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To the brave women who shared your stories with me.


You are priceless pearls.










  
  
Content Warning




This book is written using Canadian English, spelling, and idiomatic or regional language. 

It also includes intense themes such as domestic violence, childhood sexual abuse, and human trafficking, and scenes that may be disturbing to some readers, including sexual and physical assault, verbal and emotional abuse, and moderate profanity. Equivalent movie rating: 18A.








  
  
Benediction





The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me, 
    because the Lord has anointed me
to bring good news to the poor;
    he has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted,
to proclaim liberty to the captives,
    and the opening of the prison to those who are bound;
to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor,
    and the day of vengeance of our God;
to comfort all who mourn;
    to grant to those who mourn in Zion—
to give them a beautiful headdress instead of ashes,
    the oil of gladness instead of mourning,
the garment of praise instead of a faint spirit;
    that they may be called oaks of righteousness,
the planting of the Lord, that he may be glorified.

Isaiah 61:1-3
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All Sarah wanted that Sunday afternoon was a latte and some peace and quiet. She should have known that she was the one person destined to not get her wish. 

She stared at the pastries in the Starbucks display case, chewing her lip absently, hugging her denim blazer closer around her slender frame to protect against the chill of the shop’s air conditioning. She had already been in San Francisco for four days and had yet to see anything in the city except a few restaurants and the route to her hotel. Now that the writers’ conference was over, she relished standing in line and not having to strike up a conversation with someone. The woman in front of her moved up to the counter, and Sarah automatically took a step forward, still staring into space.

“Excuse me, ma’am, what are you having?”

Sarah jumped. The warm baritone had come from directly behind her. She turned around and was confronted with a tall, lean, muscular man in faded blue jeans and a white T-shirt. His blue eyes crinkled in an easy grin, and sandy hair fell in tousled curls almost to his chin. She blinked. With his height—she was staring straight at his nose, so he was at least six feet tall, maybe more—and stubble-covered cheeks, he looked like he had walked right out of a poster from one of the shop windows in Union Square in order to pop in here for a lunch break. Or maybe out of the pages of one of her novels. She took mental notes—he had the perfect look for her next male lead.

Sarah realized she was staring and dropped her gaze. She brushed aside a wavy blond lock that had worked itself loose from her ponytail, trying to think of an answer to his question. She couldn’t even remember what he’d said.

“Pardon me?” She swallowed nervously.

“I never know what to get here. What are you having?”

She frowned. “Haven’t you ever been to a Starbucks before?”

The man chuckled. “Not often. There isn’t a Starbucks where I live. Well, I guess there are a couple now, but I never go there. What do you recommend?”

“Hmm. I see.” She didn’t. No Starbucks? Did he live in Antarctica? “I’m having a latte. I like mine sweet, so I add a little sugar and I’m good to go.”

“Sounds great. Thanks.” He searched the menu for her suggestion.

“Sure.” Sarah looked down, then glanced back up, curiosity getting the better of her reticence to make conversation. “Where on earth do you live?”

She couldn’t imagine anyone in North America who wasn’t familiar with Starbucks. It seemed you couldn’t turn a corner in San Francisco without running into another one of the ritzy coffee shops. Sure, there were only a handful in her home city of Edmonton by comparison, and she knew of plenty of places in Alberta without one—but it seemed strange that this man had no idea what to even try.

The man’s eyes crinkled more deeply. Did that smile ever leave his face? “Mumbai.”

“As in, India?”

He nodded. “Yep. But originally, I’m from Canada. A little town called Miller, in Alberta. No Starbucks there, either.”

She gaped. “Really? What are the chances of that?”

He gave his head a confused shake, but his grin didn’t disappear. “What do you mean?”

Sarah became aware that the girl behind the till was trying to get her attention. She turned and placed her order, then moved down to the opposite end of the counter to wait while Mr. Tall Blond Stranger placed an identical one. The name the barista jotted on his cup was Steve.

He came and held up the wall beside her. Sarah focused on the activity behind the counter as she pondered whether to let the conversation die a natural death or risk being friendly. The idea of conversing with this stranger made her throat dry up, but he seemed like he expected her to be the friendly type.

That’s what she got for asking a question. She should have known better. This guy wasn’t a conference attendee—she was in a coffee shop on one of the busiest tourist corners of San Francisco. This guy could be anyone, from anywhere, with any kind of intentions. He could have stalked her online and was now stalking her in person. Stranger things had happened to people in her profession.

However, he seemed harmless enough. And it’s not like they were in a back alley at night. Geez, Sarah, get a grip.

She took a deep breath and turned toward him. “I live in Edmonton now. But my mom still lives in Miller. I lived there until I was eighteen.”

Now it was his turn to gape. “What are the chances, indeed?” His grin was back with a little snort of amusement. After a moment, he shook his head and laughed.

“What’s so funny?”

“I was wondering how we managed to grow up practically next door to each other and yet never meet until the first time I’m in San Francisco. Life is full of funny surprises, isn’t it?”

She gave a weak smile. “I guess. I, um, didn’t get out much as a kid.” She eyed him critically, trying to match his face to any of her former schoolmates. He looked like he was maybe a few years older than her thirty-two years—but she had barely made friends with people her own age when she was in school, never mind a boy several grades ahead of her. And she wasn’t at all surprised that he hadn’t noticed the awkward girl hiding behind a curtain of greasy hair that had been her junior high school persona.

“Tall caffè latte?” The barista placed the cardboard cup on the counter. Sarah took a step to claim her order, murmuring thanks.

“So what brings you here,”—Steve read her name on the side of her cup—“Sarah? I’m Steve, by the way. Steven McGuire.” He offered his hand.

Sarah shifted the hot beverage to her left hand so she could shake with the other.

“Sarah Daniels. I was at a writers’ conference this weekend. Thought I’d catch a bit of the city before heading back home tomorrow.”

The barista put a second caffè latte on the counter. Steve grabbed it and followed Sarah as she moved toward the prep station to add her sugars. She grabbed two.

He grabbed five.

Steve laughed when he saw her look. “Coffee gets in my mouth.” He wrinkled his nose to emphasize his point. “Unless it tastes like dessert.”

She blushed when she realized that she had raised her eyebrows at him, like she had a right to say anything at all.

“Sorry,” she mumbled, refusing to ask why he’d ordered a drink he wouldn’t even like. She focused on stirring in the light brown sugar crystals. The sooner she finished, the sooner she could escape this conversation. It hadn’t been going badly until now, which was why she had to leave before she botched it up even worse.

But he wouldn’t stop talking.

“Daniels, Daniels . . . I don’t know any Daniels.”

“That’s my married name. It used to be Sinclair.”

“Hmm. That name’s a little familiar, but I got nothin’. Sorry, I’m not great with names.”

“Yeah, well, as I said—we didn’t get out much.” She picked up her cup, gave him a tight-lipped smile that was meant to be a farewell, and turned to leave.

“So, a writer, eh? What do you write?”

He popped a plastic lid onto his latte and followed her out of the coffee shop. Who does that? Shouldn’t he just let her walk away?

Sarah looked around, getting her bearings on the busy street corner. Kitty-corner across the intersection a pair of life-sized cement Chinese lions gaped in an open-mouthed roar from either side of the famous Dragon Gate, one paw each held high in warning. She craned her head back and gazed up at the Asian-style arches armoured with columns of verdigrised tiles that marked the entrance to Chinatown. A crowd of tourists of various ethnicities risked their lives on the edge of the curb, holding smartphones on selfie sticks with their backs to the landmark. Cars rushed by only a foot behind them.

Down the street to her right, she saw her salvation in the form of a bright red double-decker tour bus making its way toward them. It was in the opposite lane, so she was going to have to cross the street to board.

Steve was still waiting for an answer.

“Uh, romance. Excuse me, it was so nice to meet you, Steve, but I have to cross. I’m catching that bus.” She indicated the crosswalk signal and joined the crowds streaming across the street.

“No worries. Me, too, actually.” He stepped off the curb beside her.

Her heart rate jumped again and she took a calming breath. Her friend Erica’s voice rang in her head. If you look like a victim, you’ll be a victim. Of course, no one would ever mistake Erica—beautiful, assured Erica, with her perfect mocha skin, halo of dark, springy curls, and I-dare-you attitude—as a victim. Sarah cleared her throat and kept her voice steady as a rock, trying to emulate her friend.

Confident. Friendly. Interested.

Right.

“You’re taking the city tour?”

“Yep!” He flashed her a quick smile. “Excuse me for a moment.”

They had stopped beside a row of outdoor tables lining the sidewalk in front of a French-style cafe. Steve pulled his phone out of his pocket and started swiping around the screen, sunlight glinting red in the stubbly growth on his dimpled chin.

Brakes squealed and a man’s voice squawked over the bus speaker, calling for people to board and depart. Sarah pulled her own phone out of her purse and opened the lock screen to show the driver her emailed ticket receipt. He squinted at the device in her hand, then grunted and nodded. Steve was only a step behind her.

The bottom of the bus was moderately full, but she hoped the passengers descending from above meant that there was room on the open second deck. By the time she reached the top step, the bus was lurching forward into a right turn. She swayed, almost afraid that Friendly Steve would try to steady her. Almost.

He didn’t. She breathed a little easier, felt annoyed at the same time, and wondered what was wrong with her.

There were two seats available—one next to a beefy man with skin the colour of espresso, and another a couple of rows behind him and across the aisle beside a skinny Latina girl with wires trailing from her ears. She sat next to the girl.

As she rotated into the seat, Steve gave her another quick grin and a wave, then slid into the other empty seat. Within seconds, Steve and his seatmate were chatting like old friends.

Sarah grimaced, then tuned in to the tour guide. The short man had a handlebar moustache and was dressed in a 1920s-style straw hat and red striped vest. Karl, as he introduced himself, was telling a funny story about some celebrity or other, complete with vocal impressions and gestures. The tourists laughed, and Karl grinned back in appreciation.

“Thank you for that. Now, get your cameras ready, folks, and direct your attention to the right where you will be seeing the Transamerica Tower in just a few moments . . .”

