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				Chapter One

				Violet Gallagher felt like she was all alone at her own going-away party, even though a hundred people smiled and applauded as they waited for her to speak. After wiping away her sudden tears with a manicured fingertip, she turned on her brightest evening-news smile and took a deep breath.

				“Please excuse me,” she said, once the room was quiet. “It just sank in that I’m leaving Wickham and all the wonderful friends I’ve made here.”

				As Richard Rayburn, her co-anchor at WWIC, had said when he introduced her, she was moving up to the station’s network affiliate in Boston. The promotion was the achievement of a decade-long goal, yet she felt no joy in her accomplishment this evening. Wickham, a close-knit seaside community about sixty miles from Boston, had been warm and welcoming, and she would miss it — but she didn’t think that was the problem.

				Just in case, she turned to her producer, seated next to the dais at the head table. “If they don’t like me in Boston, can I come back?”

				The hoots and whistles that followed gave her the opportunity to scan the faces in the ballroom. Her coworkers from WWIC were all there, of course, and members of the community ranging from her downstairs neighbor to the mayor. A man she didn’t recognize caught her eye and winked, and she smiled back. Could she have met such a gorgeous man and forgotten? Matt Macintyre, a local builder and president of the Chamber of Commerce, sat next to the handsome stranger. He grinned and gave her a thumbs-up signal.

				Conspicuously absent, however, was the face of anyone she could consider more than just a friend. Her mother and stepfather were on a cruise they had planned long before her promotion was announced, and her twin brother Seth was trying an important case at home in California and couldn’t get away.

				When she had imagined this proud moment — and she had, many times — there was always a special someone in the crowd clapping harder than everyone else, the one person whose approval mattered. But the calculated planning that had been so effective for reaching her career goals had gotten her nowhere when it came to love. Now she vowed that once she was settled in Boston, she’d make a new plan. A love plan.

				“There’s really only one thing I want to say. Thank you, everyone, for making the last five years the best of my life.”

				As she stepped away from the podium after her short speech, she was surrounded by guests who wanted to give her an air-kiss or clasp her hand and tell her how much she’d be missed. Within fifteen minutes, however, the group had dispersed and she was left standing alone. The last time she’d felt as awkward had been at her eighth-grade dinner dance, when she’d been certain everyone except her was part of a couple.

				She snatched a glass of champagne off the tray of a passing waiter and drained it in three gulps while considering the advice her brother had given her when he’d called just before the party.

				“Be yourself,” he’d told her, only to immediately amend his statement. “Except more spontaneous. Don’t be afraid to leave some things to chance.”

				Resolving to be more outgoing, and, yes, more spontaneous, she headed for the dessert table, where Matt caught her in a bear hug.

				“Oh, Violet, I wanted to ask you out the first time I met you, but I was too shy.” His booming voice caught the attention of everyone around them; people who knew him, which included almost everyone, laughed and shook their heads. Shy, he was not. “Now it’s too late.”

				“If I’d ever seen you in a tuxedo, I wouldn’t have waited for you to do the asking.” Although she knew he was joking, his flirting always made her feel feminine and desirable. He was at least a decade older than Violet, but if he’d ever asked her for a date, she’d have said yes in a flash.

				“Have you met my nephew, Jake Macintyre?” He turned to the side and revealed a tall, broad-shouldered man with golden hair that curled over his forehead and around his ears — the mystery man who had winked at her during her speech.

				Although he resembled his uncle in height and coloring, Jake was slimmer, and his features were more classically handsome — less hunky construction worker and more romantic-comedy leading-man. His boyish appearance, and the fact that he was Matt’s nephew, fooled her at first into thinking he must be visiting from college. Then he smiled, and the crinkles around his dark amber eyes said he must be close to her age, in his early to mid-thirties.

				“I don’t make a habit of crashing going-away parties.” He held her hand long enough for her to notice how it engulfed hers. His skin was warm and dry.

				“But he often crashes other kinds!” Matt’s laughter brought her back to earth, and she withdrew her hand from Jake’s and switched her empty flute of champagne for a full one. Her hand trembled as she downed a mouthful of the cool, bubbly drink.

				“Jake’s visiting from Boston,” Matt continued, “and I didn’t feel right leaving him home alone.”

				“Really? He seems like a big boy to me.” Her face felt so hot she had to resist the urge to fan herself. Spontaneous, she reminded herself, not foolish.

