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‘Check all the windows and doors before you go to bed because the relentless, obsessive stalker in Every Move She Makes will have you looking over your shoulder long after the lights go out’ Nancy Bush, New York Times bestselling author

‘Well-developed, realistic characters.  Entertaining family dynamics. Jannine Gallant gives you a satisfying read’ Kat Martin, New York Times bestselling author

‘Gallant created a suspenseful tale as she increased the intensity with every page’ Caffeinated Book Reviewer
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No matter where she goes, he knows her every move . . . 

Long ago, Rachel Carpenter was a glamorous soap star. She gave it all up to move to Napa Valley with her daughters to open up a bookstore near her family vineyard. Her life is safe and dependable, until she encounters Kane Lafferty at a wilderness camp in the rugged High Sierra. A burned-out police detective struggling with his own demons, Kane is instantly attracted to Rachel. And like Rachel, he isn’t sure if he’s ready to open up his heart. But everything is about to change . . .

Someone is watching from the darkness. A fanatic obsessed with Rachel for years has decided to claim what he believes is his. It will be up to Kane to not only protect his new love and her family, but to uncover the identity of the stalker before it’s too late for all of them . . .

Looking for more danger and drama? Don’t miss the other Who’s Watching Now titles: Every Step She Takes and Every Vow She Breaks.



 

Dedication

	 

	In loving memory of my grandma, Lillian Watson. Strong and sweet. Generous and funny. I can only hope to be half the woman you were. You will be missed.

	 


 

Prologue

	 

	Fourteen Years Earlier

	 

	He stared at the television screen, his gaze riveted on the girl with the long, auburn hair. The most beautiful girl he’d ever seen. She spoke to a man—a man unworthy of her perfection—her green eyes alight with amusement.

	His hand should be the one touching her silk-clad shoulder. He should be the one caressing her soft skin. No one else. She should belong to him.

	Need surged through him, and he pulled a magazine over his lap to cover the evidence. A commercial flashed on the screen, and the red-haired beauty was gone. He hit the arm of the couch with his fist.

	“Honey, you can change the channel if you like.” His mother’s voice drifted into the room ahead of her. “I don’t mind missing my soap just this once.”

	“I don’t care what’s on. I’m not watching it anyway.”

	“You look a bit feverish.” She touched his forehead with a cool hand.

	“I took some aspirin with my regular meds earlier.” Why won’t she leave me alone? He steadied his breathing while waiting through several more commercials.

	An advertisement for tampons ended, and the green-eyed girl was there again. Her beauty tugged at his heart.

	“Oh, good, Jordan’s on today’s show. Her character’s new, and I hope they give her a big storyline. Isn’t she just the prettiest thing?”

	He tuned out his mother’s voice the way he would a buzzing mosquito and focused on the television. So...her name was Jordan. None of the other girls on the show were like her. The others didn’t feed his desire. They didn’t create a burning need inside him. Jordan was special. Perfect.

	His gaze followed her every move until the scene ended. A sigh of disappointment escaped as he leaned back against the couch cushions and waited while a different storyline built. More commercials followed. He gritted his teeth.

	“You look tired, honey. Maybe you should go back to bed.”

	“I will in a while.”

	“How about some soup? Does that sound good?”

	He nodded. Anything to get you to leave me alone.

	Jordan reappeared on the screen. His stomach jumped, and the magazine on his lap twitched. God, how he wanted her.

	She wouldn’t be interested in someone his age. The time wasn’t right, but someday it would be. He’d make her want him as much as he wanted her. Someday the beautiful Jordan would belong to him.

	 

	 


 

Chapter 1

	 

	“My baby has pink hair.” Rachel Carpenter planted her elbows on the table and held her face in her hands. “No, I take that back. Not pink. Magenta. Her beautiful, blond hair is magenta.”

	Her sister smiled from across the table, the green eyes they’d both inherited from their mother sparkling with amusement. “Magenta is a lovely color.”

	“Did I mention she cut it, too? Her hair is short and spiky. She looks like a punk rocker.”

	Grace Hanover covered her mouth but couldn’t hide a smile. “I bet she still looks cute, even with short, magenta hair.”

	“Of course she does. Lark would be beautiful bald.” Rachel let out a deep sigh and poked at a scallop on her plate. “I don’t know what to do with her. She’s so rebellious and angry all the time. She’s only fourteen, for heaven’s sake.”

	Grace reached across the table to squeeze her sister’s hand. “Lark is too smart to do anything really stupid.”

	“Her actions lately haven’t shown a lot of forethought. I’m worried about this new friend of hers. Rose is the one who talked Lark into dyeing her hair. Rose’s hair is Day-Glo orange.” Rachel pleated the napkin in her lap. “Why did Bryce have to go skiing that weekend? He might have been a lousy husband, but he was good with the girls.”

	“The avalanche was a freak accident—one that wouldn’t have happened to him if he’d taken the girls to Hawaii like he promised.” Grace’s tone hardened. “Oh, no, his current bimbo wanted to hit the slopes instead.” She tossed long, brown hair over her shoulder with a sharp flip of her wrist. “Too bad you wasted over ten years of your life on the bastard before you finally divorced him.”

	“They weren’t wasted. He gave me three beautiful daughters. You and I both know Bryce was a cheating idiot, but the girls loved him. They miss him so much. Jade and Ivy are adjusting, but Lark broods. She’s been seeing a therapist. The woman assures me she’ll come around eventually.”

	“There you have it. Your daughter just needs more time. Eat your dinner.”

	If only Rachel could dismiss her worries so easily.

	They dined at her favorite restaurant on Fisherman’s Wharf. Through the window, the sun cast a golden glow over San Francisco Bay. To their left, the majestic span of the Golden Gate Bridge stretched northward. Farther out in the bay, Alcatraz stood sentinel on its lonely rock.

	“How’s work? Do you have a full staff for the summer?”