Sarah chuckled politely and glanced at the girl next to her. The teen stared over the stainless steel side rail, ignoring everything and everyone on the bus. That suited Sarah just fine.

After four days stuck mostly indoors at the conference, the fresh air and warm sun was invigorating, especially for early October. When she had gone to her doctor’s appointment on Tuesday morning, her car had been covered in frost.

Thinking of the doctor reminded her of the outcome of that appointment, and she felt her heart start to squeeze.

No. She wasn’t going to go there right now. Today, she meant to forget. Tomorrow, she would be going back home, back to normal—whatever that meant now. She would figure out how to tell Craig what the doctor said, and they would deal with it. She wasn’t sure which was more disturbing—the diagnosis or her husband’s potential reaction to it. Shaking her head, she took a deep breath, hoping to relax, but her gut remained clenched tight.

Sarah tried to focus on the tour guide, but her gaze kept falling on Steve’s blond head. She studied his rugged profile as he chatted with his seatmate or tilted his head to listen to the guide.

Karl pointed out a landmark skyscraper behind them. Steve turned to look at it and caught her staring at him. He cocked a questioning eyebrow at her.

Her eyes darted to the building beside him as though that was where she had been intending to look all along. She was sure he was only being friendly, but she was afraid to encourage him in case he got the wrong impression. She casually draped her left hand over the seat rail ahead of her to display her wedding band and wished again that Craig had agreed to come on the trip. Then she wouldn’t be in this situation.

She frowned as she thought of her husband. Other than a few exchanged texts, she hadn’t been able to get a hold of him since she’d arrived in San Francisco on Wednesday night. Typical. He worked so much, and had been coming home so late, she wondered if she was going to have to text the doctor’s news to him even after she was home.

About half an hour after she had climbed on, the bus pulled into its home base on a street near the wharf. The guide explained that they would need to transfer to one of the other buses if they wanted to continue to tour the city, or sit tight until they started their next round of the downtown loop.

Most of the bus emptied out, and by the time Sarah scrounged up a tip for the driver and guide and stepped onto the shady sidewalk, the crowd was migrating elsewhere. She noted with relief that Friendly Steve was nowhere to be seen.

Sarah hesitated and peered down the tree-lined street toward the ocean, wondering what she should do next. A quick check of her map app reoriented her, and she decided to wander along the wharf to take in some of the sights before hopping on the bus tour that crossed the Golden Gate Bridge. She adjusted her purse strap and set off downhill at a quick pace.


      [image: ]Steve McGuire browsed the displays in the athletics store next to the wharf, trying to ignore the feeling in his gut—the feeling that he was supposed to be doing something but wasn’t doing it. His thoughts kept circling around to the beautiful woman with the serious blue eyes he’d met in Starbucks over an hour ago.

Sarah. He had gone into Starbucks following a hunch, and when he’d gotten into line he’d sensed that the woman in front of him was the reason he was there. He’d felt that tweak in his gut too often not to know what it meant. He knew—in no way he could explain except “God told me”—that he was supposed to talk to her. And he also knew that the conversation wasn’t over, despite the fact that he had fled the bus hoping not to have to see her again.

He’d been having an argument with God ever since.

This isn’t why I’m here, God. She doesn’t look like she needs any help. And she’s married. What if she thinks I’m hitting on her? Are you sure this is a good idea?

He felt ashamed to realize that he was merely making excuses for his own hesitation. If he’d met a woman in the slums of Mumbai and felt this quiet prompting, he wouldn’t have rested until he’d felt he’d accomplished the mission he’d been given. But Sarah was different—she was accomplished, and seemingly well off, and completely unlike the women he normally worked with. What could she possibly need from him? And how could he know that—whatever it was he was supposed to do—he wouldn’t screw it up?

Guilt and shame needled him as his ex-fiancée’s face appeared in his mind. Despite all he’d accomplished since that long-ago disaster, he still felt Vanessa’s condemnation and judgement with every new task the Lord set before him.

But he also knew that fear of failure was no reason to run from his duty.

He stared at a display of boxer shorts with I heart SF plastered all over them, but wasn’t actually looking. He ran his hand through his hair and scratched the back of his neck.

“Okay, God, if this is you, give me another chance. I don’t know what I’m supposed to talk to her about, but I’ll keep the conversation going until you show me.”

“Can I help you?”

Steve jumped at the friendly greeting. A male clerk with unruly spiked black hair and large grommets through his ear lobes had appeared beside him. Steve shook his head, feeling sheepish.

“No, thanks. I was just looking.”

“Mm-kay.” The clerk smiled and backed off.

Steve moved toward the door. He wasn’t going to go look for Sarah—if he was meant to talk to her, God was going to have to make it abundantly clear.

As he approached the display window, he froze, his breath catching in his throat. Through the logo screened onto the glass and past the life-sized pirate statue he could see the blond ponytail and slender figure of the very woman he was hoping he wouldn’t run into again.

“That was fast,” he muttered.


      [image: ]The smell of fish and chips mixed with salt water permeated the air. Sarah meandered up and down the street for the better part of an hour, navigating between tourists and buskers and gazing wistfully at small children who trailed along after their parents. A line of those ridiculous Segways being ridden by people in bright orange vests made her giggle. They reminded her of nothing more than ducklings following their mother.

In front of one little shop, a life-sized replica of a pirate that bore a striking resemblance to Captain Hook snarled at passersby. She snapped a selfie next to the rogue and texted it to Craig.

The captain’s taking me to dinner tonight.

She feigned interest in the window display while she waited for a reply. As the minutes stretched, her jaw tightened, and she was about to move on when her phone cheeped.

As long as he pays the bill and keeps his hands to himself.

Sarah took a deep breath and smiled to herself. Craig had texted her back.

Don’t worry, I’ll slap him silly if he starts to get fresh.

Good girl. You tell him that you’re MY wench, so he better not get any ideas.

Sarah scowled a little at being referred to as a wench by her husband, but decided to keep running with the joke. He would like that. And it was nice to have him flirt with her. It felt a little like the old days.

You know we wenches don’t care if a customer gets a little handsy as long as he tips well. Maybe he’ll lend me his hat for you to wear tomorrow night. ;-)

Her phone tweeted once more.

Gotta run. I’ll call you later.

Sarah frowned. That was abrupt.

Okay. Xoxo.

Sarah’s brow remained furrowed as she tucked the phone back into her purse.

“Ms. Sinclair?”

Sarah glanced up. Three women stood in front of her, two with hopeful smiles on their faces, the third hanging back, looking distinctly annoyed.

“Yes?”

“You’re Devon Sinclair, the writer, right?” asked the redhead in front.

Sarah wasn’t sure if she had a typical reader, but if so then this was exactly the type of woman she expected her to be—a slightly heavyset housewife who had kissed the freshness of youth goodbye, and who Sarah imagined never got much excitement outside the pages of books like hers. The woman held a copy of Sarah’s latest book in her hands. The look on her face was slightly awestruck.

Sarah repressed a sigh and pasted on a smile. “Yes, that’s me,” she said, claiming her pen name. “Would you like an autograph?”

The woman’s face lit up and she nodded, then handed Sarah the book and a pen. One of her companions rolled her eyes and went to study a nearby shop window, but the other surreptitiously eased another copy of Black Knight out of her bag.

“So, were you at the conference this weekend?” asked Sarah as she wrote Devon Sinclair in a flowing script on each title page in succession.

“Yes, we were. But there was so much to see! I never seemed to be at your booth when you were there signing.”

Sure, you didn’t.

In recent years, most sales of her book were digital—she figured it was because an e-reader was much less conspicuous than a brown paper slipcover to hide what you were reading. She was a little surprised that these women had approached her at all, even if the setting allowed more anonymity than the conference crowds.

“Thank you so much for doing this. I’m a huge fan!” The redhead examined the signature as though trying to memorize it.

“My pleasure.” Sarah handed the second book back to a mousy-looking brunette, who smiled shyly and thanked her. Sarah wondered what it was like to be her—to be the one reading her dark fiction instead of writing it. To be someone who could enjoy it.

As the two women went to collect their dismissive friend, Sarah guessed what judgemental thoughts were going through the third woman’s head—their echoes reverberated in her own skull every moment that she was Devon Sinclair, erotica writer. She bit her lip to keep the grimace of disgust off her face and watched the trio disappear down the boardwalk.

This is the bed I’ve made. Literally.

She just wished she could have found a more comfortable mattress.








  
  
two




“Have you ever tried Ghirardelli’s?” 

For the second time today, that warm baritone made Sarah jump. She whirled to face Steve, whose eyes were glittering with mischief. She covered her alarm with a glare and crossed her arms.

“You have a habit of sneaking up behind people, don’t you?”

Steve grinned.

“Just today. It’s an all-day special.”

Sarah’s glare faltered and she felt the corners of her mouth lift slightly. Her arms remained crossed, though. She frowned.

“What’s ‘Gearah Deli’s’?”

“I’ll give you a hint. There’s chocolate involved.” He leaned close and whispered conspiratorially. “And ice cream.”

She arched a brow. “Keep talking.”

Steve stood up. “Tell you what, neighbour. I won’t sneak up on you anymore if you visit Ghirardelli’s with me. Eating a decadent hot fudge sundae alone seems a little pathetic, even to me. But if you eat chocolate with a friend, it instantly becomes a health food, you know. Even the whipped cream doesn’t count.”

“So we’re friends now, are we?”

“We could be. I’m game if you are.”

Sarah gave him a measuring stare.

“How far will it be to walk there?”

Steve unfolded the tour bus map and made a show of studying it.

“According to this, only . . . thirty blocks. We’ll have earned the right to eat chocolate when we get there, for sure.”

“Wow, you don’t ask for much, do you?” She pressed her lips together to suppress a smile. She should not want to go have ice cream with this man. He could be a rapist or a kidnapper or—

Get a grip, Sarah. You know he’s just a nice Alberta boy being friendly.

A swipe on her phone brought the map of San Francisco back into view. Ghirardelli Square, the most likely home of said establishment, was clearly labelled only a short distance across the park from where the GPS marked her location in blue.