				Both men laughed. “Family story,” Jake said. “I couldn’t be left alone or I’d escape.”

				Even three glasses of champagne weren’t enough to make her ask him what that meant. He didn’t seem like a dangerous escapee from a mental institution, but, being a veteran newswoman, she knew those people never did.

				WWIC’s anchorman lurched toward them and clapped Jake on the shoulder. “You’re Jake Macintyre. I have a call in to your agent about doing a story on your book. I’m Richard Rayburn.”

				The two men shook hands, although Jake appeared annoyed by the interruption. His gaze flicked back to Violet even as he spoke to Richard. “I’m at your disposal, although you’ll have to wait.”

				“Lucky Richard.” Had she said that out loud? Judging from the way all three men were staring at her, she had.

				Nothing to do but tip up her glass and take another big hit. She’d been out of the loop at work because of her move, and wasn’t familiar with Jake’s work. She would ask him about it if the opportunity arose, but experience told her if she waited, he’d volunteer the information. People loved to talk about their work.

				“Do you know Violet?” Richard asked Jake. “She’s my former co-anchor and fusure wife. I mean, my fusure wife.”

				Violet’s burst of laughter sent bubbles up her nose. She’d never heard Richard mispronounce a word before, and he’d just done it twice.

				“You may laugh, but I know you’re secretly in love with me. There’s also a slight chance you’ve had too much to drink. Or I have.” Richard wore the spurned-puppy face that always tugged at her heart.

				He’d told her he was considering a move to Boston himself, and said he hoped to take their relationship to a “new level” once they were no longer coworkers. On paper, he seemed like perfect husband and father material, but she’d always thought of him as “just Richard,” her work partner and now her friend.

				“I do love you.” At that moment she loved everyone. “And I haven’t had too much to drink, I’m just being spontaneous!”

				“Hold this for the lady,” Jake said to Richard, reaching for her glass. “You can have it back after you dance with me.”

				She took a final gulp and handed the empty flute to Richard, then allowed Jake to press his hand against the small of her back and propel her onto the dance floor. The silk of her designer black-and-ivory slip-dress was so sheer he might have been touching her naked skin, and the heat of his hand through it made her shiver. When he turned to face her and took her right hand in his left, tightening his hold on her back, he was grinning.

				“Are you enjoying yourself?” Even in three-inch heels, she had to tip her head uncomfortably far back to see his face. The view, however, was worth it.

				His smile widened, displaying perfect teeth. He was better-looking than any anchorman she knew. Even Richard, renowned for his chiseled features and thick head of hair, seemed a bit foppish in comparison.

				“I was just thinking how much I like your dress.”

				Then he drew her close and began to dance with an ease she’d only seen in men of her stepfather’s generation. David Gallagher had taught her to dance in the days before that eighth grade event — unnecessarily, as it turned out, since no one asked her — and made her feel like a princess despite her awkward stumbling. But when he’d turned to her mother, his queen, and whirled her around the kitchen, Violet had watched and known she was in the presence of great love. Her long-suffering mother, and she and Seth too, had been rescued by the kind, steady gentleman. That night she’d written on her first list of goals, “marry a man like David.”

				Something about Jake reminded her of her stepfather, something more than his skill at the foxtrot. But his approximate age, that he lived in Boston, and that he was a writer, were all she knew about him. Oh, and one more thing. He was knee-weakening, heart-hammering gorgeous. A handsome author might make the perfect partner off the dance floor as well.

				Maybe it was time to get started on the new plan.

				“I’m glad I crashed your party.” As he spoke he pulled her closer, and she both heard his words and felt them as a breath of warm air against her ear.

				The tantalizing gap between them disappeared, and once again she was conscious of the flimsiness of her dress. She felt the hard muscles of his chest and his thighs as he led her in the dance, first advancing, then retreating. Never had a first dance with a man been so effortless; she moved with Jake as easily as she breathed.

				To her delight, he didn’t relinquish his hold on her when the music stopped. “We’ll wait for the next one.” His grin was gone, but his intense gaze held her in place.

				Unable to speak, she only nodded.

				When the bandleader announced they were having technical difficulties and needed to take a short break, Jake groaned, then threw back his head and laughed. “I guess this means I’ll have to let you go. But do me a favor, and back away slowly. The last time dancing had this effect on me, I was in high school.”