	Rachel turned to face her sister. “I think so. Ellen and Chandra are still with me, and I hired a new guy, Tim.”

	Grace’s eyes held a challenge. “How about a quick fling with a young stud?”

	“Very funny. I would never hit on an employee. Anyway, I think Tim’s gay, and I don’t date college boys.”

	“You don’t date anyone.”

	“Let’s not go there. It’s your turn for the hot seat. Who’s the new guy you’re seeing?”

	“Nolan Marconi. He’s Italian and very intense.”

	“What does he do?”

	“Believe it or not, he’s a cop, a detective with the SFPD. Cops usually hate investigative reporters as a rule.” She sipped her wine and smiled. “But this one seems to like me—and not just in bed.”

	Rachel covered her ears. “Too much information. Geez, Gracie, some things should remain private.”

	“I’m trying to motivate you. Live a little. At thirty-five, you probably still have a few good years left.”

	She ignored the direct hit. “Am I going to meet him before he goes by the wayside like the legions of men you’ve dated before him?”

	“Yep. He’s picking me up when his shift is over.” Her eyes brightened. “In fact, here he comes now, and he has someone with him. Talk about hot.” She fanned a hand in front of her face.

	Rachel glanced over her shoulder. Two men approached, and more than one woman in the crowded restaurant gave the pair a lingering look. They were definitely worth a second glance. One was of medium height with a rangy build. With his black hair tied back in a ponytail, he was movie-star handsome. The other man stood well over six feet and looked like he spent some serious time in the gym. Chestnut hair brushed the collar of his shirt, and sharp blue eyes didn’t miss a thing. When his gaze landed on her, Rachel sucked in a breath. Her sister was right about the hot factor.

	Grace greeted the black-haired man with a lingering kiss.

	“Grace, this is a friend of mine, Kane Lafferty.” The detective’s gaze never left her sister’s face. “Kane, this gorgeous creature is Grace.”

	“Nice to meet you. Nolan and Kane, say hello to my big sister, Rachel Carpenter.”

	“It’s a pleasure.” Nolan reached across the table to shake her hand. “Grace has told me all about you.”

	“That can’t be good.” Rachel turned to the man at his side and smiled. When he grasped her hand in his large, warm palm, a tingle jolted through her. The last person she’d felt that kind of chemistry with was her ex.

	Kane’s brow creased as he released her hand. “Rachel Carpenter... Why does that name sound familiar?”

	“Not because you saw it on a rap sheet.” Grace scowled. “Her husband was Bryce Carpenter.”

	The frown cleared. “Of course! I was a huge fan.”

	Nolan nodded. “Everyone on the force was a fan. With that amazing arm, he led the Niners to some incredible victories. What’s not to love?”

	“Plenty, but we won’t get into it. Have a seat, gentlemen.” Grace pointed to the empty chairs. “How about a drink before we leave?”

	Despite the temptation to stay, Rachel lodged a quick protest. “I really shouldn’t. I have a long drive, and it’s getting late. The girls are home alone with Lark babysitting.”

	“Don’t be a spoilsport. You’ve been nursing the same glass of wine all evening. The girls are fine. Lark is fourteen, and Mom and Dad are practically a stone’s throw from your house.”

	Her sister was right. She was just making excuses, and it wouldn’t kill her to be social for a change. “I guess one small drink won’t hurt.”

	“Darn straight. Enjoy yourself while you can. Summer vacation is just around the corner. In a couple of weeks, you’ll want to run screaming away from your children.”

	“Probably.” Rachel turned when Kane took the seat beside her. “Do you have a family?”

	He shook his head. “Just an ex-wife. No kids. Look, I didn’t mean to crash your evening.”

	“You aren’t crashing anything.” Nolan tore his attention away from Grace. “Kane and I ran into each other at the station, and I asked him to join us.”

	“The more the merrier.” Grace waved to catch their server’s attention. “What does everyone want to drink? I think I’ll have a cosmopolitan.”

	After they ordered, Rachel restarted the conversation. “Do you two work together?” Her gaze wandered from Kane to Nolan and back. Strong was the word that sprang to mind. Kane had a jaw carved out of rock, and those shoulders… She squirmed in her seat. A broad set of shoulders was her secret weakness.

	“We’re both homicide detectives.” Nolan draped his arm over the back of Grace’s chair and twirled a lock of her hair around his finger.

	“Right now I’m on a…vacation of sorts.” Kane’s fist clenched on the tablecloth. “I’m headed up to the mountains in the morning for some camping. Hopefully a couple weeks spent under the stars will clear away the cobwebs.”

	Before Rachel could ask what he meant, Nolan spoke up.

	“Which is why I insisted he join us. Anyone who plans to commune with nature for more than a night deserves a civilized send off.”

	Their server delivered the drinks.

	Rachel took a sip of her Irish coffee. “Where’re you camping?”

	“My brother runs a wilderness camp on Donner Summit called Granite Lake Retreat. There’re cabins to sleep in, and all the food is provided for the guests. He offers nature hikes and canoeing, that sort of thing. I volunteered to give him a hand until the rest of his summer staff arrives.”

	Rachel smiled. “Sounds like fun. I haven’t been camping in ages.”

	“My sister actually enjoys sleeping in a tent.” Grace shuddered. “She hikes for fun. If I’m on vacation, I want a luxury hotel with a gym.”

	“I’m with you there, babe.”

	“You two are soft.” Rachel shook her head. “You’re missing out. Nature is good for the soul.”

	“You didn’t tell me you had a crazy sister.” Nolan gazed into Grace’s eyes.

	“I try to keep it a secret. A whacko in the family might reflect badly on the rest of us.”

	Kane raised a brow. “How many of you are there?”

	“Five.” Grace rolled her eyes. “We have another sister and two brothers. It was always a battle for the bathrooms when we all lived at home.”