“Thirty blocks, eh? Will we have to swim out to Alcatraz on the way there?” She glanced up at his twinkling blue eyes.

“If you insist. But it’s shorter to go that way.” He pointed across the intersection toward a green space bordered with tall trees that marched along the street until they met the water of San Francisco Bay. Barely visible through the lush foliage were some mismatched blocky brick buildings.

Sarah tilted her head and studied his face, then offered him a small smile.

“Okay. Friends.” She grinned wider when he raised his eyebrows in mock surprise. “Actually, you had me at ‘chocolate’.” Confident.

She fell into place beside him as he took off toward the park.

“Well, who doesn’t like chocolate, right?”

“My husband, oddly enough.” There. She had mentioned Craig again, in case he had missed the fact that she was married and might be getting any romantic ideas. She glanced up to gauge his reaction.

Steve only cocked an eyebrow. “Huh. Go figure. More for you, right?”

“I guess.” She eyed him curiously. Apparently, she had been worrying about her fidelity for nothing. He didn’t look the least bit disappointed or uncomfortable that she was married. His intentions must truly be completely innocent. Or completely evil.

Sarah felt a shiver of excitement mingled with fear.

A pretty bohemian busker standing on the street corner caught her attention. The woman strummed a guitar and crooned a lonely tune Sarah didn’t recognize. A sign asking for change sat propped in the open guitar case by the woman’s feet.

Sarah paused, fished a few small bills out of her purse and tossed them into the case. They landed beside a ten that came from Steve’s hand. The young woman beamed at them from a metal-studded face. She kept singing the soul-stirring tune.

Steve glanced at Sarah. “Onward?”

She nodded, wondering what this guy’s deal was. Did he throw in the money to impress her?

They passed a shabby-looking man standing on the corner holding a sign that said “Travelling and hungry.” Steve tossed a few more bills into the man’s upside-down hat and was rewarded with another grateful smile.

Sarah rolled her eyes. If Steve gave money to every homeless person they passed in this city, it might feel like they’d walked thirty blocks before they got ice cream.

Steve led the way across the street and into the park, sidestepping a little boy absorbed in licking a strawberry ice cream cone. Sarah’s eyes followed the boy, who was completely adorable in a ball cap and shorts, with creamy pink liquid dripping down his cheeks and off his pudgy elbows. Sarah smiled at him and glanced at his mother, who smiled back with reflexive pride. The little boy caught her watching, stopped licking for a moment, and grinned at her, sticky sweetness covering his face. Sarah melted and felt tears pricking the backs of her eyes.

Don’t. Don’t do this to yourself.

She shifted her gaze back to the paved walkway, lips pressed together hard.

As they hiked up the hill and across the park, the red arches of the Golden Gate Bridge came into view on their right. Their foundations on this side of the bay were hidden by tall trees on the far side of the park. The bridge stretched above the choppy water to land on rolling hills, barely visible through the afternoon haze that sat heavy on the waves. Sarah paused and pulled out her little point-and-shoot camera to snap a photo, then quick-stepped to catch up to Steve.

“So I thought your name was Sarah Daniels,” Steve said as she fell into step beside him. “Who is this ‘Devon Sinclair’ person?” He grabbed Sarah’s arm and pulled her aside just in time for a cyclist to whiz by. “Wait, ‘Sinclair’ was your maiden name, right? But why the ‘Devon’?”

Sarah stared at him. “How long were you standing behind me, anyway?”

“Well, I happened to be right inside the store where your groupies ambushed you.” His puzzled expression was exaggerated. “At least, I think they were yours.”

Sarah frowned, pulled her arm from his grip and kept walking. He caught up to her in one stride. He’d dropped the goofy look, but she could tell he was waiting for an answer.

She sighed. “It’s my pen name. I wanted a layer of anonymity and a gender-neutral name. ‘Devon Sinclair’ seemed appropriate for the genre.”

It was the story she told to those few who knew both of her identities anyway. Erica, her sister-in-law Jill, her ex-roommate Abby, Craig—the list was pretty short. They had all asked why she took her father’s name for her pen name, but even she wasn’t sure she could answer that, or wanted to try—digging for that answer touched raw parts of her soul and she flinched away.

“What genre was that again? Romance, right?”

Sarah nodded. Steve’s legs were much longer than hers, and she was struggling to keep up with his long strides. It occurred to her that if she was looking at his back, he probably hadn’t seen her nonverbal response.

“Yes, romance.”

“Why do you use a pen name?”

Sarah quick-stepped, trying to catch up, but the hill made it difficult. She was beginning to pant a little. “Some of the stuff in my novels I wouldn’t want my mother to read, if you know what I mean.”

Steve glanced back at her in silence and altered his stride so she could keep pace more easily. She bit her lip to suppress a smile. Was he . . . blushing?

“I just realized why your maiden name was familiar. I’m pretty sure my ex liked to read your stuff. Kinda racy, isn’t it?”

Sarah shrugged.

“‘Racy’ sells. It’s a living.”

Steve held up his hands. “Hey, I’m not judging. Trust me, I’m the last person in the world to be judging.”

Sarah glanced at him, wondering what he was hinting at. She was about to ask, but he was distracted by two men who stood off the path to their right. The men had their backs to the bay and arms around each other, trying to take a selfie that included the bridge in the background, and obviously struggling to get one they liked.

“Excuse me,” said Steve to Sarah, and stepped toward the men. “Would you like me to take your picture?” He held out his hand to the man holding the phone at arm’s length.

The man smiled in gratitude. “Would you? Thank you so much!”

He handed Steve his device and gave him a brief explanation of how to snap the photo.

Sarah shifted her weight and watched while Steve gave them a few instructions about how to stand, then moved around until he had them framed how he wanted. He engaged them in cheerful chatter as he clicked a few photos. They soon volunteered that they were on their honeymoon.

Steve nodded and smiled and offered congratulations as he handed back the phone so they could check the results.

“We actually got hitched back home in Texas right after the ruling in June, but we wanted to wait until the weather warmed up in San Fran before we took our honeymoon,” explained the thinner of the two while his husband reviewed the photo. “We’d heard that summers here tend to be chilly.”

“Gotta love Indian summers, right?”

Steve stood at ease, hands on hips, while he waited for the verdict. The mild breeze ruffled his hair slightly, and the image of a surfer popped back into Sarah’s head.

Sarah realized the other man must be referring to the Supreme Court ruling that had legalized gay marriage in the USA only a few months before. She frowned as she heard her father’s voice echo through her memory, ranting against queers and perverts as he quoted Scripture and verse.

She had long ago come to the conclusion that there is no god—she had never seen any evidence of one, especially not the one her father had preached about. He’d talked about his “God of love,” but the love she had known from Devon Sinclair had been nothing like the fairy tales about Jesus her mother had read to her as a child.

If God loved her, or anyone, he’d had plenty of opportunities to prove it. But he’d never shown up, no matter how many secret, desperate prayers she’d whispered in the dead of night. If there was a God, then he must be a cruel, sadistic tyrant who delighted in the misery of humans. And Sarah wanted nothing to do with him.

“Thanks, man. This is great.” The shorter of the two men shielded the LED screen from the sun so he could examine the photos, then smiled and nodded.

Sarah watched her companion shake hands with both men, say his goodbyes, and congratulate them.

“They seemed nice.” She fell back into step beside Steve and they hiked up the last few steps through the park.

“Yeah. I knew they would get a better photo from farther back. You know, with the bridge and all.”

“Are you a photographer?”

Steve shook his head. “Not really. I dabble. My partner takes amazing photos, though, and I’ve picked up a few tips from him.”

Partner? Him?

Relief flooded her, and she allowed it to smother a small spark of disappointment.

She could stop wondering if Steve was hitting on her. Of course he wasn’t.

Steve was gay.

“Of course.” She nodded and smiled a little too broadly.

Across the street squatted a large, oddly-shaped complex of brick, glass, and concrete. Large letters labelling the square were erected above on metal framework.

Steve made a beeline for the ice cream parlour which fronted the sidewalk. They joined the queue that trailed out the open door and skirted the crowded cafe tables.

“A lineup. That’s promising, if slightly irritating.” Sarah stood on tiptoe, trying to see over the heads of those in front of them to get a glimpse of the menu. “What’s good here?”

“I don’t know. Haven’t been here before.”

“What? How did you know to come here, then?” She eyed an ice cream sundae that one of the exiting patrons was carrying. It looked sinfully rich. Her mouth started watering.

“My sister gave me very strict instructions when she found out I was coming to San Francisco.” He put on an intense look in imitation of his sister. “‘Go to Ghirardelli’s. Buy chocolate. Bring it to me.’” Steve grinned. “Saying ‘no’ wasn’t really an option. I kind of extrapolated the rest.”

“Does she live in Mumbai, too?” Sarah asked the question to be polite, but she was trying to decide how much she wanted to know about this man. Gay or not, he was still a stranger. Why become invested when she most likely wouldn’t ever see him again after today?

On the other hand, new people were often interesting fodder for future fictional characters. This guy was definitely walking onto the set of her next book, with a few changes—he’d have to be straight, because those biceps deserved to be on the leading man. Her romances were dark and steamy, but strictly heterosexual. She didn’t think she could do justice to a queer romance, since she was straight—which, now that she knew he was gay, made her wonder why his ex was so into her books.

“No, she and her husband still live in Miller. I’m heading up there after I leave here. Won’t be heading back to Mumbai for a few weeks.”

“I see.”

They were through the door now and could survey the interior of the shop. Chocolate bars and squares of various sizes and shapes in different-coloured wrappers lined the shelves around the walls and were stuffed into cellophane bags on a central display table, beribboned and ready to gift.

“How much are you supposed to take?” she asked.

“I got the impression that if I had to choose between packing my clothes and the chocolate, I should choose chocolate.”

“Your sister sounds like my kind of woman.”

Steve laughed and loaded up his arms with several of the cellophane gift bags.

Sarah chuckled. “You’re a good brother.”

“The best.” Steve winked. “Of course, it might not all be for her. There’s no Ghirardelli’s in Mumbai, either.”