				She stepped away, but didn’t let go of his hand. “Come with me.” The door to the terrace was just a few feet away, and they slipped out into the relative coolness of the June night. Chinese lanterns provided soft illumination, and a half-crescent moon hung in the sky above them. She walked to the white iron railing and gazed up at the stars.

				“This is so much better than my eighth-grade dinner dance.”

				He laughed, then placed his hand over hers on the railing. “It’s hard to believe beautiful Violet Gallagher was ever a wallflower, but I suppose anything’s possible.”

				“I hate to say this — I really hate to say this — but I was a late bloomer.”

				The laugh she was expecting didn’t come. “A bloom worth waiting for,” he said.

				Then Violet did laugh. “Is that the best you’ve got?”

				A furrow appeared on his forehead. “Did that sound like a line? You’ll have to forgive me, I’m out of practice. In fact, I’ve never been any good at this.”

				Coming from a broad-shouldered, six-foot-tall man with altar-boy curls, his disclaimer sounded even more like a line. Unless he really had been locked up somewhere? And what exactly was the “this” he’d never been good at?

				“Umm, Jake, I don’t know very much about you …”

				“No, but I know a lot about you.” He took a step closer, and she turned her body away from the railing so they were face-to-face. His eyes were so intensely focused on hers, she felt like he could see inside her.

				“You’ve just seen me do the news. You don’t really know me.” It was amazing how many people thought they did, but she didn’t expect that from this man.

				He shook his head, like a teacher who was disappointed with his student’s answer. “No, it isn’t that. It’s your eyes, those incredible blue eyes. I see a passion for life in them, and I know you’re someone who puts your whole heart into everything you do.”

				She closed her eyes then, afraid he would see she’d put her whole heart into her work for ten years, and was now feeling empty and alone on what should have been a night of celebration. His lips touched hers, so gently at first she had to reopen her eyes to see if it was happening. Then she closed them again and yielded to his kiss, wondering if Jake might be the man who could fill that emptiness.

				“Listen,” she said, when the kiss ended and she caught her breath, “I have to go inside and mingle. But if you’d like to give me a ride home later …”

				Violet didn’t go home with men she’d just met. But his uncle was a pillar of the community, and she’d promised Seth she’d be more spontaneous. Promise or no promise, she wanted to be with this man tonight. Without even the thinnest layer of silk between them.

				He seemed surprised, and delighted. “Are you sure that’s what you want?”

				His hesitation touched her. Instead of answering she kissed him, rising up on tiptoe and breathing in his masculine sunshine-and-sweat scent. The second kiss, which sent an electric shock through the center of her body, was both a promise and a dare.

				Violet reeled when Jake released her, struggling to stay on her feet. She wondered just how long she’d have to make small talk before it would be polite for her to leave her own party. As she walked back through the door to the ballroom with him behind her, she felt his fingers caress the base of her spine, and then slip lower. When he squeezed the rounded flesh there, she decided she didn’t give a hoot about good manners.

				• • •

				Jake hovered on the periphery of the ballroom and watched as Violet laughed and chatted with a group of her friends. How soon could he expect her to give him the signal she was ready to leave? He decided to move to the bar. A strong drink in his hand might keep it from shaking.

				“Give me the best single-malt Scotch you have.”

				“Put it on my tab, John.”

				Jake, recognizing Richard-the-anchorman’s unaccented speech from the nightly news he watched whenever he visited Matt, turned to him with a smile.

				“Thanks. I’ll return the favor someday.”

				Richard took a swallow of his drink and turned his head in Violet’s direction. It wasn’t lost on Jake that he knew exactly where to find her.

				“It’s like that, is it?” Considering what had just transpired out on the balcony, Jake doubted very much the two were a couple, but the other man’s desire was written all over him.

				Richard shook his head, his expression mournful. “I’ve tried, but she won’t date a coworker. I haven’t told her yet, but I had an interview with a cable channel in Boston yesterday. I’ve always wanted to be a producer, and if I’m nearby but not working with her, I’m sure I’ll have a chance. We’re perfect together.”

				As the two men watched, Violet moved on to another group of well-wishers. She tugged at a strand of her glossy black hair that had escaped from her up-do, and Jake envisioned himself pulling out the pins and letting it fall over her creamy skin. As he imagined the feel of it against his own skin, he gulped down a mouthful of the Scotch and choked.

				Richard clapped him on the back, much harder than necessary. “Is this a good idea, old man?” He cut his eyes toward Violet, so there was no doubt what he meant.

				He blurted out the truth. “No.”

