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1Chapter One

 

 

Zoe Blackstone sat bundled up in an old quilt. The wind blew from the sea, the tang of salt filling the air. It was too cold to be outside, but she snuggled in the warmth of the quilt and stared out at the gray sea. It had been raining until a half hour ago. The gray skies looked as if they melded into the water at the horizon. It was a dreary day. One that suited her mood to perfection. Tears welled again. Sniffing, she refused to cry.

Staring over the deserted beach from the family cottage, she tried to make her mind go blank—but the doctor’s words echoed over and over. Her recommendation—a hysterectomy. 

Zoe blinked back the tears. She was only twenty-eight, far too young to face this. Never married, she still held the hope she’d find the man of her dreams one day and get married and start a family. That wouldn’t happen if she had the operation. She’d thought she had all the time in the world. Instead she was limited to months.

The painful menstrual cramps and heavy bleeding contributed to her being almost incapacitated several days each month. If she wanted relief from the pain, this was the option her physician recommended. She snuggled against the hot water bottle pressed to her abdomen. Pills and heat helped, but nothing fully relieved the pain.

Not that she’d get an operation based on one doctor’s opinion. Zoe believed Dr. Wright, however, and expected a second and even third doctor to support her prognosis. But not yet. She couldn’t bear to end all hope of having a family one day. She had already made an appointment with another ObGyn. But she knew it was only a matter time. Her doctor wouldn’t have recommended the procedure if she hadn’t been certain it was the only option left.

The pronouncement had been unexpected. Visiting the doctor yesterday afternoon, she’d been hoping for a new treatment, something that would work after five years of trying different medication. 

But the miracle she hoped for hadn’t appeared. Each month the pain grew worse. This month she’d been compelled to visit her doctor again. Too distraught to even think after the doctor’s recommendation, she’d hopped in her car and driven to the Seagrass Point; to the cottage that had been in her family since her grandfather had been a little boy. It was a refuge, a haven. She sorely needed some time to come to terms with the change in her life.

Cottage was a bit of a misnomer—the old Victorian style house had five bedrooms and a kitchen large enough to feed a family of twenty. And there were usually that many in and out all summer long. 

This stretch of beach on the Virginia side of Chesapeake Bay was privately owned. And in October it was practically deserted. The perfect place to hide away and come to terms with the realities of her life.

Zoe hadn’t even told her twin yet. Chloe would insist on driving out to join her as soon as she heard and at this moment, Zoe didn’t want anyone around—not even the closest person to her in the world.

Her cell rang. It had rung a dozen times already today. Each time the chirpy ring startled her, bringing her out of her reverie for a few seconds. It lay on the counter in the kitchen. She could hear it but couldn’t bring herself to leave her warm cocoon to walk inside to answer.

The relentless wave action of the sea mesmerized. The cool breeze chilled her cheeks. Tucked inside the warm quilt, getting up would mean being enveloped in the cold until she went inside. Maybe she’d just stay huddled in the quilt forever.

The phone went quiet. No one knew where she was. She’d phoned in to the office after she’d left the doctor’s office and told her assistant she’d be out for a couple of days. Not stopping to check in with any of her family or friends, she’d driven straight to the beach. Sooner or later she’d have to call someone or they’d all worry. But not yet.

The phone rang again. For a moment Zoe thought it sounded angry. She smiled for the first time since seeing the doctor yesterday. Ring tones didn’t sound angry. They just played whatever ring tone was set. Sighing, she rose and went inside. Her cramps were manageable, but she hunched over slightly. It was most likely Jedidiah Callahan—Cal for short–she could tell by the intense vibes winging their way unseen. Her boss didn’t do things by half measures. If he decided he needed to speak to her, she’d better answer or who knew what he’d do next.

She grabbed the phone. 

“Yes?” 

The door hadn’t latched behind her and the wind whipped it wide-open, slamming it against the wall. Zoe winced as the cold air whirled around the kitchen.

“Where the heck are you and why isn’t the Schribner folder where I think it ought to be?” Cal growled.

“I’m taking a couple of days off and the folder is with Ginny, ask her,” she replied almost in the same snarl as she slammed the door shut. She was not in the mood to placate her boss. She had her own problem at the moment. 

“And when I take time off from work, I’m not supposed to be working. You have a building full of employees, get one of them to find your blasted folder.”

The silence on the other end lasted only a second. Then the silky tones of one trying to sooth a fractious child came over the line. 