Sarah laughed, too, watching her companion discreetly. He couldn’t be as content as he seemed. Even now—when he was just standing and waiting—a hint of a smile played at his lips, like he knew a joke he was itching to share. She had never met anyone that smiled that much before. At least, not with a smile that seemed so sincere.

Was he truly that happy?

After they got their sundaes—a giant one for him, the smallest size possible for her—they found a table on the sidewalk with hardly any blobs of drying ice cream and took a seat.

Boats sprinkled the bay, pedestrians peppered the park, a steady stream of tourists walked by, and classic jazz music in a woman’s contralto voice was being piped over their heads. Sarah guessed that most people would be relaxed here in this lovely setting. But Sarah couldn’t relax. She kept glancing at Steve and trying to decide if she should start a new topic of conversation. Her companion was apparently content to eat his sundae and watch the world.

She wished she could say the same for herself. Silence only allowed too much time to think. And wasn’t she spending time with a stranger to distract her from all the things she didn’t want to think about?

“So, what brings you to San Francisco?” she asked.

Steve swallowed a large mouthful of sundae with a loud gulp.

“My kids.” He grabbed his phone and started swiping.

He’s got kids? Sarah kept her face blank, but her stomach clenched. Had she been wrong about him being gay? Or maybe he’d adopted? “I thought you were . . . um, are you married?” It was a lame cover for her awkward assumption, but she hadn’t been able to think of a better one, and didn’t want to ask him straight out about his sexual orientation.

Steve only looked up and laughed.

“Oh, no. No time. Here’s one of them.” He handed over his phone to show her a beautiful coffee-skinned young woman in a brightly coloured sari, a red bindi dot painted between her eyes. She was smiling stiffly at the camera. “That’s Ratna.” He rolled the R slightly as he said it.

Sarah studied the girl. Her long black hair was pulled back in ornate gold clips and trailed in a braid decorated with flowers behind her. She looked like she was in her late teens. Sarah still couldn’t figure out what relationship this girl was to Steve.

“Is this your . . . daughter?” That seemed to be the safest question, despite the complete lack of resemblance between the two.

“In a manner of speaking.” He reached over and swiped to the next photo which showed a group of young Indian women with serious faces sitting around a white man in the centre—Steve. “Nobody there smiles in photos. They actually like me, honest.”

“So who are they?”

“Prostitutes.”

Sarah was not expecting that at all. She choked and stared at him. His eyes were dead serious for the first time since they had met.

“I work with these girls—women, really—and their children to help them get out of slavery and prostitution. Mumbai has the largest red light district in the world, you know. Over fifty thousand prostitutes live there, and most of them started before the age of nine.”

Sarah was in shock. She searched desperately for something intelligent to say.

“Slavery? They still have slavery there?”

Steve nodded. “Many of them come from Nepal or north India, where the women are considered very beautiful. It’s all a big cycle. Recruiters go and buy these girls from their families, who usually can’t make ends meet and welcome the extra cash and one less mouth to feed. The recruiters promise the girls a job and a better life in the city, so their families agree. But what actually happens is that they are sold for a huge profit to pimps and madams who then tell them that they must earn their debt back by working for them.”

Steve paused and clenched his jaw. He took a breath and continued.

“The ‘debt’ only keeps growing, no matter how much they make. They are in slavery until they outlive their usefulness and get released or become madams themselves. But most of them don’t live that long.” A storm brewed behind his blue eyes.

Sarah swiped to the next photo. The woman in the photo had one good almond-shaped eye the colour of melted caramel that was crinkled in a deep smile. She had a round face, thick, black hair, and an olive complexion. If it weren’t for the ugly scar that puckered from under a decorated eye patch to her top lip, she would have been lovely.

“What happened to her?”

Steve glanced at the photo and a fond smile touched with sadness appeared on his lips. “That’s Sita. When she was fourteen, a drunk, dissatisfied customer took his anger out on her face with a knife. She couldn’t afford good medical care—there was no way to save her eye. She was lucky to live through it. This is her daughter, Aashi.”

Steve swiped to the next photo, which showed Sita holding a young girl of about five or six. The child’s beatific smile matched her mother’s. Judging from the photos, Sita must have been very young when she became a mother.

Sarah stared at Sita’s ruined face. She knew she should be appalled and disgusted by what had happened to her. She could see how upset the condition of these girls made Steve. And she was surprised, but inside, she felt—

Nothing.

Almost nothing.

Why couldn’t she feel anything? What was wrong with her? But numbness had been her constant companion for so long that she was well-versed in pretending it wasn’t.

Sarah handed Steve’s phone back to him.

“Why doesn’t anyone know about this?” she asked in a low voice. “Why aren’t we being told?”

“People do know. It’s a huge destination for sex tourism. It’s bigger than Bangkok.” He pocketed his phone and scraped out the bottom of his sundae cup. “There is nothing that isn’t complicated in India, especially when it comes to human trafficking and the sex trade. It’s such a huge problem that there is no quick fix, and the Indian government doesn’t make it easy.”

Sarah sat in silence, swirling the partially-melted ice cream in her cup with her plastic spoon. Steve had said that the girls often started at nine years old. She thought of Craig’s niece, Tabitha, who would be nine next month according to the note her mother had written on the copy of Tabitha’s school photo Sarah had on her fridge at home. She had only met Tabitha a few times, but imagining her sweet face in a brothel, doomed to prostitute herself for life, she felt a small stirring of emotion. It grew and grew, until her stomach churned with rage.

How was it possible that little girls were being sold into sexual slavery and governments were doing nothing to stop it? How could they hide in their bedrooms—uh, boardrooms, and pretend it wasn’t even happening?

Why doesn’t anyone ever do anything?

Her mother’s face flashed through her mind, wrapped in her own little world.

Why didn’t she do anything?

Blood rushed in her ears and heat rose up her neck. She glared at her companion. With a start, she realized that she was angry. At Steve. Why? It didn’t make sense.

Anger—feeling emotions—was dangerous. In an instant, all the heat froze over in terror. She couldn’t be angry. That’s how people got hurt. Ice was safer than fire.

Sarah took a bite and held the cold lump against the roof of her mouth until her eyes hurt. She focused her emotion through her spoon, letting the anger drain out of her hand and drift away. Fear of what might have happened still clung like a sheen of frost to her thoughts, but when she could speak calmly again, she continued.

“So, what do you do?”

His tone was somber. “I help run a shelter for women who want to get out, teaching them viable skills so they have options. Them and their kids, who otherwise run a high risk of being trafficked also. It’s not easy—the whole system is set up to keep these women there, forever. Most of them are too scared to leave, or they have nowhere else to go.”

He paused, and when he continued, his eyes saw something far beyond the ocean.

“I have seen such unspeakable things in the slums of Mumbai. I had to do something.” His eyes focused on Sarah. “That’s why I’m here—I’m giving a presentation about my work tonight, raising funds to purchase a building for our child care centre.”

Sarah studied Steve, brow furrowed. She had never met anyone like him. He obviously had a lot going for him. And he wasn’t even from India. Why on earth would he be working with prostitutes in Mumbai? Was this guy really all that he seemed?

“Why do you care about them so much?”

Steve’s eyes twinkled mischievously. “Tell you what, neighbour. Why don’t you come to my presentation tonight, and you’ll find out?”

Sarah gulped, then shrugged. “I’ll think about it.”

“I guess that will have to do.” Steve gave her a broad smile and then licked off his spoon with relish.

Sarah cleaned out the last of her ice cream from the cup. She thought about the haunting faces in Steve’s photos, the women—girls!—he fought to free from sexual bondage. Then she thought about the housewives who read the sordid tales that flowed from her word processor, whose favourite escape was a fictional affair. Finally, she thought about the long hours she spent cranking those stories out, inserting names and faces and events around steamy scenes that left her cold as a stone.

“I wish I had even a fraction of your passion for my own work.”

She was slightly embarrassed that she had blurted that out loud, but she knew it was the truth. She had a successful career, a handsome husband, and a comfortable lifestyle, yet she felt dead inside. And this man—who never had Starbucks and worked with prostitutes in a developing country—seemed to find joy in even the smallest things and spread it to everyone he met.

She felt a desperate craving to experience that kind of joy. She had hoped that having a baby would let her do that, but now, the chances seemed slim. The diagnosis she had yet to share with Craig loomed in her mind, overshadowing any hope she’d held onto. She thought sadly of the baby that she would likely never hold—the one chance she would have had to break out of her icy existence.

That’s not what I deserve. Why bother wanting it? The yearning shrivelled before it had even taken root. My life is what it is.

Steve gave her a hard stare.

“It’s never too late to make a change. You know that, right?”

Locked in the grip of those blue eyes, Sarah felt like he could see everything she was thinking at that moment. She wasn’t sure if the thought was terrifying or comforting.

She also knew he was wrong. Sometimes it was too late. Even still, she surprised herself and nodded back.

“Okay. I’ll come.”
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Sarah stifled a yawn and glanced at her watch. She sat near the back of a hotel conference room, and although she was interested in Steve’s presentation, the long days and short nights were catching up with her. She also had an early flight. So far, everything he’d covered he had already told her at Ghirardelli’s that afternoon. 

Steve was just beginning to share the story of how he and Paul had begun Love Mumbai when Sarah’s purse vibrated in her lap. She pulled out her cell phone and peeked at the call display. Craig. Excusing herself, she eased past the elderly gentleman sitting beside her and tiptoed toward the door. She glanced at Steve and saw him watching her leave, though he didn’t miss a beat in his speech. She returned his subtle smile with an apologetic nod before escaping through the soft-shut door.

The vibrating stopped.

Figures.

Sarah found an empty section of the hotel hallway. There was nowhere to sit, but the hallway was wide and carpeted and quiet. She leaned against the wall and speed-dialled her husband’s number.

“Hey, baby,” came his familiar voice. “Are you and the captain a little busy?”

Did she imagine the slight edge to his voice?

“Sorry, Craig, I was in a meeting.” Why am I apologizing?

“I thought the conference was over.” His voice definitely sounded accusatory now.