	“That’s nothing.” Nolan tapped his chest. “My mama raised seven boys and two girls.”

	“I thought having one brother was more than enough.” Kane swallowed the last of his cocktail. “I’m sorry to break up the party, but I really should go. I still have to pack, and I want to hit the road early to beat the morning traffic.”

	“Me, too.” Rachel pushed back her chair. “It was nice meeting you, Nolan.” She turned to face the man beside her. “I hope you enjoy your vacation.”

	“I’ll walk you to your car.”

	“Thanks, but it’s a bit of a hike. I couldn’t find any parking close by.”

	“All the more reason to have an escort. Are you ready to go?”

	“As soon as I pay the bill.” She stood and swooped to retrieve the folder from the approaching server.

	“I’ll get the drinks.” He pulled his wallet out of his pocket.

	“Don’t be silly. You’re our guests, right, Grace?”

	“Right. Let her pay. She always gets her way in the end, so you may as well save the argument.”

	After Rachel handed the young man her credit card, he retreated, nearly bumping into an older woman hovering nearby. The woman stepped around him with a broad smile.

	“It is you! I told my husband I couldn’t be mistaken. I said, ‘Ted, that’s Jordan Hale.’ Sure enough, I was right. Honey, would you mind signing an autograph. I adored you before you fell off that cliff and drowned.” The woman paused for breath and pulled a notepad from her purse.

	Rachel pasted on a smile. “I’d be happy to.”

	“Make it out to Mary Cooke, with an e, please. And can you sign it from Jordan Hale and then your real name? I can’t tell you how thrilled I am to meet you in person. I don’t know why those horrible writers had to go and kill you.”

	“Here you go, Mrs. Cooke. It’s always a pleasure to meet a fan who still remembers me.”

	“Thank you, dear. Why you’re just as nice as you were on the show.” The woman backed toward her own table. “Wait until I tell Mildred. She’s going to be green with envy.”

	Rachel laughed. “Tell Mildred I said hello.” When the server returned with the credit card slip, she signed it.

	Nolan looked from Rachel to Grace. “What was that all about?”

	Kane’s brow creased. “Yeah, why did that woman call you Jordan Hale?”

	“Because that’s who she was back in the day. My sister was Jordan Hale, seductress extraordinaire on Days of Desire.” Grace grinned. “Pretty cool, huh?”

	Rachel shook her head. “Neither of them looks like a soap fan, so I doubt they know what you’re talking about.”

	“Don’t be such a sexist. Plenty of men watch soap operas. After all, the women are hot. Why shouldn’t men watch them?”

	Nolan scowled. “Grace, what the hell are you rambling on about?”

	Rachel took pity on him and explained. “I was on a soap opera while Bryce and I lived in New York. You might remember he played for the Giants before he was traded to San Francisco. Anyway, my character’s name was Jordan Hale.”

	Kane pushed his chair in and stepped closer. “That was, what, a dozen years ago?”

	“Soap fans have long memories, and mine was a popular character. I had quite a following back then.”

	“You still get recognized, though not as often since you cut your hair shorter.” Her sister studied her and tapped one manicured nail on the table. “Jordan Hale looked a lot younger than you do.”

	Rachel rolled her eyes. “Thanks, Gracie. Remind me to break out the support hose.”

	“I don’t think you’re ready for a nursing home yet.” A smile tugged at the edges of Kane’s firm mouth. “Shall we go?”

	She nodded. “Good night, Nolan. Grace, I’ll talk to you soon.”

	“You certainly will.” A speculative gleam lit her eyes. “I’ll expect a full report.”

	Kane guided Rachel through the restaurant with a warm hand against the small of her back. “What did your sister mean by that?” 

	“Nothing. Grace is just being Grace. She’s a nut.” Rachel’s cheeks heated. She knew full well what her sister had meant. Unfortunately, Grace had seen her attraction to Kane and was undoubtedly hoping for a juicy end to the evening. As Rachel wasn’t in the habit of jumping into bed with relative strangers, her sister was doomed to disappointment.

	“Where’d you park?” Kane waited for her response as they stepped out into the brisk spring air.

	“Down the Embarcadero.” She shrugged on the sweater her mother had knit her the previous Christmas. “I suppose you’re in the opposite direction.”

	“No, I’m that way, too.” Taking her arm, he led her around a crowd of people who’d stopped to listen to a street musician.

	The clear, clean notes of his saxophone followed them as they strolled down the brick-paved sidewalk. The moon was out, a silver orb shining over the bay.

	She tilted her chin. “Look at that sky.”

	“Beautiful, isn’t it?”

	Rachel nodded. “I’m glad I don’t live in the city anymore, but I do miss nights like these.”

	“Where do you live?”

	“Up in Vine Haven, north of Napa.”

	“I know the area, lots of rolling hills and grape vines. What do you do there?”

	“I own a combination bookstore coffee bar. The town has enough of a tourist trade to survive, but not enough to ruin the small town atmosphere.”

	“I think I’ve been there. Years ago, my ex-wife dragged me through Napa County on a wine-tasting tour. Is there a small winery in Vine Haven?”

	Rachel smiled. “Only the best one in Northern California, but I may be a teensy bit prejudiced. Hanover Vineyards belongs to my family. I grew up there, and my father and brother still run the vineyard and winery. We offer tours on the weekends.”

	“Oh, yeah? So you moved back to the family homestead after your husband died?”

	“Actually, the year before. Bryce and I were divorced when he died in the skiing accident.”

	“I remember hearing about that. I don’t imagine living with a professional athlete was easy.”

	“There were some negatives.” Bitterness edged her voice, and she forced herself to relax.

	“Cops make lousy husbands, too. Just ask my ex-wife.”

	“You seem like a good guy. What happened?”

	“The usual. I spent more time at work than I did with her. Diana is a very nice person, and she’s a fighter. She stuck it out for five long years before she finally gave up. I guess she came to the conclusion I wasn’t going to change.”