“Are you sick? It’s not like you to miss work at all, much less without any warning.”

She took a deep breath. Her private life was just that. She wasn’t best friends with her boss though they had worked together for years. The longer she worked there, the more she and Cal meshed. He’d bounce ideas off her. She’d bring up situations that were beyond her for his input. 

For a moment she wished she could confide in him. He was good at problem solving. But close as they were at work, they’d kept their personal lives private.

“I’ll be back in a couple of days. You can manage until then.” 

Zoe disconnected and then turned off the phone. She’d have to call her sister soon. Once she came to terms with things, she’d want Chloe’s advice. But in the meantime, she wanted to hole up and not talk to anyone—especially her sister. 

Not that she was envious of her twin precisely. Okay, maybe she was just a little.

Chloe and Gabe married five years ago. They lived in a lovely apartment near Dupont Circle in the District of Columbia. Both successful in their respective professions, they traveled often, frequently to exotic locations. Sometimes trips were connected with Gabe’s work as a troubleshooter for a tech company. Other times just for fun.

The only person Chloe loved as much as her twin was her husband. And once in a while Zoe almost wished he hadn’t come along. Almost, but not really. Her sister was blissfully happy in her marriage and that was what Zoe envied.

If Zoe had married five years ago, she’d have children by now. Sometimes she wondered why Chloe didn’t. The answer to the question—they weren’t ready—seemed vague. But she’d never pushed for more. Everyone had their own timing. 

Part of a large family, Zoe had always planned on having a large family of her own. She loved holidays and birthdays with her family. The closeness, the love, the feeling there was always someone there for her. She had deliberately sought to build a successful career before settling down to marriage and a family. Now it looked as if time had run out.

She dropped the quilt across one of the wooden chairs that surrounded the large plank kitchen table. Maybe she’d fix something to eat. If she had more energy, she’d go out to one of the local restaurants where the crab cakes were melt-in-your-mouth good. Or try one of the fish grills that dotted the town of Baden Harbor. But not tonight. She’d just heat up some soup and make toast. She wasn’t hungry, but practical enough to know she needed to eat.

Things would look better in the morning, as her grandmother always said.

Zoe didn’t know how, but she hoped so.

Jedidiah Callahan carefully replaced the phone, stunned at the reaction of his normally cool-headed senior analyst. Zoe had worked for him for the last five years. He’d only seen her angry enough to yell twice. What set this episode off? 

He thought back over the last couple of days. He hadn’t been more difficult to work with than normal. So that wasn’t it.

In fact, if asked, he’d have said they had a great relationship. She stood up to him when she thought he was wrong. Something other employees could learn. She voiced her feelings about projects, sometimes pinpointing exactly what was missing. And he relied on her more than any of the other analysts to give him sound advice.

He rose and went down the hall and peered into her office. Tidy as always. She was neat beyond normal, he often thought; while his own desk was piled high with folders and printouts and reports. Zoe loved order, spreadsheets and tons of data to analyze. He counted on her to have the information he wanted when he wanted it. He was used to Zoe being there whenever he needed her. This wasn’t like her at all. Now he’d have to find Ginny and see if she could locate the file. And maybe give him some information on what was up with Zoe.

The younger woman was diligently typing a report from one of the field agents. She looked up when Cal stopped at her desk and almost grimaced before giving him an artificial smile.

“What can I do for you?” she asked.

“I’m looking for the Schribner folder,” he said.

“Oh, dear. I remember seeing that. Just hold on a sec and let me remember where.”

 Ginny jumped up and began to rummage through the stacks of folders on her desk. It resembled his, but there the similarity ended. Jedidiah knew exactly where every piece of paper was on his. Ginny was still rummaging through piles.

“Zoe was working on it, making sure everything was up today because you’re meeting with them soon and she wanted you to have every iota of intel at your fingertips,” Ginny mumbled as she rifled through yet another stack of folders. “She called in yesterday and had me get it from her office. It’s here. Wait a sec.”

Cal took a deep breath, trying not to let his frustration spill over. His first tendency was to snap and then make amends, but he wouldn’t do that today. He had more control over his behavior. But he didn’t have much patience in the best of times and this was not the best of times. Blast it, why had Zoe taken off at this juncture? He needed her.

“Here it is.” Ginny beamed with success and handed him the thick folder.

He took it and walked away. At least one thing had gone right today. Where the heck was Zoe? She hadn’t requested vacation time. She wasn’t claiming sick leave. Was something wrong with someone in her family? 