“It was. I mean, it is. I just noticed this presentation happening tonight and thought it would be an interesting way to spend my evening.” She felt a twinge of guilt for not sharing the whole truth about Steve, but knew that if she did, it would only require more explanations to calm Craig’s jealous concerns. She simply didn’t have the energy.

“Really. What is the presentation about?”

“There’s this guy talking about the work he is doing with prostitutes in Mumbai. I thought it would be a good opportunity to do some research—you never know what can spark a story idea.”

“Oh. Sure.” He paused. “This guy a pimp or something?”

Sarah frowned. “Yes, of course he is. And I went to the meeting looking for a new job.” She immediately regretted her sarcasm, but it was too late.

“Or you could have been looking for ideas for your book, like you said. Don’t get bitchy with me.” His voice was steel striking granite. He hated it when she was sarcastic with him.

Maybe it was the illusion of safety created by the distance between them at the moment, but she couldn’t seem to stop.

“I know . . . In my next book, the spicy scenes will be between a twelve-year-old and her ninth customer for the night.” She snorted in derision at the thought. As if the things I write aren’t disgusting enough already.

“Well, if it would sell more books . . .”

“Craig.” What he had just suggested made her taste bile. She swallowed to control her revulsion. “I write this filth because it sells, and my publisher insists. I only came to this conference because Becky thought the exposure of giving that talk about writing erotica would be a great idea. It wasn’t. I hate talking about it. I hate the fans that gush about every bloody scene in my bloody books as I sign them. Don’t you ever wonder if I want to do something besides write smut for a living?”

He was silent for a moment. When he spoke, it was the pandering, calming tone of a wise adult to a small child.

“Your agent knows what she’s talking about. You should be thanking her for getting you on that panel, not complaining about it. And if she figures writing bleeding-heart literary pieces is a gamble, why wouldn’t you want to stick with what you know? We gotta pay for your shopping habit somehow, honey.”

He was right about Becky Sun, of course. She was a good agent and hadn’t ever steered Sarah wrong.

But the way Craig said honey made her want to throw her phone at the wall. Never mind that her income easily matched his, and he had invented her shopping addiction out of thin air. She took a slow, deep breath. Getting angry at him wouldn’t help her win this battle.

“So, I keep writing smut.”

“And you keep selling books. A lot of books. Don’t the cheques make it all worth it?”

No. Not in a million years.

“I guess we’ll live happily ever after in our gilded pigsty.” Sarah said it without thinking, spewing it out like a venom-spitting snake. She immediately regretted her brazenness.

Fear pebbled her skin. She might not be within arm’s reach of her husband, but his words could sting as much as his hand. Maybe he would let that one slide if she—

“A pigsty, is it? That’s what we’ve got?” His voice was frozen iron.

Too late.

A knot formed in Sarah’s stomach and her heart stuttered. She studied a spot on the wall panelling. She put her anger and her fear into the spot and held them there. They couldn’t touch her.

“No, of course not.” Her voice sounded like it was coming to her ears from a great distance. “I didn’t really mean it.” No response. Her gut tightened. His silence screamed at her. “I’m sorry I shouted. I just get so frustrated sometimes, and this weekend has been fairly stressful.”

Why wouldn’t he answer? What else could she say? What if he was much angrier than she thought? Was he thinking about kicking her out of the home she so obviously didn’t appreciate?

Her eyes watered. She swiped fiercely at the wetness and stared at the tears on her fingers like they were foreign objects. How dare her emotions betray her right now? She gulped and forced her voice to steadiness.

“Craig, you know I love our life together. I sometimes wish I could write something different, that’s all.”

Craig still didn’t say anything. She could hear him breathing hard on the phone.

The knot in her stomach turned to ice.

“Will you forgive me?” she added in a small voice.

An exaggerated sigh blew into her ear. “I guess.”

Sarah let out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding. The knot in her stomach loosened a little, but she recognized that brooding tone. Best to get him thinking of something else.

A porter pushed a tray of covered food down the hallway. Sarah turned toward the wall to shield their conversation from listening ears.

“I got you something.” Her voice was low and teasing. “There’s a Victoria’s Secret near my hotel.”

“Really.” His voice had a different tone, too. He didn’t mind her spending money when it was on lingerie. “What is it?”

She smiled so he would hear it when she spoke.

“You’re going to have to wait and see.” She pictured his green eyes with the intense, hungry look he always got when she talked that way. “I’ll give you a hint. There’s red. And lace.”

“I can hardly wait.” Craig’s voice was husky now. “Sounds more like the gift wrap, though.”

Sarah laughed, hoping it sounded genuine. “Remember that scene from The Heart of Darkness?”

She knew he did. The scene in question was the one that had landed her a publishing deal with Steampressed—and was one of her husband’s favourites.

“How could I forget?”

“I was thinking we haven’t done that in a while.”

She heard a low groan over the phone. The knot in her stomach finally released.

“I thought you’d like that.” Her lips curved. She’d managed to turn him on. They were okay again. “Wait, someone’s coming.”

The meeting was emptying out. She could see Steve standing near the now-open door of the conference room chatting with some of the attendees. She felt relieved she had an excuse to change the topic to something more publicly acceptable.

“It’s getting busy here. So, what did you do today?”

When Craig spoke, his voice was inexplicably strained. “Oh, you know. Work. Erica and I were at the office pretty much all day.”

“You made her work through the weekend again?” Sarah thought of the grimace her best friend often wore when she complained about how many hours Craig made her work. Sarah knew that Erica was grateful for the job as his personal assistant, but she sometimes felt caught in the middle between her husband’s and her friend’s venting.

“She didn’t seem upset. She said she was . . . glad of the company.”

“Yeah, I guess. I know it’s been hard on her going home to that empty apartment.” Sarah paused, thinking of how glad she was not to be in Erica’s shoes, dealing with the aftermath of a rather ugly break-up. She and Craig might have their problems, but at least they had each other. “Thanks for helping her out. You know I really appreciate it.”

“Of course,” he said. “She and John are my . . . friends, too.” His breathing still seemed disjointed.

Sarah hesitated and decided to broach the subject she had been avoiding for almost a week. “Hey, I was hoping we could have dinner together tomorrow night. There’s something I need to talk about.”

“That sounds serious. Could you just tell me now?”

“I’d, um, rather not discuss it over the phone. I’ll make you dinner tomorrow, okay? Can you be home by eight?”

Sarah heard a dog bark in the background and smiled.

“Nelson wants his walk. You just got home, didn’t you?”

“Uh, yeah.” His voice sounded gruff.

Sarah pressed her lips together. Craig didn’t much care for Nelson, and the feeling was mutual.

“I didn’t mean to be out so late but it just kind of . . . happened.” He groaned, then continued. “I have a dinner appointment tomorrow night already.”

“Oh. That’s fine, I guess. We can talk about it when you get home.”

Craig paused. “Actually, there’s something I need to talk to you about, too. I’ll cancel my dinner date and be home for eight.”

Sarah blinked in surprise. What could he need to talk to her about? A lead weight of dread settled in her stomach.

Another bark. And was that a moan or the dog whining?

“Alright then. Give Nelson a pat for me. I’ll see you tomorrow.” She paused, thinking of the news she would have to tell him soon. A sudden yearning for comfort overtook her. “I love you.”

“See you tomorrow. Can’t wait to open my present.” He was still breathing heavily. “Make sure it’s waiting when I get home,” he growled, then the phone beeped and he was gone.

The smile dropped off of Sarah’s face like a mask coming untied.

Steve headed in her direction. She pretended not to notice and fled toward the lobby, swiping at tears.

Craig never told her he loved her on the phone, ever. She knew he would tomorrow night, though, while they were in bed.

If only she didn’t want so badly for him to say it tonight.


      [image: ]Sarah was already on her second glass of wine when she caught sight of Steve strolling into the lounge. He spotted her and made his way toward her at the bar. She ducked her head and dabbed at her makeup with a napkin to make sure that the tears hadn’t left her with raccoon eyes. She had no way of telling if she was successful before he reached her.

Oh, well. He was gay, anyway. And I’m married.

“Do you mind if I join you?”

Sarah mustered a smile and pretended nonchalance. “Why not?”

Steve slid onto the bar stool next to her and asked the bartender for a soda and a menu. The dark-haired man nodded and disappeared.

Sarah took a gulp of wine and shook her head. “You’re persistent, aren’t you? How did you find me here?”

Steve studied her for a moment, a quizzical grin on his face.

“What makes you think I was looking for you?”

“Well, you pretty much stalked me all day, though I have no idea why. It seems highly coincidental that you happen to show up in the very lounge where I’m enjoying some private time.”

“Not so much when you consider that said lounge is in my hotel.”

Sarah closed her mouth, chagrined. I guess I had that coming.

“I wasn’t looking for you—I only wanted supper. The lounge seemed like a good spot since the restaurant is already closed. Do you want to be alone? I can leave.”

Sarah shook her head, then regretted it as the room spun slightly. “No. I’m tired of being alone. Stay.”

He gave a small frown and tilted his head. “Alright. If you insist.”

She smiled languidly back.

The euphoria of an alcoholic buzz had already set in and made everything seem less urgent. Hard things felt easier. And the pain and fear she didn’t want to feel were diminishing by the second.

Perfect.

Steve glanced over the menu sheet. Sarah rested her head on her hand and watched him. She liked to watch him.

The bartender came back with Steve’s soda. Steve ordered a burger and handed back the menu, then glanced at Sarah as he took a sip.

“So, why’d you ditch?”

Sarah tried to look apologetic. It was hard to focus on conversation when his dimple was so adorable. “My husband called, and I had been trying to reach him, so I didn’t want to miss it.”

“Huh. I figured you must have had a good reason.” He drew lines with his fingers through the condensation on the side of his soda tumbler. “What did you think?”

She gave him a blank look. “Of what?”

“My presentation. Did you get the answer to your question?”

She vaguely remembered asking him something that afternoon, that there was a reason she had gone to see the presentation in the first place—other than something to occupy her mind for the night. Oh, yeah. This guy—this strange, alien man—he cared. About everything. Why?

“Uh, no. I don’t think so. I left too early.”

Wow, the wine was good. The bartender came by and she ordered another.