	Rachel stopped walking and looked up at him. The breeze blew her hair across her face. One strand caught at the corner of her mouth, and Kane reached out a finger to free it. Her breath stuck in her throat as she struggled to remember what they were talking about.

	“Did you want to change?”

	“Not really. I was younger and had a lot to prove.”

	“And now?”

	He ran a hand through his hair. “I’m not sure anymore, but I do need a break.”

	“Did something happen?”

	His expression closed. “Yeah, something happened.” After a moment’s hesitation he took her arm to lead her forward. “I don’t know why I’m boring you with my problems. How did we end up talking about me?”

	“I have that effect on people. Something about me makes everyone I talk to want to spill their guts.”

	He grimaced. “I’m not the only one? There’s a crowd of needy jerks bending your ear? Terrific.”

	“Mostly just family.” She gave him a teasing poke to lighten the mood. “I’m no psych guru, and even if there was a crowd, I’d say you’re unique.”

	“Hardly. I’m just one of a million divorced cops. You may want to warn your sister we’re bad relationship risks before she gets too involved with Nolan. Not that he isn’t a great guy.”

	“I’m sure he is. Anyway, I’d be more inclined to worry about him. Grace discards men faster than empty pizza boxes.”

	Kane grinned. “Your sister seems like quite a dynamo.”

	“She is. When God passed out inhibitions, he skipped Grace and gave me a double dose.”

	“I doubt that. Anyone who was a soap star can’t have too many restraints.”

	“Ask my oldest daughter. She’ll tell you all about them. Here’s my car.” Rachel stopped beside her red SUV.

	“I rest my case. Inhibited people don’t buy red cars.”

	“I chose the model, but I let my girls pick the color. They take after their aunt.”

	He smiled, his rugged face lit by an overhead streetlight. Kindness—and pain—was reflected in his eyes. Lines radiated from the corners of his lips, and creases marred his broad forehead. He looked like a man who’d seen the darker side of humanity and was worn down by the experience. It took all her willpower not to reach up to stroke his cheek.

	“It was nice meeting you, Rachel Carpenter. More than nice.”

	“I hope you have a wonderful time camping. I must admit I’m a little jealous.”

	“You should come up. My brother’s retreat is a great place for families. I bet your girls would love it.”

	“Jade and Ivy probably would, but Lark’s another story. Anyway, I imagine the camp is fully booked for the summer.”

	“It is for July and August, but I think there’s space left in June. People tend to wait until it’s warmer to go camping in the Sierras. It can be pretty cold at night this time of year. I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s still some snow left around the lake.”

	“In other words, pack a warm sleeping bag.”

	“You’ve got it. If you decide you’re interested, Jed has a web site. Look up Granite Lake Retreat on the Internet, and you can get the phone number to make a reservation.”

	“I’ll think about it.” She let out another sigh before she could stop herself. “I’d better go. The drive isn’t getting any shorter standing here.” She touched his arm. “Thanks for walking me to my car. I know you’re anxious to get home.”

	“My pleasure, and it wasn’t out of my way. I own the Jeep parked three spaces over. Anyway, it’s not safe for a woman to be alone on the street this time of night.”

	“True, more’s the pity. Good night, Kane. Maybe I’ll see you again sometime.”

	He enclosed her hand in both of his, and a tingle shot through her.

	“I certainly hope so.” He hesitated then released her. “Drive carefully.”

	She unlocked her car door. “Careful is my middle name.”

	 

	 


 

Chapter 2

	 

	Rachel eyed Kane through the rearview mirror as she drove away and wished she could be more like Grace. Toss caution to the wind, forget her responsibilities and hook up with an attractive man for the night. Too bad having a one-night stand wasn’t in her nature. Chances of a more meaningful relationship with Kane Lafferty didn’t seem likely.

	She took the onramp to the Bay Bridge, thankful the traffic at this hour was light. Though it was a complete waste of time, her conversation with Kane played over and over in her mind. The man was thoughtful, attentive and just plain nice. The fact that he was gorgeous and sexy didn’t hurt. Perhaps he had a few hang-ups, but who didn’t?

	God, maybe Grace is right. Maybe I do need to get laid.

	It had been too long since she’d felt a man’s arms around her. Her first and only love had been Bryce. After the divorce, she’d dated occasionally, feeling she owed it to herself to meet someone new. At the same time, she’d known going into those relationships they wouldn’t work. Her girls were her number one priority, and not many men wanted a ready-made family.

	Rachel counted back the months since her last attempt at a relationship, and her jaw sagged. Could it really have been nearly a year?

	“No wonder Kane sent my hormones up in flames. I guess I should make an effort to throw myself into the dating pool again.”

	Exiting the freeway, she drove faster than she should along the two-lane country road that wound through the rolling hills of Napa Valley. It was pushing eleven-thirty, and she was anxious to get home. Her mouth opened wide in a bone-cracking yawn.

	“What the...”

	A fallen limb from a giant oak lay across the middle of the road. She swerved hard left to avoid it. Whump. Her SUV jolted as the rear tire hit the end of the branch. A moment later, an ominous thumping sounded from the back of the car. Swearing under her breath, she pulled to the side of the road, stopped and got out. In the faint moonlight, one look at the rear tire confirmed she had a flat.

	“Five more measly miles and I would have been home.”

	She got back in the car and pulled out her cell phone. Turning on the dome light, she punched in the number for roadside service and waited for the operator to come on the line. Three minutes later, she threw the phone across the seat. An accident had both their area tow trucks tied up. It would be at least an hour before someone could get there.

	“Forget that.”

	Rachel pulled the owner’s manual from the glove box. After reading the section on changing a tire, confidence surged. Not hard at all.