				When his uncle asked him if he wanted to tag along to the party and meet his “dream girl,” he couldn’t resist. They’d often joked about the fact that Jake had to watch the WWIC news whenever he was in Wickham; Matt would tell him to put his tongue back in his mouth. There was something so sweet and innocent, and yet at the same time so sexy, about her. Would the reality of Violet in the flesh be a disappointment?

				In any case, there had been no thought — certainly no intention — of anything beyond a few hours of flirtation. But Violet had not been a disappointment, and she had invited him to extend the evening. Jake never said no to delightful and unexpected opportunities, or to women as attractive as Violet.

				Richard misunderstood Jake’s negative reply. He nodded, satisfied. “Good. The last thing she needs is someone like you messing up her life.”

				Violet had moved closer to the bar, and Jake heard her tell someone she needed to make a phone call. It was the moment he’d been anticipating ever since they returned from the balcony — the signal.

				He downed the rest of his drink and thumped the unlucky anchorman on the back. “Thanks for the drink, Rayburn, but I have to run.” Since he didn’t plan to take it, he didn’t thank him for his advice.

				• • •

				Unlocking the door to her apartment thirty minutes later, Violet felt a moment of uncertainty. Did this need to happen tonight? Jake lived in Boston; they would be able to see each other after she moved. Maybe she would even be sober. But then he leaned up against her back and kissed the exposed nape of her neck, and she thought she would melt into a puddle on the floor. When she turned to him with the key still in the lock so she could feel his length against the front of her, he pushed his tongue into her mouth again and her doubts disappeared.

				“Inside … ” she gasped.

				After turning on a light in the entryway, she led the way around the stacks of boxes to the bedroom where she’d slept alone for more than two years, ever since the breakup of her last, brief relationship. Once she reached the bed she turned to him, wanting to leave the next move up to him.

				“You’re lovely.” She could feel his hand tremble as he slid the zipper down at the back of her dress. It dropped to the floor in one fluid motion, leaving her naked except for lacy black panties and her shoes.

				As he had earlier on the dance floor, he put his arm around her back and pulled her to him. This time there was no polite space between them. He was still fully dressed, and the roughness of his clothing against her naked skin was incredibly exciting. Even so, she reached up and undid the black bow tie, sliding her other hand inside his jacket at the same time and slipping it off his shoulder.

				He joined in her efforts to remove his clothes, beginning with undoing his belt, but it was a slow process because of frequent stops to slide his hands over her breasts and bottom. Her nipples were stiff from the touch of his fingers, and she was more ready than she’d ever been. Had been ready, in fact, ever since that second kiss on the terrace. She couldn’t wait for him to discover the effect he’d had on her.

				Before he was fully naked himself, he yanked her panties down below her knees and guided her backward until she was sitting on the edge of the bed. Kneeling in front of her, he slid them down as far as her ankles, removed both her shoes, and pulled the scrap of black lace over her feet.

				“This is no longer a formal affair, and I’m feeling overdressed.” He stood and began to unbutton his shirt with what she considered agonizing slowness. When he sat on the edge of the bed with his back to her to remove his shoes and socks, she leaned over and caressed the back of his neck. As soon as his hands were free, she grasped the collar of his shirt and slid it down and off his arms, revealing a tanned, well-muscled back with a patch of whiter, ridged and puckered skin covering most of his right shoulder blade. It appeared to be a scar from a bad burn, but she knew this wasn’t the time or place to ask him about it.

				He stood again and stripped off his remaining clothes, then turned and faced her. She was pleased to see he looked as good without the tuxedo as he’d looked in it. Finally he grinned and bent over her, tantalizing her with a probing kiss while maintaining a strangers-on-the-dance-floor distance between their naked bodies.

				“Are you trying to make me beg?” she managed to gasp when the kiss ended.

				His own breathing was ragged. “I didn’t expect this to happen, and I’m not exactly… prepared.”

				“Prepared?” She felt like her head was full of champagne bubbles. What was he talking about?

				“Do you have protection?”

				“Oh!” She dragged herself to the head of the bed and slid open the drawer to her nightstand. Shoved way in the back, there was a strip of condoms.

				“Thank God,” he said, accepting them like a prize and ripping one open. “Otherwise I might have been tempted to do something foolish.”

				Tell me about it. Then she — either spontaneously or foolishly, she wasn’t sure which — opened her arms, her legs, and her heart to a man she’d just met.

