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Prologue

 

 

Abby Talmadge breezed into the office a woman on a mission. She had it all planned. She just needed to convince her two brothers-in-law. She’d been toying with the idea for more than a week and she had all her ducks in a row. Both were stubborn men, however, and if they said no, she’d go back to square one. But optimism was one of her strong traits and she had to hold on to the belief she’d get her way.

“Good morning,” she said, trying to put as much confidence into her manner as possible as she greeted her sister Michelle’s new husband. Josh O’Malley was skilled at reading people. It came in handy in his business, that of a private investigator. She didn’t want any of her doubts to surface as he’d hone in on them in a heart beat.

She still had trouble believing her sister Michelle had married him on such short acquaintance. But he adored her sister, so for that alone, Abby was happy to welcome him as part of the family.

“Josh,” Brandon Madison said in greeting, walking in behind Abby.

Glancing at Brandon, Abby smiled confidently. She’d known him since he’d first married her oldest sister, Caroline,  a bit over six years ago. Totally comfortable around the tech genius, she was counting on him backing her up. He absolutely doted on her sister--especially now that Caroline was pregnant. And after all, Caroline had started this quest to find their father. Now Abby could do something to bring it to a close.

Josh stood and looked warily at the two people who had just invaded his office.

“Good morning, I think. To what do I owe this unexpected honor?”

Brandon shrugged and glanced at Abby. “I’m not sure. This meeting’s her idea. And I’m under strict instructions to say nothing about it to Caroline.”

“Oh, oh. Sounds like Michelle’s last scheme--and I ended up married to her!” Josh said, motioning his visitors to sit. Sinking into his desk chair, he gazed at Abby. “Something tells me I’m not going to like this.”

“Ha, shows how much you know.” Abby pulled her chair close to the desk and pulled a folder from her tote. Slapping it on the desk, she looked up expectantly.

“Recognize that?”

Josh nodded slowly. “It’s the office folder regarding your father’s search. Michelle took it a few weeks ago.”

“She left it at my place,” Abby confirmed. Flicking a glance at Brandon, she turned back to Josh. “You have a dossier for three men who match most of the facts we’ve compiled on Sam Williams. How long do you think it’ll take to visit each of them and interview them? I, for one, am anxious to know if one is my father.”

“These things take time, Abby. This is not the only case my firm is working on, you know.”

“Well, time’s been passing ever since my grandmother trumped up that murder charge that drove our father away before I was even born. How much more time will it take?” Frustration bubbled up.

She’d never known her father. Caroline and Michelle each had a few memories, but she had none. Her mother had died when she was little.  She hardly had any memories of her.

All her life, she’d missed the family she should have had due to the evil machinations of her status-proud grandmother. Now that the dream of her life--meeting her father--was close.  She was impatient to locate him.  The fact Josh had narrowed the field down to a few meant they were so close to identifying her father.

Josh glanced at Brandon and then shrugged. “It’s been more than twenty years since he was last seen.  When Caroline and Brandon discovered he hadn’t left voluntarily a few months ago, Michelle brought what information you had. With the scarcity of information, we’ve done well to identify these three men as possibles. These things take time.”

“You’ve been on the case since June. It’s now the first week in August. How much time do you need? You already have all this information. Why can’t we go confront each man and ask if he’s our father? We all want to locate him.  This delay is intolerable.”

“I know. And it’ll only take a few more weeks. I need to travel to each location, arrange to speak privately with each man and go from there. If your father still thinks there’s a murder charge hanging over him, I don’t want to spook him by phoning first. Progress has been made--we’ve pretty much narrowed the field down to these three men. Can a few more weeks matter?”

“Maybe not to Caroline or Michelle,” Abby said restlessly. “Both obviously have other things on their minds with new husbands, new homes, new families.  But I’ve just finished my last training course at the hospital and have some vacation time coming.”

She looked at Brandon and then Josh, smiling triumphantly. “I’ve thought of a way to speed up this step.”

“And that is?” Brandon asked cautiously.

“If we each take one suspect, and make a quick visit to each location, we can have the answer by the end of the week! Brandon often flies to California for business, he could check out the man in Burbank and Caroline would never guess what he’s up to, or get her hopes up.”