	Until she got started. After she released the spare tire from beneath the car, she took out the jack. Grunting with effort, she managed to pump the jack enough times to raise the flat clear of the ground.

	“All right!” Her fist pumped the air.

	A bird in the granddaddy oak emitted a small chirp.

	“Next, off with the old tire and on with the new. Piece of cake.”

	Except it wasn’t. The lug nuts must have been soldered on. As hard as she tried, she couldn’t budge them. Tired and frustrated, she admitted defeat and went searching for her cell phone. Finding it on the floor of the passenger side, she entered her brother’s number.

	Four rings later, a groggy voice answered.

	“Hi, Will. It’s me.”

	“Rachel? What’s wrong? It’s almost midnight.”

	“I know, and I’m sorry to wake you, but I got a flat coming home from San Francisco.”

	“Did you call the auto service?”

	“Yes, but they can’t get to me for an hour or more. I took the spare out and jacked up the car, but I can’t budge the lug nuts. I’ve tried. They’re on too tight.”

	“They usually are. I’ll come get you.” He sounded slightly more awake. “Where are you?”

	“About five miles south of town. I’m really sorry.”

	“Yeah, well you’ll owe me. I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

	“Thanks.”

	She leaned against the side of the car and closed her eyes. The world around her was dark and silent, the moon having sunk behind the hills. Minutes later an engine rumbled in the distance. She shielded her eyes as twin beams of light speared through the darkness.

	The car approaching wasn’t her brother’s Volvo.

	An older pickup pulled to a stop, and a man’s voice called from the open window. “Need some help?”

	In the glare of his headlights, she could only make out a shadowy figure wearing a baseball cap and dark glasses.

	“No, thank you. I have a flat, but my brother is on his way. I appreciate the offer.”

	“A pretty lady like you shouldn’t be out alone this time of night. I don’t mind getting started on the tire while you wait for your brother. Better yet, give him a call and tell him you’ve got it covered. I’ll be happy to change it for you.”

	Rachel shifted from one foot to the other and glanced up the deserted road. The guy made her nervous. Who wore sunglasses in the middle of the night? “Really, I’m fine. Don’t let me keep you.”

	“I insist.” His door creaked as it opened.

	She took a step back, heart racing. Before real fear could take hold, a second set of lights appeared on the road. Her breath whooshed out. “Here’s my brother now.”

	“I’ll be on my way then.” The door shut. Truck gears grinding, he accelerated around the branch and headed down the road.

	“Who was that?” Will stepped from his car into the glow of its headlights. Ten years her senior, her brother was tall and thin with a shock of red hair beginning to recede. He stared after the retreating pickup.

	“Some guy who stopped to help after I called you. I know this isn’t exactly a high crime area, but I was a little nervous out here alone with a stranger.”

	“I’m glad you called when you did. It looks like you made good progress with the tire.” He hunkered down beside it.

	“I thought I could change it by myself. I was feeling pretty cocky until I tried to loosen those damned lug nuts.”

	“They are on tight.” He grunted even more than she had as he threw his weight into the task. Ten minutes later the spare tire was on. Will stowed the flat in the back of her SUV. “Don’t forget to drop it off to be repaired tomorrow. You wouldn’t want to get stuck again without a working spare.”

	“God forbid I should have another flat. Fate couldn’t be so cruel twice.”

	“You never know. Help me drag this limb off the road so the next driver doesn’t hit it.”

	They moved the heavy limb then Rachel gave her brother a hug and slid into her car.

	“Thanks for bailing me out. I hated having to wake you at this hour when I know you’ll be up at dawn.”

	“No problem. What were you doing out so late, anyway?”

	“I had dinner with Grace, and it lasted longer than usual. Her latest boyfriend showed up with a friend, and we talked to them for a while. I should have left sooner.”

	“Grace has someone new?”

	“When doesn’t our sister have a new guy? You know Grace, but she really seems to like this one. He’s a cop.”

	“She hasn’t dated a cop before, has she?”

	“No, but I can see why she decided to broaden her horizons. Nolan is very handsome. So is his friend.”

	“Interesting. Should I assume you dragged this friend off for a round of mad, passionate sex? Is that the real reason you’re late getting home?”

	Rachel laughed. “Not a chance.”

	“Too bad.” He gave her door a thump. “Let’s go. Sharon’s probably wondering what’s taking me so long.”

	“Thanks again, Will.”

	Minutes later, Rachel rolled into her driveway and turned off the engine. The porch light illuminated the pale blue paint on her old Victorian home. She entered the house quietly, flipped off the outdoor light and left her shoes in the entry. Crossing the hardwood floor to the stairs, she stumbled when she tripped over a big, furry shape.

	“Geez, Daisy. You picked a fine spot to sleep.”

	The golden retriever stood and wagged her tail, wiggling with excitement at this unexpected activity in the middle of the night. She followed, toenails clicking, as her mistress went up the stairs.

	Before going to her room, Rachel looked in on each of her girls. Ivy was a small lump beneath her quilt, the top of her blond head shining in the glow of a nightlight. Across the hall, Jade lay sprawled on her bed, blankets in a tangle at her feet. Lark’s door was locked. Sighing, Rachel entered her bedroom as quietly as she could and shut the door behind her then turned on the lamp.

	Daisy thumped down on the rag rug next to the bed and let out a groan.

	Rachel smiled at the dog. “That’s exactly how I feel.” She stripped off her clothes and dropped them into the hamper. Shrugging on an oversized T-shirt, she walked into the adjoining bath and quickly brushed her teeth. After splashing a little water on her face, she headed back toward the bed to stretch out on cool sheets.

	She flipped from lying flat on her back to her side, but couldn’t sleep. Her mind conjured up disquieting memories of Kane Lafferty. Firm lips quirked in a smile, blue eyes piercing and direct as his gaze rested on her. Broad shoulders, strong arms...

	“I need to get a life.” Rachel punched her pillow, flopped to her back and closed her eyes.

