miss the desperation in her brown eyes. “The pub I was working at closed. Couldn’t afford the apartment without Ian. Not that he was helping a whole heck of a lot.”

Sam’s murderous impulse transformed into an icy rage. He remembered Ian as a bit of a slacker, mid-twenties with no discernable goals in sight. Maybe not a hundred percent dependable, but to cut and run, leaving Jana holding the bag, was despicable.

“Any idea where he is now?” Sam asked, teeth clenched, jaw aching.

“Not a clue. Mid-west somewhere? Maybe back with his family in Indiana.” Second cracker finished, she set aside the packet and fixed her gaze on him. “I’m dead-broke, Sam, and in big trouble. A buck-fifty in my pocket, two months pregnant and sick as a frickin’ dog.”

His heart squeezed tight in his chest. Over the fourteen-plus years he’d known her she had asked him for almost nothing. Even now, she was hanging tough, doing her best to hide the panic that seeped around the edges. She was all but on her knees here. And she’d come to him. Not Tomás, not Estelle or Rebecca. Him.

It took almost more willpower than he possessed to resist throwing his arms around her. That kind of sappy comforting would only acknowledge that he saw her weakness. So he stayed in his chair, linking his hands in his lap to keep from reaching for her.

“What is it you need?” he asked.

She hunched in on herself a little bit. “After the way I walked out on Tomás, left him in the lurch...” The first threads of tears stitched her words. “I just can’t face him on my own. I thought if you went with me, talked to Tomás, he’d give me my job back. Give me a place to stay.”

“With the Estelle’s House program.” A stone settled in the pit of his stomach. “At the ranch.”

Hope lit her face. “I’ll bunk with one of the students if I have to. Take a cut in pay. Anything.”

“Jana.” He did take her hand then. “There have been some changes since you left. The work you were doing...the kids do that now. Rebecca’s taking care of fundraising, Estelle fills in as needed. Your job is gone.”

“But I could stay at the ranch...maybe find a job in town...”

“Every bed is filled, and then some. Estelle’s sharing with Ruby in the main house. There’d be no place to put you.”

Her eyes welled, her hand trembled. “Sam, I’ve got nowhere else to go.” Tears spilled down her cheeks.

Shaking her head in denial, she yanked her hand free and jumped to her feet. Swiping the wetness from her eyes, she took off across the foyer, fumbling for her purse, groping for the door. He caught her before she could turn the knob.

At first she resisted, slapping his chest to get free of him. Then she tumbled into his arms and sobbed her heart out.

God, he wanted to bottle her pain and throw it far out into the ocean. Where he’d felt maybe an ounce of sympathy for Faith when she’d opened that jewelry box, he staggered under the weight of Jana’s sorrow. Where he wouldn’t in a million years want Faith back, he overflowed with gratitude that this quirky, wise-mouthed friend had returned home.

“We’ll work it out, kid,” he murmured. “We’ll find a way to make it right.”

 


Chapter 2

 

 

She didn’t know why she’d expected anything different, considering the hell-in-a-handbasket mode her life had been in the last couple months. Really, it had been all downhill since she’d walked out on Tomás and the Estelle’s House program last Labor Day weekend to run off with Ian. Of the four months since then, she’d had maybe one good week before her rat boyfriend showed his true, lazy colors.

This was no way to start her homecoming, no matter how good it felt with Sam’s arms around her. She had to claim some space, get her head clear so she could figure out what the heck she’d do next. She’d never manage it with Sam thinking he had to save her just like his Trent Garner character would save the world in one of his thriller novels.

Palms pressed against Sam’s chest, she pushed away from him, closing her mind to the feel of hard muscle under soft knit. He’d hugged her plenty of times, when she was a skinny ten-year-old brat, when she was a hormone-crazed teen, and more recently during those far and few between visits he made to the ranch. 

She’d felt nothing but kindness in the gesture all these years, never mind how she’d fantasized about something more when she was a starry-eyed sixteen-year-old. She’d given up that adolescent dream years ago. She reminded herself that now, just as he had then, he only wanted to comfort her.

Feeling as wrung out as a tatty old rag, she returned to the sofa and collapsed into its deep cushions. Her mind was numb with exhaustion. She had to figure out what to do next, but she didn’t have the energy to put two brain cells together.

She scrubbed at her face. “If you could just give me a few minutes, I’ll get out of your way.”

He switched on a table lamp, driving away the storm shadows in the living room. God, he looked good, even in holey jeans and plain knit shirt, his overlong hair in need of a good cut.

Sitting in the recliner, he leaned toward her, elbows on his knees, large hands linked. “It’s pouring rain. Not exactly traveling weather.”

“I’ll figure something out.” She wanted so much to take his hand, hold tight against the torrent inside her.

“When are you due?” he asked quietly.

“End of July.” Seven long months filled with a thousand unknowns waiting to trip her up.

“And then?” he asked.

This was the place she didn’t like going to. Because it stole her breath, stabbed her heart with hot regret. Unplanned or not, fathered by a rat bastard or not, this was beyond unbearable.

She tried to say it as if it was a matter of little concern. Except it tore her voice into shreds. “Then I give the baby up for adoption.”

She waited for him to argue with her. Tell her she was a terrible person to give her baby away. She glanced over at him sidelong when he didn’t speak. “I have to. I’m twenty-four years old. No job, no money, no education. I can’t support a child.”

He continued to stare at her for long silent moments. Outside, the wind picked up, howling through the trees. A dark, lonely sound.