The bartender looked hesitant, but nodded, then turned to Steve and pointed toward the partially-drained soda. “You okay, man?”

Steve smiled and nodded, and the short Hispanic man left. Then Steve’s eyes—his beautiful, sparkly, baby blue eyes—turned back toward her.

“Would you like me to tell you about it now?”

She couldn’t get enough of those eyes. Blue, not green. And they cared. She knew it. She rested her head in her palm again and nodded. Keep looking at me, Steve. I want to care, too.

She half-listened as he explained how he had just finished his third year of law school—

“Craig’s a lawyer, too. Did I mention that?”

“Um, no. And I’m not actually a full-fledged lawyer.”

“Well, he is.”

“Okay.”

—when he took a summer tour with a buddy through Western India. He knew very little about it when he arrived, but what he saw there changed his life.

He fell in love with the people, the culture, and the food. But he was devastated when he saw the way the poor lived. He was drawn to learn more and more, and every step he took into the depths of Mumbai’s slums broke his heart into smaller and smaller pieces.

“I didn’t know what to do about it, but I knew I felt called to do something.”

Sarah swallowed the last mouthful of wine from her third glass and frowned uncertainly.

“Called? Who called you?”

“Well, uh, God did.”

Sarah stared at him, waiting for him to laugh at his joke. When he didn’t, she did.

“‘God did?’ You’re serious?” She laughed again. “What did he do, dial your cell phone?”

Steve’s mouth closed and he just looked at her.

“If God cares so much, why are there children being forced to sell their bodies to survive in the first place? Or parents who break their children’s limbs so they’ll be better beggars? Why did Sita have her face destroyed? And all that other stuff you talked about? Why didn’t he do something about that, huh?” She didn’t normally talk this loud.

Steve’s reply was quiet and firm. “He did. He sent me.”

Sarah blinked at him. For a guy who smiled all the time, she would have thought this would be the biggest joke of them all. But he definitely did not look like he was joking. She tittered and grasped at words like eels.

“Fine. Believe what you want. If you want to think yer some kind of divine instrument, who’m I to tell ya otherwise?” Sarah giggled louder. Then she tilted her head in slow confusion and twisted unsteadily on her stool to face him. “Wait a second. Which god are we talkin’ about exactly?”

Steve frowned a little and lifted his hand behind her back as though prepared to catch her. “You know, I’d love to tell you. But I’m not sure now is the right time.”

Sarah jabbed at him in drunken slow motion.

“Time? Now is never the right time, is it? Never has been, and never will been.” She giggled. “I mean ‘be’.” She shook her head at herself and kept giggling, muttering to herself. “‘Never will been.’ Craig’s right again.” She cocked the finger and thumb on her right hand as though they were a gun and pretended to shoot herself through the temple, sound effect and all.

The ditch in Steve’s forehead deepened. He rubbed the back of his neck.

“Look, you can tell me if this is none of my business, but, um, are you okay?”

Sarah focused on his face with effort and rocked a little on the bar stool.

“Why do you ask?”

“Well, you’re obviously upset about something, and I know we just met, but I, uh, whoa—how are you doing, there?”

Sarah felt the room rock slightly and gentle pressure on her back. She leaned into it, trying to steady herself on the stool back. She kept her eyes on his for a moment longer, then dropped her gaze to the counter. “I’ve just had kind of a rough week.”

When she peeked back up at him from below her eyelashes, Steve’s brow was still furrowed, but he nodded and let the subject drop.

The bartender set Steve’s burger on the counter, along with a bottle of ketchup. Steve gave the man a glance and a nod in gratitude but never turned his body away from Sarah. He looked like he thought she was the most interesting person in the world.

She smiled at that thought. Then she noticed his neglected burger and frowned slowly.

“Aren’t you gonna eat that?” Why did it seem so difficult to speak?

“Maybe. Are you going to stay upright if I let go?”

That’s when she noticed that the stools had no backs. A glance over her shoulder revealed one of his hands supporting her, and the other looked ready to grab her if she teetered too far in the other direction. She hadn’t even noticed before.

Suddenly, the whole situation seemed ridiculously funny. She started giggling and couldn’t stop.


      [image: ]Steve frowned at the giggling blonde woman in concern. The hysterical laughing continued as he pulled out his phone. “I’m calling you a cab, okay? What hotel are you staying at?”

“Hotel?” Giggle. “Um, uh, the Windsmere. But I don’t need a cab. I’m fine. I’m fine. Eat your burger.” She waved a loose hand toward him, then tittered again.

“Hi, I need a cab at the Jade Palace Hotel. Yes, that’s right. Thanks.” Steve ended the call and asked the bartender to wrap up his burger. The man nodded and swept up the plate, then came back in a few minutes with a white Styrofoam clamshell and the bill.

“Thanks.” Steve threw a few bills on the counter and slid off his stool. “That should cover hers, too. Can you send this up to four-fourteen?”

The bartender nodded and tossed a glance at Sarah, who was staring mournfully into her empty goblet. He nodded again, then disappeared with the takeout box.

“Where are you going?” asked Sarah. “You didn’t even eat your burger.”

“You’re going home. I’m making sure you get there. C’mon.”

Steve grabbed her arm and gently urged her off the stool. It didn’t take much—she wasn’t staying on it that well anyway. He draped her arm over his shoulders with one hand and wrapped his other arm around her waist to keep her steady, then helped her out to the lobby to wait.

“You don’t need to help me, you know. I’m fine.”

“Of course you are.” Steve’s voice was reassuring, but he didn’t loosen his hold around her waist.

She smiled up at him. It was a beautiful smile, and after spending most of a day with this too-serious woman, it was nice to finally see it—even if she was drunker than a chickadee in a crab apple tree.

Sarah reached up to touch his face. “You have such pretty eyes.”

Steve gently pushed her hand away.

Sarah’s blue eyes grew wistful and she sighed. “Too bad you’re gay.”

Steve’s jaw dropped in surprise. He closed his mouth and chuckled quietly. “Well, them’s the breaks, I guess. C’mon. Let’s get you into the cab.”

She hiccupped and giggled.

“Okay, Stevie.” She giggled again. “Whatever you say.”

He shook his head and helped her to the waiting vehicle.
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The night Sarah met Craig Daniels, she was very drunk. 

She and Erica had spent Friday night clubbing around Edmonton, at Erica’s insistence. Sarah’s boyfriend of two years had just dumped her, and Erica did what best friends are supposed to do—insist that Sarah spend the night obliterating her pain in a euphoria of alcohol and dance therapy.

By ten p.m., when the charming, ruggedly handsome Craig Daniels swept Sarah onto the dance floor for the first time, she was already well on her way to her goal. The heady sweetness of the club’s fog, the strobe lights, the music pulsing like a heartbeat—they all kept her moving, driving her away from the memory of the man who had betrayed her with another woman and into the arms of the dark-haired stranger with the dimpled chin and intense green eyes. Hard-learned inhibitions that were as second nature to her as breathing dropped to the floor in a trance-like haze—much like the glittery dress she fished off of Craig’s bedroom carpet the next morning.

She was trying to be as stealthy as possible to avoid waking him, but he sat up in a rush and swept her half-naked form with an admiring gaze.

“Stay for breakfast? I make a mean omelet.”

Sarah felt heat creep up her neck. “Um, I don’t think so.” She searched for her panties while struggling to zip herself up. “I’m, uh, I’ve got to—oh, darn this thing!”

Craig leapt out of bed in a smooth motion and moved behind her to help. After a moment’s hesitation, she swept her tangled blond hair out of the way with one hand and let him.

Zipper secured, he rested his hands on her shoulders for a moment and laid a light kiss on the back of her neck. She shied out from under his touch and twisted around, wary. He frowned.

“Was it that bad?”

Sarah’s face burned, and she dropped her eyes to the carpet to avoid looking at the well-formed nakedness of the man in front of her. “No, it was . . . honestly, I don’t remember. But I’m sure it was fine.”

“Don’t remember? Wow, save the low blows until after breakfast, sweetheart. Of course, I was pretty drunk, too. Maybe it’s for the best, eh?”

She spotted one of her strappy heels and dove for it to avoid answering, jumping on one foot to put it on. She felt a moment of victory when she spotted the other one. Deciding to abandon the missing underwear, she scooped up the second shoe and started moving toward the door.

A hand on her arm stopped her.

“Have I done something to offend you?” His green eyes were troubled seas in a perfect, chiselled face.

Sarah couldn’t tear her eyes from that piercing gaze. “No, I’m just . . . I’ve never done this sort of thing before. This isn’t me. I’m sorry, but this isn’t who I am. I just had a bad break-up and my friend took me dancing and I guess I had too much to drink, and you were so nice and charming and smelled so good, and—”

His hand in front of her mouth and a gentle shushing sound stopped the avalanche of words, but his face was blanketed with amusement.

“I know you might have a hard time believing this, given the circumstances, but I don’t usually do this sort of thing, either.”

Her face must have revealed her skepticism. He laughed and held up his hands in a defensive position.

“God’s honest truth! You can ask John! I’ll call him for you right now, if you’d like.”

Sarah had a vague memory of the tall dark man that had been with Craig at the club the night before, whom she was fairly sure had accompanied Erica home. She narrowed her eyes.

“What kind of a wingman would he be if he didn’t back you up?”

Craig’s eyebrows shot up and he laughed out loud, stepping back and crossing his arms. Sarah kept her eyes firmly on his face.

“Well, I guess you’re going to have to take my word on it. Tell you what—if you let me make you breakfast, you can ask me anything you like and I promise I will answer you honestly. After that, if you still want to pretend last night never happened, I’ll let you leave and never bother you again.”

She hesitated. Shame, embarrassment, curiosity, and a definite attraction churned inside her.

“First question, then: When was the last time you had a one-night stand?”

Craig looked thoughtful, like he was trying to remember something buried in the mists of time.

“Last month.”

Sarah’s heart fell. She gave her head an angry shake and moved to push past him to the door. He grabbed her arm again and, with his other hand, raised her chin to look at him. She narrowed her eyes and ground her jaw.