“I think she could handle it,” Brandon said dryly. “The doctor says she’s healthy as can be. She is not going to miscarry this baby.”

“I know. Still, we’re all taking great care not to get her stressed or worried. I think if none of these men is our father, she’d be hugely disappointed. Anyway, it doesn’t hurt to keep it a secret until we know for sure.

“You, Josh, can go to New Jersey. And I’ll go to Houston and check out that one.”

“Or we can wait a while longer and I’ll visit each in turn and have the answer then,” Josh said.

“But I don’t want to wait. The timing’s perfect right now. I have several weeks vacation due me before I start my new job at the hospital. I’ll spend the first couple of days in Houston, talk to the man, and then I’ll have plenty of time to enjoy my vacation. You two know how much it means to me and my sisters to find our father.”

Brandon leaned back in the visitor’s chair and steepled his fingers. “Actually, it’s not a bad plan.”

“It’s a great plan,” Abby said with enthusiasm, turning to him in relief, glad Brandon backed her up.

“It could work,” Josh added slowly.

Abby beamed at him. “Of course it’ll work. Piece of cake. Then it’s settled? I’ll take the Houston Sam Williams. We can keep in touch by phone. This time next week, we’ll know for sure if one of these three is my father!”


Chapter One

 

 

Tossing her phone on the bed, Abby paced the small motel room, fuming. She couldn’t believe the man! She’d been calm and rational. And he’d accused her of being some kind of fortune-hunting hussy! Ohhh! She clenched her fists, wanting to scream!

Storming over to the window, she slid it open and gazed out over the strip of grass that softened the stark asphalt of the motel. Taking a deep breath, she held it a moment before letting it whoosh out. Reviewing the conversation, she tried to see where it’d gone wrong. What could she have done differently?

She’d asked to speak to Samuel J. Williams, only to be told he was out of the office. Directed to the acting Executive Manager, Dev Hamilton, Abby had been forthright and honest. She’d introduced herself and then explained she was trying to verify if Samuel Williams had lived in Mississippi about twenty-three years ago. If he had been married once to a woman named Talmadge?

Dev Hamilton had not been equally forthcoming. When he’d pressed her as to why she was calling, she had responded she thought she might be Sam Williams’ daughter. The obnoxious man on the other end laughed shortly, then railed at her. How had she discovered Sam was ill? Was that the reason for her obvious ploy of trying to worm her way into some money? Samuel Williams had never lived in Mississippi and if she called again, he’d inform the authorities that she was trying something fraudulent.

Just hearing the echo of his tone ignited her anger. Slapping a hand against the wall beside the window, she whirled around and paced back to the phone. She wished she knew something that could set that arrogant man back on his heels. She wanted nothing from her father but to discover who he was. Where he was living. That he was all right.

Maybe have dinner together to learn what he’d been doing during the last twenty-some years.

Sinking slowly on the bed, she sighed. There was no proof that this man was her father. That was the entire reason for her presence in Houston--to discover if he were. The acting Executive Manager sounded certain the man had never lived in Mississippi. How would he know that?

Maybe Josh or Brandon had already discovered that one of the other men was her father.

She’d phone them to find out before pursuing this further. 

But if neither of the other two Samuel Williams proved to be the man they were searching for, then Mr. Hamilton would soon learn that she wasn’t easily pushed aside. Discovering the truth was too important to her. She’d find a way!

Snatching up her phone, she punched in the number to Josh’s office and waited, frustration still roiling inside.

 

 

Six days later Abby slipped the key into a lock and turned it. Opening the door, she peeked inside. With a quick, guilty glance over her shoulder, she lifted her suitcase and entered. The small apartment was hers. The guilt came from the way she’d obtained it.

Closing the door, she set her bag on the floor and went to the window to open the blinds. Sunlight flooded in. Turning, she surveyed the living room.

Neat and austere, it waited only for someone to breathe life into it. The furniture was functional.  There were no pictures on the walls.  No magazines or books stacked on the coffee table. Nothing to give the room personality. It awaited its next tenant.

Which was her--temporarily.

She stood by the window while she dialed Josh’s number. Gazing over the estate while it rang on the other end, Abby grew a tad impatient. Michelle answered. 

Taking a deep breath, Abby tried out a fake New York accent. Could it fool anyone who knew her?