He didn’t know much about her personal life, just that her family came from Maryland and she had more brothers and sisters than anyone else he knew. Most of whom also worked in the District of Columbia.

He returned to his desk and opened the folder. His curiosity over Zoe and her odd behavior wouldn’t let him focus on the material therein. If she were sick, wouldn’t she have said something? Normally he knew her schedule as well as he knew his own—and vice versa.

Cal tried her phone again. The not-in-service message came on. He uttered a brief expletive and hung up.

Ten minutes later Cal closed the Schribner folder and rose. His security firm specialized in keeping people safe, especially when traveling to dangerous locales. The agents assigned the Schribner account could handle things. Cal would check on Zoe one more time and then call it a day. 

Maybe put in some time at the gym. The exercise tired him out enough to sleep at night. 

Though the nightmares still struck without warning.

He’d given Zoe a ride home a few times over the years. Her apartment building was out near Key Bridge. He’d never been inside. Entering the building a short time later Cal noticed it was as nondescript as most modern buildings. The elevator was quiet and quickly rose to her floor. Ringing the doorbell brought no response. He leaned against the door to listen. He heard nothing. He tried her phone again. No service. Where was she?

After eating her soup, Zoe perused the books in the shelves. She’d read all of them, a couple more than once. Light summertime reading, none would hold her attention today. She considered going to bed, but it was too early—though darkness had fallen. Sighing softly, she went to the cottage phone and called her sister. Time to tell Chloe what was going on.

Zoe felt marginally better after their conversation. Her twin had been as shocked with the news as Zoe had and wanted to jump right in the car and drive down to the beach, but Zoe had convinced her talking on the phone was good enough. 

So then her sister had come up with a dozen of different scenarios all in which Zoe was miraculously cured.

When they’d exhausted those options, they settled into a heart-to-heart.

“Mostly I wanted a family one day, like ours,” Zoe told her. “Can you imagine life without all the kids running around and grandparents and aunts and uncles?”

“Actually, I can. That’s what Gabe and I have.”

“But if you wanted children, at least you’re married. I’m not even seeing anyone,” Zoe said.

“That’s because you’re too involved with Cal.”

“I’m not involved with my boss,” she denied quickly. 

Immediately his image came to mind—tall with dark brown hair and a body to die for. He turned the heads of lots of women, but never settled on one. She pictured his concentration at work. The serious focus of his eyes on the reports. Running his hands through his hair when frustrated. His laughter if they took a break and ordered pizza while staying late because of some crisis.

“Not that way, silly. I mean too caught up in work. You’re more of a workaholic than Gabe is. If Cal says he needs you, there you are. I’m surprised you’re not at work right now,” Chloe said.

“Now you’re being silly. I’m not there all the time.” 

Though she did work more closely with Cal than any other analyst. But that was because he needed her. 

“I enjoy what I do. I thought I could have my career for a little longer and then think about getting married and starting a family,” Zoe said pensively.

“Well, you’d enjoy finding someone with lots in common and falling in love. Set some boundaries—let Cal know you can only work for eight hours a day, not twenty-four. You have time. Just not as much as you always thought. The doctor didn’t say get into hospital next week.”

“She did say soon. There’s always so much to do at the office. The business keeps expanding as Cal’s reputation grows. He’s really providing a terrific service with fabulous results.”

“Great, he can hire some more help if business is booming. Let him deal with that. Your next assignment is to find a husband, get married and start that family,” Chloe said.

Zoe sighed. “That sounds so calculating. These days a woman doesn’t really have to be married to have a baby.” 

She always thought she’d fall in love like her twin, with a man who was perfect for her. One who also wanted a large family. Was that a pipe dream?

“You’re not thinking of a sperm bank?” Chloe asked, the incredulity coming clearly across the phone line.

“No. I can’t imagine raising a child alone. Wait, before you say a word, I know you’ll be there for me as will the rest of the family. But I want my baby to have a father. Can you imagine our lives without Dad? I’m not sure that would be fair to a child, to deliberately bring him or her into the world with no father. I mean it’s one thing if something happens, but to start out that way, I’m not sure.”

“You have five brothers, each would be a perfect father figure. Gabe would as well.”

“It’s not the same thing as having your very own. So even if I don’t marry the father, I want a man who’ll be a part of the child’s life forever.”

“Women who fall in love and get married don’t even get that guarantee,” Chloe said.

“I want it anyway.”