	Still, it was a long time before those images faded…

	* * * *

	Kane lay in bed, bone-tired but unable to sleep. Sitting up, he punched his pillow then lay back down. Insomnia was just one of the lingering after-effects from the night. The night he’d lost his partner and good friend. The night he’d killed another human being.

	The night he’d started to ask himself some tough questions.

	Was he so caught up in saving the world he’d lost sight of the bigger picture? His kind of work was necessary. Vital. But it had cost him his marriage. Sometimes he wondered if it was costing him his soul.

	Gazing at the ceiling, he groaned. A cop who second-guessed himself was a liability, which was why his lieutenant insisted he take all his accumulated vacation time. Maybe after spending a few weeks in the mountains, he’d figure out what was important. If he was lucky, hanging out with Jed again would take him back to his roots and help him remember why he’d wanted to become a cop in the first place.

	To serve and protect.

	To watch his partner’s head explode.

	To kill a child.

	“Son of a bitch!”

	He stumbled out of bed and into the bathroom where he turned on the light. It wasn’t the wound in his chest that hurt. Surgery had removed the bullet, but not the memories. Staring into the mirror, a man with haunted eyes looked back. Somehow he had to get beyond what had happened and think about the future.

	When he lowered his head, an image of Rachel Carpenter drifted through his tortured mind. Unquestionably, she was beautiful. Just the memory of her smile and the touch of her hand on his arm sent an arrow of feeling straight to his groin. He’d sensed a sweetness in her that attracted him. When he got back from the mountains, maybe he’d give her a call. His jumping nerves calmed at the thought.

	The love of a good woman certainly hadn’t been his savior the first time around, but it might not hurt to try again. The type of women he’d been dating—women who knew the score and didn’t expect a commitment—satisfied a primal urge, but not much else. Could be it was time for a change.

	Kane splashed water on his face then squared up to the mirror again. His eyes looked clearer, more focused.

	This time when he went back to bed, sleep took over at last.

	* * * *

	Lying in bed, he could think of nothing but Jordan. Eyes cautious, her figure hidden by an ugly sweater. Her beautiful hair had been longer before, and those ripe curves were showcased in silk and satin. His breath came quicker as he reached down to stroke himself. He’d almost taken her tonight. He’d been so close to the culmination of all his dreams. Earlier, as the hours ticked by but she hadn’t come home, he’d grown worried and gone looking for her. His timing had been off, and he’d missed his chance on the deserted roadway.

	No matter. He’d have to be patient a little longer. He was good at being patient. After all, he’d waited fourteen long years. He’d wait an eternity if need be. But he didn’t think it’d be much longer. His reward was near. He could feel it. In his heart, Jordan already belonged to him.

	Someday soon, she’d know it, too.

	 

	 


 

Chapter 3

	 

	“Wake up, girls. Last day of school.” Rachel gave a perfunctory knock on Lark’s door before pushing it open to poke her head inside. “Rise and shine.”

	Standing with her back to the doorway, hair damp from a recent shower, her daughter wore nothing but a pair of panties and a bra. Soft light from the bedside lamp highlighted the small blue tattoo on the white skin of her left shoulder.

	Rachel gasped and closed her eyes. Surely she was seeing things. When she opened them, the tattoo was still there, a delicate bird perched on a leafy branch.

	“Oh, my God.” She started to speak again then stopped, struggling for words. “What have you done?”

	Lark spun, eyes defiant as she stared at her mother. “It’s just a tattoo. It’s no big deal.”

	Stomach churning, Rachel shook her head. “You’re wrong. It’s a very big deal.”

	Don’t yell. Stay calm.

	She took a breath. “Cutting and dyeing your hair was bad enough. Hair will grow out. That tattoo is permanent.”

	“Lark got a tattoo?” Jade peeked around the doorframe wearing a pair of pajamas with Girls Rule emblazoned across the front. Her red hair hung down her back in tangles. “Wow, do you have a death wish or something?”

	Ivy floated up in a long white nightgown. “I want to see. Can I see it?”

	“Get lost, both of you.” Lark’s voice quavered.

	Neither of her sisters moved an inch.

	“Turn around, Lark. Let me see what you’ve done to yourself.”

	Slowly her daughter turned, presenting her back for inspection. Rachel examined the tattoo. Thankfully the skin around it appeared to be healthy.

	“At least it’s not infected. Why did you do it?”

	“Don’t be so dramatic, Mom. It’s just a little bird. Rose got a rose, and I got a lark. Get it?”

	“Cool.” Jade’s voice held awe.

	“Can I get a tattoo of some ivy when I’m older?” Her youngest flipped her long, blond hair over her shoulder with a mischievous smile.

	Rachel turned to glare at them. “Shouldn’t you two be getting dressed for school?”

	“We have to miss all the good stuff.” Jade pushed her sister in front of her as they headed back to their rooms.

	Rachel forced her hands to unclench. “When did you have this done?”

	“Last weekend in San Francisco. Rose’s brother drove us.” Lark dropped her gaze and ran a toe through the carpet.

	“You didn’t ask me first?” The final word ended on a screech. “You said you were spending the night at Rose’s house. You didn’t think I needed to know where you were?”

	“If I’d asked, you would have said no.” A spark of her usual defiance surfaced. “Anyway, Rose’s mom knew where we were going.”

	“She knew about the tattoos?”

	“Maybe not, but she knew about the haircuts. She likes them. She said they rock. She’s not stuck in the Stone Age like you.”

	Mentally, Rachel counted to ten before she spoke again, trying to regain some control. “I don’t understand how this happened. No reputable shop would tattoo a couple of fourteen-year-olds. There are laws against it. You could get in trouble. I could get in trouble.” Her voice grew louder. “Did you let some deviant on the street poke you with a dirty needle? For God’s sake, Lark, people contract HIV that way.”