“Let go. I need to go.” Her voice barely shook. She was rarely so assertive, but fear was spreading its icy fingers around her heart and beginning to squeeze. This whole mess was definitely one of the dumber things she had ever done.

He didn’t loosen his hold. His hand was tight enough to keep her there, but not at all rough. “Not until you let me finish.”

Sarah set her jaw stubbornly, but didn’t say anything.

“My girlfriend had just dumped me. I was feeling pretty low, and my excuse sounds a lot like the one you just gave me.”

Sarah studied him, trying to decide if he was trustworthy. “How long had you dated her?”

“A year and a half.”

“And were you faithful to her?”

“Yes.”

Had he hesitated? Did his eye twitch slightly?

“Why did she dump you?”

His jaw worked and he dropped his gaze. “It was becoming increasingly obvious that we were not compatible. We fought a lot toward the end.” He looked up, green eyes holding hers. “I honestly don’t know what went wrong, or I would have tried to fix it.”

He was gazing at her with an expression that was the picture of sincerity, and she decided she had imagined the tells that hinted at lies. Her last boyfriend had cheated on her. No wonder she was seeing liars and cheats everywhere. After a moment, she gave a brief nod.

“Okay, I’ll stay.”

He relaxed his grip and smiled, caressing her arm as he stepped back.

She repressed a shiver of pleasure and fear. “On one condition.”

He tilted his head. “Your wish is my command.”

She gave a wry smile and glanced at the door. “Please get dressed.”

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him look down at his nakedness. His face crinkled with amusement. “Deal.”

Breakfast turned into the rest of the day, and that night, they met John and Erica for dinner. While she was feeling reserved and curious about the stranger with whom she had so uncharacteristically spent the night, John and Erica already seemed deep in the clutches of infatuation, holding hands through dinner and barely looking at anyone else.

It was at that dinner that the idea of taking skydiving lessons was introduced.

Erica’s dark eyes sparkled when the topic came up. “Oh, Sarah! John’s been telling me all about it,” she gushed. “It sounds like the most amazing experience! You have to do it with us.”

On almost any day of her life before that one, Sarah would have adamantly rebelled at the idea of participating in an activity as dangerous as skydiving. But something had changed in her—maybe it was her ex’s accusations of being an ice queen that still stung like new scratches on her soul, maybe it was the impetus of this relationship that had started without the usual barriers she put in the way, or maybe it was the magnetism in Craig’s intense green eyes as he urged her to join them. She felt off-balance and not quite herself, like she could redefine who she was and be someone completely different. She could even be someone who enjoyed living dangerously. It didn’t take much convincing to get her to agree.

Two weeks later, staring out the open door of an airplane with only eight thousand feet between herself and certain death, she thought she had made the worst mistake of her life. Despite the preparation the day of ground school had given her, it wasn’t until she felt the wind whistling by the hatch that she began to have serious second thoughts. Hesitating a little too long, her instructors coaxed her out the door with a gentle shove from behind and suddenly she was free falling.

The scream she knew she was emitting was lost in the air whistling by her cheeks. As the seconds passed, terror was replaced by something else—a euphoric sense of freedom. Time seemed to slow down and she became aware of every sensation—the feel of her clothing against her skin, the wind roaring through her ears, the shadows cast by the low slant of the autumn sunlight that threw each tree and building in the landscape below into sharp relief. She felt removed from reality, like she was in a dream. Or like she was finally fully awake.

For years, Sarah’s life had been about maintaining control. She struggled to conquer everything she set her mind to, unravelling it until she understood its inner workings and could manipulate it how she wished. It was why she was such a successful novelist—words were tools to be used, and she knew how to use them, though she saw her ability as only mediocre. It was also why her relationships inevitably ended—emotions were unpredictable, and she didn’t trust them. She kept her own locked down tight, which was why she knew that her ex’s comments were not insults, but truths. She was terrified of situations from which she could see no safe exit.

Free falling, she had never been more out of control—but she felt incredibly powerful. She felt like she had taken the physical laws of the universe and used them against themselves. Gravity pulled her inexorably toward the earth like a predator lying in wait for its prey. It was patient, because it knew its victim was already defeated—had been defeated from the moment the prey was in sight. It was inescapable.

But she was not the victim the predator thought she was. She had the power, a secret weapon that would allow her to cheat death. Within seconds of jumping from the plane, the parachute behind her opened and slowed her descent. Cradled by the chute’s harness, she floated down to the drop zone as gently as a babe cradled in its mother’s arms.

When Craig, who had jumped only seconds after she had, helped her up from where she had landed and asked her how she had liked it, she experienced a rare difficulty in finding the words to describe her emotions. Breathless, grinning from ear to ear, she kissed him with a passion augmented by the adrenaline rush. It was an amazing kiss, one that curled her toes and left her tingling. She felt Craig’s response through the layers of their clothing and flight suits.

They broke apart reluctantly, chests heaving, arms draped around each other’s waists. She kept her eyes locked on his, still trying to catch her breath.

“And that didn’t even come close.” She smiled shyly.

He laughed and took her hand as they walked to the waiting pick-up vehicles.

She had wrestled with the devil of powerlessness and emerged victorious. Hard as she found it to believe, she had fallen in love with skydiving. She squeezed Craig’s hand, heart still pounding, and felt a surge of affection when he squeezed back.

Later, they sat sipping champagne in front of the fireplace at his apartment.

“To new beginnings,” he toasted.

She hesitated before responding.

“To feeling alive.”

Destiny itself seemed to echo in the reverberating clink of their glasses.
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Sarah leaned on her bathroom counter to steady herself while she filled a glass of water. The hangover headache that had plagued her all the way home from San Francisco was threatening to become something much more horrible. She washed down a couple of painkillers and clenched her jaw while she waited for them to kick in. She couldn’t get a migraine—not tonight. Tonight was for Craig. 

She took a deep breath and finished applying scarlet lipstick, then surveyed the results. Concealer covered the dark circles a short night and the day’s flight had given her. Her lips matched the colour of the teddy she had been teasing Craig with on the phone, but right now his “surprise” was hidden beneath a slim red dress that showed an exceptional amount of cleavage. She knew the way to her husband’s heart.

Her thoughts darted back to last night and her face flushed red to match her dress. She dropped her gaze from her reflection and slammed her palm on the vanity, berating her own stupidity.

She couldn’t remember much about what had happened, but she knew that Steve had been the one who had gotten her back to her hotel room, put her into bed, and made sure the front desk gave her a wake-up call that would get her to the airport on time.

She remembered trying to kiss him goodbye.

“I’m gay, remember?” he had said, pushing her gently by the shoulders back onto her pillow and chuckling.

She hoped Craig never found out how much of an idiot she had been.

Sarah frowned at herself in the mirror. She noticed a stray hair and started smoothing her updo.

I wonder if Steve would like this dress.

The thought registered like a slap in the face. Her own accusing eyes stared back at her in rage. “You can’t ever just be friends, can you?”

She sneered in disgust, then slammed the vanity drawer shut and strode out of the bathroom. She wished she could leave her shame behind her in the dark, but it followed her as closely as Nelson, and on stealthier feet.

No amount of self-shaming could quench the tingle she felt when Steve McGuire’s easy smile flashed before her eyes. And it had nothing to do with his looks, either. He was kind and tender and compassionate—everything she wished she deserved. Her breath quickened and a dreamy smile crept onto her lips.

No sooner had she started to warm, though, than a pillar of ice filled her heart. She hated that every time she met a decent man, her thoughts started to wander. She never followed up on them—quite the opposite. Fear of what might happen usually froze her heart inside an icy shell that others perceived as snobbishness—and effectively prevented a hint of warmth between her and anyone of the opposite gender.

Even still, she hated how desperately she wanted to impress Steve, and how miserably she knew she had failed at it. And she hated that she couldn’t seem to be just friends with a guy, even if he was gay.

Which only proved her point—she had what she deserved. Why ask for more? May as well ask for the moon.

Sarah’s heels echoed across the spacious apartment as she busied herself with the final dinner preparations. Craig would be home at any moment. She turned from the open wall oven with a hot casserole dish in her hands and tripped on Nelson, who was right behind her. The Pyrex pan fell onto the granite counter top with a cracking sound.

Sarah’s heart dropped.

“Nelson! Go lay down!” She shouted it much louder than she needed to.

The dog ducked his head and looked at her with remorseful brown eyes. He tucked his tail between his legs and padded to his dog bed in the living room to watch from there.

With a sigh, she started extracting the chicken from the broken dish. Fortunately, it had only cracked, not shattered. She avoided looking at Nelson. He hadn’t meant to cause harm, he only liked to be close to her. And normally, she loved it when he followed her around.

It wasn’t Nelson’s fault that she was an imbecile.

She arranged the food and the garnishes on the dinner plates, put them in the warming drawer, and lit the candles. She fussed with the table settings. The clock ticked on. She tidied the kitchen, swept the floor, and checked her social media messages. Still no Craig.

Finally, at eight thirty, she texted him.

Will you be home soon?

A few minutes later, her phone cheeped.

Something came up. Be home later. Eat without me.

Sarah sighed and looked around at the perfectly appointed table, spotless apartment, and strawberry-blond dog who sat up and gazed at her with concerned eyes. She retrieved her dinner from the warming tray, then sat and ate it alone.


      [image: ]The doorknob rattled. Sarah slid a bookmark into her book and remained on the couch as Craig came in. The bottle of wine she had intended to serve with supper sat on the side table next to her, half empty. She picked up her glass to have a sip while she levelled her gaze at her husband.

Craig dropped his keys into the bowl on the entrance table and set his briefcase on the floor before he turned toward her. He scanned her outfit, the wine, and her steady stare while he removed his coat. A lecherous smile settled on his lips.

Ten o’clock. An hour and a half late, and he’s still hopeful.

Anger bubbled red and hot in Sarah’s gut.

She took a deep breath and smothered it with icy purpose.

Rising with the bottle in hand, she grabbed the empty wine glass from the dining room table and poured some of the pale vintage into it. This was not the time to pick a fight.

When she turned toward her husband, her face was encased in a seductive smile.