Her sister thought for a moment. “I guess it’s worth a shot. Maybe you’ll fall for a man and get married and end up with a dozen kids.”

“Or maybe find someone I really like, who is good father material and wants a baby without all the ties and commitment of marriage,” Zoe said thoughtfully. “I mean, how much do I really want to be tied down? I’d be there for the baby, but I still want to work. What if a husband didn’t want that?” 

She didn’t even want to think about giving up her career.

“Ties and commitment are necessary with a child,” Chloe said. “And you’re strong enough to stand up for yourself married or not. It’s not an either or decision.”

“You’re right. Still, I’d have to choose a daddy carefully, whatever else happened.”

Zoe rose early the next morning. The sun was peeping above the horizon, below the clouds that were rapidly dissipating. She hoped it’d be a better day than yesterday, but the pain that woke her didn’t hold much promise. Staying another day meant she’d need to visit one of the grocery stores. The canned goods that stocked the cottage cupboards didn’t offer the variety she craved. 

But she couldn’t face that now. Groaning slightly, she curled up in a ball.

Waking an hour later, she felt awful. She made it to the bathroom and her pills. After a few minutes, she headed back for bed when someone knocked on the front door. She debated letting them stay there, she longed for bed. But curiosity more than anything won out and she went to the door.

Opening it, Zoe stared at Cal Callahan standing on the porch, towering over her. His expression was impossible to read. He wore a suit, the tie loosened. He hadn’t shaved yet that morning and the shadow of his beard made him look more rugged and masculine than normal.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

“I came to see you.”

“How did you find the place?”

“Interesting story, that,” he said, glancing at her attire. “You getting up or going to bed?”

She pulled the lapels of the warm fleece robe closer and shook her head. 

“Today isn’t a good day, Cal.” 

She began to push the door shut.

He held it open easily and stepped inside.

“You look like you need some help.”

“More than you can give.”

“Meaning?” 

He studied her closely. Zoe was conscious she hadn’t even washed her face that morning. Her hair probably looked like the wreck of the Hesperus. She hated not projecting her normal cool demeanor. But at the moment, none of it mattered.

“I went to your sister’s home and she gave me directions to here. Which seems like a good thing, now. I didn’t know you two were twins. That was a shock.”

Zoe nodded wondering how much longer she could remain upright. She always kept her family life separate from work. 

“I’m surprised you even knew I had a sister, much less where to find her.”

“She’s listed as the person to notify in case of emergency.”

“And you count this as an emergency?”

He looked at her. “You tell me. Why aren’t you in bed? You look terrible.”

“Gee, thanks. Actually I need to be.”

He scooped her up and asked which way. Zoe almost protested, but it felt so good to relinquish control for just a second. And being off her feet eased some of the discomfort—or the pills were beginning to work.

“Talk to me,” he said as he walked up the stairs to the bedroom she used.

Zoe didn’t want to let him know everything, but she did owe him an explanation. Her flight had been unlike her and he had a right to know if it would happen again. She wondered if anything else would be so devastating she’d immediately flee to the comfort of the family sea cottage.

“Two heads are better than one at solving problems,” he said. 

He gently put her on the bed and once she covered herself with the spread, sat on the edge of the mattress.

“It won’t happen again,” she said.

“What happened and won’t again?” he asked.

“I won’t leave so unexpectedly like this time. It was a private emergency.”

“Hey, Protection, Inc. is good in emergencies. We have strategic planning down to an art. I doubt there are many things we can’t handle. Besides, you help me in brainstorming solution, let’s try this one.”

She almost smiled. Cal was so proud of the company—and rightly so. Their success rate was terrific. It was becoming synonymous with high end security in the capital. The firm was constantly hiring new agents as it expanded. One department did nothing but vet new hires. Cal made security as sacred as apple pie.

“Unfortunately the company can’t help in this situation,” she said.

“Try me,” he invited.

He looked rock solid, firm and dependable. She knew he was as honest as anyone she’d met. And he had an aura of competency that was evident at first glance. Wind had ruffled his dark hair when he walked to the cottage from his car, giving him an almost boyish look. She blinked. She’d met him when he’d been in his thirties. There was nothing boyish about the hard-as-nails man who drove Protection, Inc. He was right, she and he had worked together for years. Might as well share this little bit.

“All right.” She’d take him up on his challenge. “I found out yesterday I need to have a hysterectomy and I always wanted a family. If I don’t do something soon, I can forget about ever having a baby.”

Cal didn’t move, didn’t even blink, but Zoe knew she’d startled him.