	Her daughter’s eyes widened. “It wasn’t like that, honest. Rose’s cousin did it at his house. Everything was very clean, I swear.”

	“Why would her cousin do such a thing? He’d lose his license—”

	“I don’t think he has one. It’s just a hobby.” Lark stared down at her feet.

	“I should press charges.”

	Her daughter’s head snapped up. “Mom, you wouldn’t! It isn’t Rusty’s fault. He’s only a little older than Gavin, but he’s an artist.” She touched the tattoo. “His work is amazing, and we told him we had our parents’ permission. I’ll die if you call the cops. Rose would never forgive me.”

	“I don’t care what Rose thinks. You let some little punk stick you with a needle. It doesn’t look infected, but—”

	“I swear I’m not going to get a disease. He’s Rose’s cousin not some stranger. Rusty made sure we knew it was safe.”

	“Illegal, Lark. Getting a tattoo is illegal.”

	“So’s underage drinking. Kids do it all the time.”

	Rachel massaged the back of her neck. “Unfortunately, we don’t have time now to discuss this further. Get ready for school.”

	“What’re you going to do to me?”

	“I don’t know yet. You’re a little too old for a time-out or a spanking. This is serious.”

	“It’s just a little tattoo. You have to admit it’s adorable.”

	Rachel didn’t smile. “You drove into San Francisco with a sixteen-year-old boy and got a tattoo without my knowledge. Don’t kid yourself. There’ll be consequences.”

	“Are you going to tell Grandma and Grandpa?”

	“Probably not today, but they’ll find out soon enough. It’s the beginning of summer. You can’t keep your shoulder hidden forever.”

	“Grandma’s going to freak.” Lark’s head drooped. “I guess I shouldn’t have done it.”

	“You shouldn’t have done a lot of things. Get dressed. We have a long day ahead of us.”

	* * * *

	Somehow, Rachel got the kids to school on time. Balancing a tray full of banana bread and a bag of muffins in one hand, she unlocked the rear door of her shop, went inside then pushed the door closed with her foot. After setting her load on the front counter, she glanced around the store she’d worked so hard to create. The Book Nook was her pride and joy. Opening the shop had restored her self-esteem after her divorce and given her life purpose beyond mothering her girls. A coffee bar and sitting area occupied the front with the remainder of the large space filled with books. In back were a supply room and her cubbyhole of an office. Up a set of spiral stairs, she displayed gift items and office supplies.

	A short time later, the coffee was brewed and the espresso machine steaming when she opened the front door to let in her first employee.

	Chandra entered on a wave of perfume and trailing skirts. “Wow, you look great.” She eyed Rachel’s hunter green dress and matching jacket. “What’s the occasion?”

	“Jade’s fifth grade promotion ceremony is this afternoon.”

	With gorgeous brown eyes, toffee-colored skin and high cheekbones, Chandra Jabeaux was nothing short of stunning. Today her black hair was braided into dozens of tiny cornrows.

	“That’s right. This is the last day of school, isn’t it?”

	Rachel nodded. “Lark’s eighth grade graduation is this evening.” She took a deep breath. Just thinking about her eldest daughter sent her blood pressure soaring.

	“What’s wrong? Are you sad your little girls are growing up?”

	“I wish motherly sentimentality was all I had to contend with.”

	One brow lifted. “What’s Lark done now?”

	Rachel grimaced. “She and her friend got tattoos.”

	Chandra covered her mouth with both hands, eyes wide. “You must have flipped when she told you.”

	“You could say that. I might feel better if she’d had the sense to confess. I discovered what she’d done when I walked into her room this morning.”

	“It’s not the end of the world. I have a tattoo.” She stuck out her foot to display a blue flowering vine circling her delicate ankle.

	“You’re twenty, and Lark is fourteen. You’ve earned the right to make your own decisions. Anyway, it’s illegal.”

	“Good point. If I’d gotten a tattoo when I was your daughter’s age, my mom would have skinned me.”

	“Exactly.” She turned to walk behind the small counter. “I’m working on a suitable punishment. I don’t think Lark will be seeing Rose for the rest of the summer.”

	“She isn’t going to like that one bit.”

	Rachel glanced up from counting the change in the cash register. “It’s a punishment. She’s not supposed to like it.”

	“If it’s any consolation, I think you’re making a wise decision. That Rose girl is trouble. I don’t know what Lark sees in her.”

	“Her sixteen-year-old brother is cute, and he has a car.”

	“That would explain it.”

	She slid the register drawer shut. “You’re all set. I have some paperwork to do in back. Call me if things get too busy.”

	“Will do.”

	Stopping to pour coffee into a mug with her name on it, Rachel headed to her office. Sitting at her desk, she reached for the file holding time cards, ready to tackle payroll.

	Her hand shook as she pictured her daughter wandering through one of San Francisco’s less savory neighborhoods. Anything could have happened. The police—

	A vivid memory of Kane’s steady blue gaze intruded on her thoughts.

	The attraction between them had been instant, and the idea of seeing him again was enticing. A vacation might well be the answer to her current problem. At the moment, her goal was to keep Lark away from Rose. A camping trip to the Sierras would certainly accomplish that. She turned on her computer, waited until it hummed to life then pulled up the website for Granite Lake Retreat.

	Photos portrayed a crystal clear lake surrounded by mountains. Tiny cabins dotted a shoreline where several canoes were tied to a dock. The number to call for reservations was prominently displayed in the top right corner. Rachel was tempted enough to reach for paper and pen to jot it down. Jade and Ivy would have a blast. They deserved a vacation. So did she.

	She flipped open her day planner. Nothing important was scheduled before the end of the month except an orthodontist appointment for Jade that could be changed. The week following, Jade had soccer camp, Ivy had swim lessons and Lark was enrolled in a jazz dance clinic at the community college. She and the girls would be in Tahoe the last few days in June for her ex-mother-in-law’s sixtieth birthday party. The camping trip would have to come before the party. Taking a breath, she dialed the number.