“Welcome home.” She sidled up to Craig, wrapped her free arm around him and offered him the goblet while lifting her chin for a kiss.

Craig took the proffered wine and gave her a light peck, then backed away and took a sip. “I should be the one saying that, shouldn’t I?”

Sarah adjusted his collar to hide her disappointment at his cool reception, then put on a coy look.

“Maybe, but I was here first. Which means I got to hide all my surprises for you before you got here.”

Craig’s lips curved. “‘Surprises,’ hmm? Do I have to hunt for them?” His hand wandered down her back to caress her backside as he bent to nibble on her neck.

“Did you eat?” Sarah kept her arm between them on his chest. “I’ve kept your dinner warm for you.”

“I snacked at the office. What if we skip right to dessert?” Craig’s manner was no longer cool, and he definitely looked hungry.

“Good things come to those who wait. Haven’t you heard that?” Sarah turned toward the kitchen island and her teasing smile twisted into a hurt grimace. But why was she upset? Had she expected him to starve at work all night? And she’d promised him sex—did she think he wouldn’t want it? She hoped her husband hadn’t noticed her expression.

“Once or twice. But I’m not a believer.” Craig sighed. “Yeah, I guess I could eat something.”

Sarah sighed, too, in relief. Maybe they would get their chance to talk after all. She worked her way around the kitchen, grabbing Craig’s plate and fussing with the garnish. 

The sounds of Craig’s briefcase latches releasing, papers rustling, and chair scraping all seemed painfully amplified. She picked up the warm plate to take to her husband at the table. White pain crawled up the inside of her skull, and she nearly dropped it. The meds weren’t helping as much as she’d hoped, but it was too soon to take more. She clenched her teeth together against the pain and managed to make it to the dining area.

When Sarah set Craig’s plate in front of him on the dining room table, his eyes flicked up only briefly, scanning the plate as though going through a mental checklist. He nodded in cursory approval, gave her perfunctory thanks, and then went back to reading the brief as she settled in the chair across from him.

She kept her eyes locked on him while she took a long draught from her goblet. Should she tell him now? 

She decided to ease into it.

“What are you working on?”

Craig glanced at her over the top of the paper. “Nothing you would care about, I’m sure. Bad people trying to get away with bad things, with no one but me to stop them.”

“That sounds very interesting. Tell me about the case.”

Craig let out an annoyed sigh and lowered the page. “I wish I could. But you know I can’t, Sarah. Confidentiality.” He went back to perusing the document, ignoring the dinner in front of him.

She revived her teasing smile. It was a little tight around the corners—but he wasn’t looking at her anyway, so how would he notice? “No rest for the wicked, eh?”

“Sorry, baby, it’s only that this case is . . . well, let’s just say that if the wicked would rest, I’d be out of a job.” He sighed and laid the papers down. “But I’ll try to relax for a few hours, for your sake.” He reached for his glass. “This ought to help.”

He took a sip of his wine, then carefully arranged his napkin on his lap and began eating. Sarah sipped her wine and waited quietly, not wanting to interrupt his meal.

It’s not because I’m too scared to tell him. No. We’ll be fine. He may as well have supper first, though.

Craig took a bite and studied her, chewing thoughtfully. He swallowed.

“Is that a new dress?” He cut another piece of chicken and popped it into his mouth.

Sarah started. But of course he would notice. He noticed everything she wore. “Um, yes. I bought it in San Francisco.”

His face didn’t change.

“I hope that’s okay.”

His gaze roved over her body. “Looks okay to me.” He smiled appreciatively, hunger lurking in his stormy green eyes.

A normal woman would feel a rush of heat under that look. She had gathered as much from years of girl talk and romance novels. One of her characters would be melting in a puddle of desire. But it only made her more nervous than she already was.

Because I’m a freak. I get crushes on gay men and can’t even be aroused by my own husband.

She jumped when he interrupted her self-recriminating reverie.

“Tell me about your trip.”

Sarah fidgeted with her glass. “There’s not much to tell that I didn’t mention on the phone. Lots of frumpy housewives and long days. Good shopping, obviously. Amazing food.” Sarah sighed wistfully as she remembered the gourmet dishes she had been living on for the past five days. “If America has a capital of food porn, I’m sure it’s San Fran.”

She felt a rush of pleasure at the remembered epicurean delights, followed by guilt. She couldn’t let him suspect that the food brought her more pleasure than his company.

The coy smile returned. “I may or may not have been inspired to try something new tonight.” She winked.

“What, did the captain teach you how to cook last night, too? You two must have been busy.” Craig’s voice was light, but the words were laden with barbed accusations she had heard too often before. The barbs sank into her heart and burned—more so because for once, there was some element of truth to his suspicions.

Despite his sarcastic comment about her cooking, she noticed that he had been eating steadily since he began. If she told him how much the comment hurt, he would tell her he was only joking, that she needed to stop taking herself so seriously. So Sarah laughed flirtatiously and kept playing the game.

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” She rose from her chair to refill his wine glass and trailed her finger up his arm and neck.

He caught hold of her hand and tugged her down so he could kiss her. She let him pull her onto his lap, let him kiss her mouth and neck and keep moving further south as his hands roved over her body. She ran her fingers through his curly black hair and over his neck, responding in ways she knew he liked. Soon, the half-eaten dinner was forgotten as they held hands on the way to the bedroom.

Foreplay was something she did as much by rote as flirting—manoeuvres she had learned to imitate, but not enjoy. As Craig made love to her, she did what she always did—faked love to him. She smiled through the blinding pain in her head, kissed and teased, caressed and moaned on cue.

Feeling was dangerous, as her escapade in San Francisco had once again proven. Her heart froze at the thought of what might happen if Craig discovered what she had actually done last night. All because she had a moment of weakness.

If only she could quench desire, then she would be safe. If you didn’t want things, then no one could hurt you by denying them. And having desires met was something only the worthy deserved. Not women like her.

Sarah felt a twinge of regret. Steve had stirred something in her with his joy and passion for life—something that had been frozen solid for years. She thought about her fleeting desire to live a life of passion like Steve McGuire and shook her head. That was fine for him. But now that she had come home and to her senses, she knew it could never be for her. Especially with so much uncertainty in her future.

Her heart, which for a few brief hours yesterday had been deceived into entertaining hope by the warmth of kindness, was locked back into its lonely ice tower, unreachable and cold.

And safe.


      [image: ]Sarah awoke, gulping air into her lungs in raw, jagged gasps. Her heart pounded in her ears. The sheets were drenched. She felt like she had been running for her life.

Beside her, Craig’s lean, muscular figure was outlined by a pale green halo of light from his alarm clock. His back was to her. She tried to quiet her breathing, but he stirred and muttered something into his pillow, then was quiet again.

I’m in my own bed. I’m safe. It wasn’t real.

Then why don’t I feel safe?

With the tentacles of nightmare still clinging to her, she got up and shuffled to the kitchen for a glass of water. The coolness trickled down her parched throat and brought her to full consciousness. She tried to remember what the dream was about, but the images were all jumbled. She could still feel the adrenaline it had released surging through her body.

It had been years since she’d had a nightmare. She used to have them all the time as a kid, but they had all but disappeared after she left for college. With increasing alertness, the cloak of dream’s illusion fell from her mind—but the terror that had seemed so real while asleep left her uneasy. There would be no going back to sleep any time soon. At least her headache had subsided.

She grabbed her laptop from the table in the living room, flicked on the lamp, and settled onto the couch. Nelson padded over and jumped up beside her, then lay down with his heavy head in her lap.

She patted the dog’s head absently as she opened her browser. Nothing caught her attention on her social media feeds. She sighed, then opened her author blog, thinking she might get started on the next post.

After ten minutes of staring at the blank word editor on Devon Sinclair’s blog, she cancelled the post. It was no use.

Suddenly, one of the dark shadows of the dream that woke her came into focus. There had been a man coming at her with a knife. He was angry about something—she was supposed to please him, but she hadn’t. He had slashed her eye and left a huge gash that trailed down her cheek and split open her top lip.

Sita. 

She had been dreaming of her. Sometimes in her dreams, she was other people.

She could still feel the man’s dirty hand squeezing her jaw and taste metal from the blood. With her one good eye, she looked him in the face, and—

She caught her breath and her heart rate spiked again.

The attacker’s face had been her father’s.

Sarah shuddered and tried to push the images away. Nelson looked up at her and whined, and she stroked his head, drawing comfort from his warmth.

“It’s all right, boy.” She wasn’t sure if she was comforting him or herself.

On a whim, she typed “Love Mumbai” into her search engine, then clicked on the organization’s website link.

The screen filled with images and stories of the projects Steve had described to her. Sarah studied the faces of the children and women, read about every project, found the page about the current fundraising effort—and then finally got the nerve to click on “Meet our Team.”

Steve’s bio photo had the familiar, easy grin. He looked almost exactly like he had when she’d met him in Starbucks on Sunday morning. Despite the embarrassing memories that flared to life in her mind as she looked at him, she was mesmerized by his image. Somehow, the contentment and peace that had so quickly become apparent to her in person shone out of his blue eyes, even in this picture.

Her lungs constricted. She wanted to close the computer, go to bed, and forget she’d ever met Steve McGuire. He stirred things in her she would rather had stayed asleep. For the first time in years, she yearned for something different, something real. Something more than the life she had.

Sarah shook her head at her own stupidity. She rested her hand on the top of the laptop to push it shut. She had no right to yearn for anything. Desire had never done anything good in her life, so she had divorced it years ago.

It’s never too late to make a change, you know.

Steve’s words echoed in her mind, like they had been spoken into a cavern—the deep, black cavern that existed where passion didn’t.

Sarah hesitated and stared at Steve’s picture for a moment longer. With sudden resolve, she dropped her hand back to her mouse and clicked on the page’s “Donate” button.

When she had sent her gift in support of the care centre project, she opened up her email and started composing a message to Becky.

Maybe Steve was right—maybe it wasn’t too late to change. She was going to try to find out.

Finally, she went back to bed—excited, terrified, and exhausted. Before long, she slipped into a restless sleep.
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