“It’s a female problem and getting worse. My doctor recommended I get the operation soon—like before next month. Where does that fall in Protection’s purview?”

Unexpectedly he reached out and brushed her hair away from her cheek. Zoe was shocked at the awareness that shot through her. This was Cal, her boss, mentor and friend. She refused to hear Chloe’s words echo in her mind about being too involved with Cal.

“Not one of our more usual situations,” he murmured.

“You wanted to know,” she reminded him. 

She respected him more than anyone she knew. She often marveled at the dangerous situations he was able to defuse. But even Cal couldn’t pull miracles out of a hat. 

“Don’t worry, this is my problem, not yours. I don’t see it has much of a solution—much less a quick one.”

“You work for me so it becomes my problem,” Cal said.

“I’m coming to grips with the situation,” she said, feeling awkward discussing it with her boss. 

Their relationship had always been business. Now he was in her bedroom. He’d touched her in a way not consistent with being her boss.

“But it isn’t going away,” he said.

“Sooner or later, I need that operation. I just wanted to have a baby first.” 

Her voice cracked a little. Zoe took a deep breath. She was done with crying.

“Ironic,” he murmured.

“What is?”

“Nothing. No boyfriend ready to step up to the plate?” he asked.

She shook her head and shot him a look. 

“When do I have time to date and build some kind of relationship? In case you didn’t know, my boss is a slaver driver,” she teased, trying to lighten the mood. 

He didn’t need to shoulder her problems.

“Hey, whatever it takes to get the job done.”

“What it takes is two or three people to keep up with you,” she retorted.

“You’ve never complained,” he said.

“You know how exciting the work can be. I love it. But I think I’ll need to make some changes. I hate to hit the singles bars, but if I want a family—and I do—I could have left it too late. Still, I have to try.”

He touched her shoulder, the awareness building again. 

“I have a few friends I could introduce you to. I know Mark Wyatt was married for a while and liked being married.”

“What happened?”

“His wife didn’t, apparently. Anyway, they split about a year ago. He might be right what you’re looking for. He’s around my age, no children yet. Maybe he’d be interested.”

“That hardly sounds romantic,” she said.

“Hey, you want romance, you need to take your time. You want a sperm donor, you take what you can get.”

“Cal, I can’t believe you said that. It sounds horrible. I don’t just want a donor, I want someone to make a baby with and then raise that baby together, going to school functions, family gatherings. I’d like to get married if I can find the right man, but if that’s not in the cards, I still want a father who will be there when the child graduates college and gets married and makes us grandparents.”

“What time warp are you coming from?” he asked.

“What do you mean? That’s not so much to ask.”

“In this day and age it is. Who do you know who’s still married when their kids graduate college?”

“My parents for one. My grandparents are all alive, all four. There has only been one divorce in our family in three generations,” she said. “But marriage isn’t necessary. Mostly I want someone committed to being a dad. Someone who will love our child as much as I will.”

“Weigh the chances and the parameters you have to work with. See what level of comfort you can stand and go for it. It may be single motherhood is the cost of a child.”

“I guess I have some serious thinking to do.”

“Want something to eat while doing that serious thinking?”

“Can you cook?” 

Zoe knew he could order pizza with the best of them, but she’d never had a reason to know if he could cook. It gave a different dimension to him.

“I can manage eggs and toast,” he said.

“I think there’s only dry cereal and oatmeal.”

“I’ll manage, you rest.” 

He stood up and walked out of the bedroom.

Zoe breathed a sigh of relief. Cal was too energetic for the way she felt. She meant what she said—she had some serious decisions to make. Could she find someone to fall in love with on demand? Cal already promised to introduce her to an eligible man. Her sisters would, she knew. Some friends had been trying to fix her up for years, but she’d always had her work. And Cal—as Chloe said.

Zoe didn’t want to return to work. She wanted to stay at the cottage and gather her resources a bit before returning home. Yet if Cal was going to introduce her to someone he thought she might like, maybe the sooner done the better. She hoped this month’s bout of pain vanished soon.

Cal brought up oatmeal and tea. He sat beside her and matched her spoonful for spoonful. She thought it funny he’d eat so plainly, and drink tea when she knew he devoured coffee all day long. 

A couple of times during the meal, she caught Cal studying her. Zoe wanted to squirm under his intense regard, but did her best to appear unconcerned propped up against the headboard. The pills were beginning to take effect and she felt marginally better. 
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