“Michelle O’Malley?”

“Yes?”

“I’m trying to reach your husband, Josh.”

“I’m sorry, he’s unavailable right now. May I take a message?”

“Ask him to call Abby Brown.”

“Abby? Is that you?”

“Hi, Michelle. Yes, it’s me,” Abby said in her normal tone, almost laughing.

“What in the world are you doing? I didn’t recognize you at first.”

“Good, that was the idea.”

“What idea? Where are you? Still in Houston?”

“Yes. Actually, I’m at Sam Williams’ home.”

“At his house? You got through to him? Is he our father?”

“I have no idea. I’ve spent the best part of a week trying to get some information about him or trying to arrange an appointment with the acting Executive Manager--who refuses to have anything to do with me or my calls. Samuel Williams is out of the office sick. His secretary is like a bulldog and refuses to tell me anything. Nothing gets by her.”

Abby smiled smugly. “Well, almost nothing. I’m trying another way. Circumventing Dev Hamilton and the guardian secretary, if you must know.”

“What does that mean? Who’s Dev Hamilton?”

“Apparently the man in charge in Samuel Williams’ absence. Some officer in the company with delusions of omnipotence. He won’t even speak to me.”

For a moment the frustration surfaced. Taking a deep breath, Abby continued, “One day I went to the offices determined to get in to see somebody who could give me information, but there was a big meeting going on about some oil well crisis and rather than hang around all day, I left. In the elevator on the way out I overheard two secretaries talking about how hard it was proving to find a live-in gardener for the Williams’ estate.”

“You didn’t!” Michelle exclaimed.

“Yep, I faked a résumé, applied and got the job.”

“What? Abby, you don’t know anything about gardening. You’re a nurse.”

“How hard can it be to cut back a few flowers? Anyway, I only need to pretend for a day or two. It’s the only way I could get anywhere close. When I originally tried to explain the situation to Mr. Hamilton on the phone, he immediately tagged me as a gold-digger and threatened to call the authorities.”

Michelle murmured, “Why?”

“I reviewed the biography Josh put together for this Sam Williams.  He’s loaded, so I can see why Hamilton might think someone showing up out of the blue when Sam Williams was sick was looking to cash in. Once I can get in to see Sam Williams, talk to him face-to-face, I’ll have the answer and be on my way. But just in case they check references before I can get in to see him, I listed you. And I said I was Abby Brown. And that I’m from New York. I can’t take the chance Mr. Hamilton will recognize my voice if he’s running interference here as well as at the office. So if they call to check, say I was the best gardener you ever had.”

“I can’t believe you. This is the craziest stunt I’ve heard. And why Abby Brown?”

“I had to come up with something since I’d told the secretary that first day that I was Abby Talmadge.”

“You’ll never get away with this.  I can’t believe you are already hired.  They must really be hard up for gardeners in Houston.”

“It seemed like a good idea at the time. And it’s for a live in gardener.  Though I can’t imagine why.”   

Abby waved her hand in the air as if brushing away a minor detail. “Anyway, if anyone calls, make sure to back me up on this. Have you heard anything more from Josh or Brandon?”

“I don’t expect Josh to call until later, but he did finally get an appointment with the man in New Jersey. Brandon’s guy is still out of town and won’t be back until next week. Brandon’s not staying away from Caroline that long, so he’ll have to make another trip to the West Coast.”

Abby shook her head. “Last week I thought for sure we’d know by now, and yet here we are with none of the suspects eliminated.”

Michelle laughed softly. “Suspects, indeed. You make them sound like criminals. One could be our father.”

“Well, I don’t know what else to call them. I’m not unpacking until I see if I can catch this Sam Williams today. I don’t know how ill he is, but unless he’s bedridden, maybe I can run into him right away. Don’t you think he’s sure to walk around the yard at some point?  Fresh air and sunshine is always good for convalescing individuals.”

“Unpacking?”

“I get an apartment over the garage included as part of the package for the job.”

“Good grief. How in the world did you get hired?” Michelle asked. Abby could hear the incredulity in her sister’s voice and smiled again.

“Well, I fudged a bit on the qualifications,” Abby said, delighting in the way things had turned out.