Finally, he spoke. “If you think it’s best, for you and the baby, that’s what you should do.”

His acceptance of her decision only made her feel worse. The thought of pushing to her feet, walking out the door and to her car utterly overwhelmed her. She’d left her jacket on the porch rail. It would be soaked by now. No protection against the deluge.

Nevertheless, she reached down deep for the strength to get up. Might have made it if not for one large hand closing around hers, keeping her on the sofa.

“You’re not going out in that,” he told her. When she would have protested, he put a finger to her mouth. “You’re staying here, in the downstairs bedroom. Tomorrow morning, we’ll figure out what happens next.”

She tried not to focus on where he was touching her. The warm contact took her mind on a one-way trip to crazy. “It’s my mess, Sam. I have to be the one to take care of it.”

“I’m just giving you a place to sleep tonight, not a solution to your problems. You’re welcome to work that out on your own.”

Except even as he said it, she could just about see the wheels turning in Sam’s head. He was a rescuer, had been since he was a boy, according to Estelle. He’d bring home stray dogs, lost kittens. As an adult, he gave buckets of money to Tomás’s independent living program, helping Tomás rescue aged-out foster kids instead of cuddly kittens.

She was pretty sure that somewhere in that awesome brain, he was ticking away, coming up with a way to save her from herself. It was tempting to let him—she knew she was just as much a first-class screw-up as her mom. 

But her mother, who had flitted from one crisis to the next, waiting for some man to fix everything, had been beautiful and a born charmer. Jana knew she didn’t have her mother’s womanly charms to lure any man.

Jana pulled free, unfolding herself from the sofa. Immediately lightheaded, she teetered, falling against the rock that was Sam. He actually picked her up in his arms again, just like in Crash when Trent Garner swept the heroine off her feet to save her from the bad guys. Except the heroine wasn’t mortified the way Jana was. Probably didn’t feel like upchucking, either.

He carried her to the downstairs bedroom and laid her on the bed. Level and motionless, she managed to ward off the nausea. Last thing she wanted was a repeat of her earlier indignity.

He pulled off her still damp sneakers, then unfolded the comforter at the foot of the bed and covered her with it. “Take a nap. We’ll talk about this when you wake up.”

She wanted to argue the point, would have if she could have kept her stomach under control. Not to mention when she started feeling cozy under the thick comforter, her eyes got so heavy she didn’t have a prayer of keeping them open. She’d have to let him win this one. She could leave later, when she was rested. Walk out to the car and say her goodbyes. Later.

* * * *

Sam waited until her breathing grew even and deep and her body relaxed. Then he left her, reckoning the more distance he put between them, the better. 

She’d felt too damn good cradled in his arms when he’d carried her, her hair sweetly scented by the rain, her body warm against his. When he started contemplating pulling off her jeans—because they were damp and mud-splattered—he knew he had no business staying in that room.

He had to keep her here, at least for the night. She wasn’t an idiot and would probably see the logic of putting off her next steps until the weather cleared. If she gave him guff, he’d call Estelle and let her talk some sense into Jana.

Maybe if he brought her things into the house, that would be an extra inducement to stay. She’d want to change out of her damp, muddy clothes anyway. With any luck, she’d left her little Honda Civic unlocked so he could carry in her suitcase and whatnot.

Of course, it could be she had her keys stuffed in the pocket of her jeans and he might be able to fish them out without waking her. His mind fixated on that possibility, displaying a full-color video of him reaching under those warm covers, fingering his way inside her pocket.

He clamped a lid on those images, marching himself over to the entryway for his boots and rain gear. Outside, he circled around to the far side of the garage and stared in confusion at the battered white sedan parked there. What happened to the red late model Civic she’d left here in last September? He’d co-signed on the loan to help her buy it and she’d been damn proud of the car.

Had she wrecked it? His stomach clenched at the thought of her being in an accident, especially in her current condition.

At least the beater was unlocked. A quick look through the passenger cabin, he didn’t find much. A sweater and a pair of sandals were tossed on the back seat alongside a half-dozen scattered paperbacks. They were all his books, and all of them were dog-eared with likely multiple readings.

A plastic market bag under the driver’s seat gave him a place to stash the books, sweater and shoes. He popped the trunk, and found a small duffel bag, an even smaller cosmetic bag and a box filled with books. A DVD with a cracked case was wedged in the box—an adaptation of his first novel and his favorite of the six that had made it into film.

The day he received his pre-release copy of the movie from his agent, he’d taken it to Estelle’s. A rainy Saturday afternoon in February, Jana was there, helping Estelle ride herd on three new foster girls as they cleaned house.

Jana, fourteen and skinny as a rail, had wisecracked that the lead actor wore a toupee and she hoped he didn’t lose it in the action scenes. But when they’d all sat down to watch it, she’d been enthralled, grabbing his hand during the high climax, holding on so tight he’d thought his fingers would pop off.

When the movie officially came out on DVD, he’d given her a copy, had autographed the cover. She’d made a smart remark about how much she might be able to get for it on eBay, but she’d hung onto it these ten years. That it meant so much to her, that she maybe even treasured it, set off an emotion inside him he didn’t even want to name.

Market bag and duffel hooked on his fingers, cosmetic bag on top of the box of books, he elbowed the trunk shut and hurried toward the house. If not for the books, she could have fit everything in a paper shopping bag, the luggage of choice for a foster kid. She hadn’t experienced that transient, unpredictable life as he had. She’d had a mother, no matter how undependable. But he’d ended up living on a sixty-acre estate, while it seemed Jana still hadn’t found her way.
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