	“Granite Lake Retreat.” A pleasant female voice chirped the greeting. “How may I help you?”

	“Hi. I was wondering if you have any openings starting next Thursday.”

	“How many people in your party, ma’am?”

	“Four.”

	“Actually, we do. We just had a cancellation that opened up two cabins. How many days will you be staying?”

	“Seven nights.” May as well jump in with both feet.

	“Terrific. Let’s go over a few details.”

	Rachel grabbed a note pad to write down the list of items she’d need, along with directions to the pick-up point. Apparently customers hiked to the actual campsite.

	When the woman asked, Rachel provided her pertinent information and credit card number. She was about to hang up when she remembered Daisy.

	“Are dogs allowed?”

	“Only if they’re obedient and kept on a leash. Would you like to bring your pet?”

	“Yes, she’s a golden retriever and very well behaved.”

	“I’ll make a note of it on your reservation. Is there anything else I can help you with?”

	“No, I think I have all the information I need.”

	“Great, we’ll see you next week. Have a nice day.”

	“I’ll try. You, too.”

	Rachel hung up the phone. Behind her, a board creaked. She spun around in her chair expecting to see Chandra, but the doorway was empty. The back door to the shop closed with a thud. Frowning, she left her office to open it and check behind the building. Her SUV was parked alongside Chandra’s compact car. Otherwise, the small lot was deserted. Shrugging, she went back inside.

	The next couple hours were spent finishing payroll and helping with a rush of customers.

	It was noon when the bell over the door jingled and Ellen Patterson sailed through. “I came in a little before I was supposed to. I thought maybe you could use the extra time, Rachel.”

	“That was sweet of you. School is dismissed early today, and I have to take Jade home to change before the promotion ceremony.”

	“I guessed as much.” Efficient and eager to please, Ellen had been with Rachel since she opened the shop soon after her divorce.

	“Now that you’re here, I have a question. How would you feel about putting in some overtime at the end of the month?”

	Ellen set her purse on a shelf and glanced over. “I’d love to. I could use the extra money.”

	Chandra looked up from itemizing a stack of books. “I don’t have a problem with it either. Are you expecting the shop to be extra busy?”

	“No, I was thinking about taking a vacation, a camping trip to the mountains with the girls.”

	Ellen’s smile lit her plain face. “That’s great. You never take any time off.”

	Chandra nodded. “Between the three of us, we can handle the shop. I’m sure Tim won’t mind working a few extra hours.”

	“Thanks, both of you. I appreciate it.”

	Rachel finished in the office and left to pick up her kids. All three girls were full of talk about the last day of school. Even Lark made an effort to be pleasant. The cynical side of Rachel assumed it was an attempt to butter her mother up before a punishment was handed down.

	Jade’s promotion ceremony went smoothly. With her hair flowing in curls down her back and wearing a short, lavender dress, she looked so beautiful Rachel’s heart ached.

	Her mother leaned forward and squeezed her hand. “It’s like seeing you again at that age.”

	“And you, Mom. We’re definitely three peas in a pod.”

	After the brief reception following the ceremony, Rachel drove the girls home for a short rest before they had to take off again.

	She was sitting on the couch, sorting through the mail when a piece of paper floated into her lap.

	She glanced up at Lark standing above her. “What’s this?”

	“My report card.”

	Unfolding the paper, a smile spread. “You got all A’s. Honey, I’m proud of you.”

	Lark frowned. “Ivy isn’t the only one who can get straight A’s around here.”

	“I never thought she was. This is terrific. Your teachers have given you nothing but good comments.”

	“I hope you’ll take my grades into account when you decide on my punishment.” She stuffed her hands into her pockets. “I don’t know why I got the tattoo. It seemed like the thing to do at the time.”

	Her daughter’s eyes were filled with misery. It would be so easy to let her off the hook, but that wasn’t an option. If Lark thought she could get away with breaking the rules once, God only knew what she’d do next. The tattoo was beyond serious. Just thinking about it raised her blood pressure.

	“I’ve given your behavior a lot of consideration, and I’m pleased you recognize you made a mistake. I don’t want it to happen again.”

	“It won’t, cross my heart. I won’t get any more tattoos, and I’ll let my hair go back to its natural color.”

	“The hair and the tattoo aren’t the only problem.”

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She scowled at the floor. “I thought you were mad about the tattoo.”

	“Oh, I am, but I’m equally upset you left town without telling me. I’m your mother. I need to know where you are all the time.”

	“I promise I’ll tell you from now on.”

	“I certainly hope so, but for a while you won’t be going anywhere with Rose. You’re not allowed to spend time with her until I say differently.”

	“That’s not fair! Rose is my best friend.”

	“She hasn’t always been. Why don’t you hang around with Amy or Natalie anymore?”

	“Because they still act like kids. Rose doesn’t. Anyway, it’s not her fault I got a tattoo. I made my own choice.”

	“You certainly did, and it was an extremely poor one. You used to have better judgment. Rose—”

	“You can’t pick my friends for me, Mom.”

	Rachel sighed, hating the defiance in her daughter’s eyes. “You’re right, I can’t. But I can choose who you spend your time with, and this summer it won’t be Rose.”

	“All summer? You can’t do that!”

	“If your choices improve over the next couple of months, we’ll re-evaluate when school starts.”

	Lark’s eyes narrowed. “Dad would never have been this mean. I wish he hadn’t died. I wish...” She clamped her lips together.

	“I wish he hadn’t either. I don’t like making these decisions on my own.”

OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
headline
FTEFRNAL





OEBPS/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/images/book.jpg
EVERY
MOVE
SHE MAKES





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
EVERY
MOVE
SHE MAKES

JANNINE GAILIL ANT





OEBPS/images/author.jpg