Her attention was drawn to the snazzy black sports car that pulled to a stop in front of the garage--powerful, with sleek lines. A rich man’s toy. The driver climbed out and looked around. He was tall, dark and gorgeous.

“Wow,” she said softly.

“What?”

“You should see what just drove up. Oh my gosh, he’s heading for the steps that lead up here. I’ve got to go.” 

Pressing off,  Abby pulled her suitcase into the bedroom. Two seconds later she heard the rap on the door.

Running her fingers through her short blond hair, she took a deep breath. Checking to make sure her linen slacks and light-weight top were still tidy, she reached for the doorknob. If this was the owner of the estate, he definitely wasn’t her missing father--too young by far.

She opened the door and almost stopped breathing. Tall, dark and gorgeous, all right--even half hidden behind the mirrored lenses of his sunglasses. He wore a dress shirt, opened at the throat, sleeves rolled partway up; his tie loosened, and dark charcoal-gray slacks. The clothes couldn’t camouflage the rugged width of his shoulders, nor his height--which had to be over six feet.

The dark glasses hid his expression. What color were his eyes? Dark and yummy like the rest of him, she bet, wishing he’d take them off.

“Abby Brown?” he asked.

Her attention was instantly caught and her heart dropped. His voice was the one she’d heard over the phone when she’d first called the oil company’s headquarters. Deep and husky, reminding her of sultry nights in the bayou. This was Dev Hamilton. What was he doing here?

She took a shaky breath, her heart racing. Would he recognize her voice despite her fake accent? Kick her out before she had a chance to locate and talk with Sam Williams? Call the authorities?

She nodded. Pure dumb luck got her here--but some fast thinking would be needed to stay!

“Yes.”

“Dev Hamilton,” he said, holding out his hand. “Sorry I didn’t get a chance to meet you at the office. My secretary, Janice, told me she’d hired you.”

Abby boldly placed her hand in his, almost snatching it back when an unexpected jolt of electricity shot up her arm. Eyes wide, she stared at him, her heart thundering in her chest. What did he want? Why was he here?

“I thought I was hired to work for a Samuel Williams,” she said, trying the New York accent again. If she could fool Michelle for a few seconds, surely she could fool a man who had only spoken with her once briefly on the phone.

“That’s right. Samuel’s my stepfather.” Dev turned around and looked over the neglected grounds. “This is my folks’ home. They’ve been away for a few weeks, the gardener gone even longer as I’m sure you can tell by the state of the yard.”

Samuel was Dev’s stepfather?

Oh, no! That meant Dev would probably be checking up on her all the time. That was the last thing she needed. 

Trying to keep the dismay off her face, Abby peeked over his shoulder. The garden looked fine to her. Maybe the grass was a bit overgrown. And some of the flowers had passed their prime and obviously needed to be trimmed. A tiny bit of doubt crept in.  She knew nothing about gardening. Weeds, crabgrass and fertilizers were abstract concepts to her. She’d never followed the gardener around Talmadge Hall when she was a kid.  And she’d lived in apartments since leaving there.

Hope was beginning to dim that she could confront Samuel Williams, confirm whether he was her father, and depart before anyone discovered how inept she was.

Suddenly she realized what he’d said. If Samuel Williams was out of town, she couldn’t see him today. The secretary had told her the man was away but Abby had thought she meant away from the office, sick at home. How ill could he be if he could travel?

“I noticed,” she said in the growing silence. Thoughts tumbled in her mind. When would the man return?

When Dev turned to face her, she took an involuntary step backward.

“I expect them home next weekend.”

Next weekend? Today was Wednesday; that made their return nine days away. Abby hoped her surprised dismay didn’t show in her expression. She had no idea if she could fake being a gardener for nine whole days!

“Can you have the place in shape by then? I could have hired a landscape service, but my mother likes to have one person take care of everything. And be on hand daily to advise her when she has questions,” he continued.

“Sure,” she said, careful to keep all hints of her usual Southern drawl from her voice.

She dare not mention she hadn’t a clue what gardening entailed. Her grandmother had a couple of men to care for the grounds at Talmadge Hall, where Abby had grown up, but she had always preferred playing on the banks of the Mississippi River when a child to tagging after the yard workers.

“I assume my secretary reviewed everything with you.”

Nodding, she tried to remember what they’d discussed. The impersonation had been a spur-of-the-moment attempt. She’d been so surprised the woman hired her, she hadn’t paid much attention to details. Why should she, she thought she’d be gone by nightfall.

But not if Sam Williams was away from home.

Could she stay more than a week without anyone discovering the truth? 

Highly unlikely.

She was so close, darn it!

Maybe Josh or Brandon would have better luck. Maybe she didn’t need to talk to this man at all if either of the others proved to be her father.

Dev looked at her suspiciously. “How old are you?”

Flustered, Abby forgot her future worry for an immediate one. How much experience would a gardener have? She’d indicated several years on her fake résumé, which meant she had to be--how old?

“How old do I look?” she asked, stalling. The dark glasses disconcerted her. She could tell a lot by watching the expressions in a person’s eyes.

“Twenty.”

She smiled and shook her head, hoping he couldn’t tell how her heart raced. “The benefit of great genes--I’m twenty-six.” Well, adding four years to her real age wasn’t too unbelievable, was it?

His patent look of disbelief shook her. What if he called her bluff, asked to see a driver’s license or other proof of age? Or even proof she was who she said she was?

“Been gardening all your life?” he asked in mock disbelief.

Abby nodded, trying not to fidget. Trying to remember the details of that fake résumé. If he started to cross-examine her, she’d really feel like an idiot. But it didn’t matter. If it came to that, she could always leave--and never have to see this disturbing individual again. Josh could handle it.

But that also meant she couldn’t contact Sam Williams. This entire scheme was her idea. She had to follow it through. She dare not do less than her best after convincing Josh and Brandon to go along with the idea.

Dev slid his hands into his pockets and pulled out a small bunch of keys on a circular key ring, holding them out to her.

Abby automatically held out her hand.

“For the shed, the mower and the garage. My secretary obviously gave you the keys for the apartment,” he said.

Abby nodded.

“Any questions?”

She shook her head, feeling as tongue-tied as a schoolgirl. Now if he would just get in that sexy car and head out, she could decide how to pretend to be a gardener for nine days.

“Come on, then. I’ll show you around.” Dev stood back on the small landing, waiting for her.

Abby stepped out, too close to the man. She could feel waves of heat and energy emanating from him. Taking a breath, she drew in the tangy scent of his aftershave. And something else. Some distinctive essence that was Dev Hamilton’s own. Suddenly every cell in her body seemed attuned to him.

Her reaction floored her. She almost stumbled as she hurried down the steps, astonished by the wave of pure sensual awareness that swept through her. Good grief, this man would have a hissy fit if he even suspected who she was. And she didn’t want to guess what he’d do if he discovered her deception. If he threatened to call the authorities over a phone call, what would happen if he found out she had lied her way onto his stepfather’s estate?

Maybe her father’s estate as well, she reminded herself.

“This way,” he said, touching her shoulder lightly.

That confusing tingling darted across her skin at his touch. Sidestepping, Abby tried to maintain a calm expression. She must not let him guess a mere whisper of contact affected her in any way. 

She felt as awkward as a first-semester nursing student flustered by some doctor. She’d survived that, so she could survive a few minutes with Dev Hamilton--as long as he didn’t touch her again.

They walked around the side of the garage, along by the fence, across the grassy lawn.

“What do you think so far?” Dev asked.

Clearing her throat, she shrugged and tried to look like she was assessing the state of the grounds. Feeling she needed to say something, Abby nodded toward a bank of roses, some already past their prime. “Nice roses.”

“My mother’s pride and joy. And Dad indulges her. She must have more than fifty varieties. They take a lot of care, as I’m sure you know.”

“Right.” Had she heard that somewhere before? 

Taking a breath, she decided to skip any attempt at conversation. If the only thing they had in common was flowers, she’d give herself away in an instant even if he didn’t recognize her voice. She was lucky she’d identified the roses!

“This is the gardener’s shed,” Dev said, as they rounded a high hedge and stopped before a small wooden structure.

He waited a moment. “You have the keys.”

Abby frowned, embarrassed to be reminded. She stepped to the door and located the correct key to open the knob. Dev stood only a few feet away watching her every move. She wished she didn’t feel so conscious of the man.  She was used to working around dynamic men all the time. Didn’t she spend her days with interns and surgeons and visiting doctors?
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