				• • •

				Violet woke up with a mouth full of cotton in a head that felt like it belonged to someone else. She sat up gingerly and reached for the glass of tepid water on her nightstand, knocking Jake’s watch to the floor in the process. Jake. She smiled through her pain at the memory of last night. The first time they’d made love had been frantic and fast, but the second — and the third — had surpassed any expectation of sexual bliss she’d ever had, as orgasm after orgasm rippled through her.

				She heard the water running and realized Jake was in the shower. Would it, she wondered, be too forward of her to join him? The thought made her smile. After last night, nothing seemed off limits. But the shower came to a stop before she could act on her impulse.

				After retrieving the watch and gulping down the glass of water, she slipped out of bed and pulled on the robe she’d left draped over her bedroom chair. She removed one or two hairpins still clinging to her disheveled hair, and brushed it out in front of the bureau.

				“In that kimono, with your dark hair down, you look like a princess. It’s a good thing I didn’t walk in before you belted the sash.” He’d come out of the bathroom with his curly hair still damp from the shower, and was rolling up the sleeves on last night’s white dress shirt.

				“That’s a good thing?” She opened her arms to him, but his embrace lasted only seconds. Sighing, he kissed her forehead and let her go.

				She handed him the watch, which he slid onto his wrist. Had she misunderstood something last night? It had been the beginning of something special, she was sure of it. Now he was acting like he couldn’t wait to leave. Her heart lurched in her chest. What if he was married? Why hadn’t she asked more questions?

				“I have to get back to my brother’s place in Boston. My flight isn’t until midnight, but I still have packing to do.”

				Had he said something to her about a trip? Maybe he was going away on a book promotion. Or was he in a hurry to get out of there because last night hadn’t meant anything to him?

				“Jake, I just want to say I don’t sleep with men I’ve just met … ”

				He put his arms around her, and this time he held on. “I know. But of course we only had the one night, and we had to grab the opportunity. It’s making this difficult, though. I’ve never minded before.”

				“Minded what?”

				“Leaving the States. I feel like a soldier, going off to war and leaving the world’s prettiest girl at home.”

				She pulled away. Barefoot, it was even more difficult to meet his eyes. “Jake, where exactly are you going?”

				“Russia for six months, then straight to Tibet for six more.” He frowned. “But you knew that, right? Richard knew what I do and I thought you did too … ”

				She rubbed her aching temples and sank down onto the rumpled bed. “I’m sorry, I probably should know what you wrote, but I’ve been preoccupied with the job change.”

				He got down on his knees in front of her. “Violet, I’m the one who should be sorry. I feel like I’ve taken advantage of you. I’m not really a writer, I’m a photojournalist. The book I just finished is called An American in South Africa. I immerse myself in the day-to-day life of a place for six months or a year, and then I work with my editor for a few months, choosing the pictures and writing the text. It’s what I’ve been doing in Boston this spring.”

				“Oh.” This is what comes of being spontaneous, she told herself. You find the man you think could be Mr. Right, have the best sex of your life, and then find out he’s a globe-trotting adventurer. Worse than her father, who had been constantly on the road with his band while she was growing up, eventually resulting in the break-up of her parents’ marriage. She had pictured an author as someone who was always home, pounding the keyboard in his office down the hall. This was worse, even, than if he’d been married.

				“‘Oh’? That’s all you have to say?”

				Jake’s distress was genuine, she knew. He believed she’d been fully aware last night was going to be a one-night stand, or at best a same-time-next-year scenario.

				“Listen, there’s been no harm done here.” She forced herself to smile. “Last night was great. Not my usual style, I admit, but fun. Nobody needs to be sorry.” She didn’t tell him it had seemed like so much more than fun to her at the time.

				He stood up, checking his watch, and she rose with him.

				“No time for coffee?”

				She was relieved when he shook his head. No sense prolonging this goodbye; she had a life to get on with.

				“Can I look you up in Boston when I get back?” he asked at the door.

				“Of course!” She accepted his light kiss on her lips but did not respond. A year from now she did not expect to be single, waiting to hear from Jake Macintyre. Even if she was, there was no way she would take his call. All she wanted to do was forget the last twelve hours had ever happened.

	
				Chapter Two

				After an entire year away from home, Jake had a severe case of culture shock. Just a few days earlier, he’d been in Tibet, living in a Buddhist monastery. He’d eaten no meat, spoken only rarely, and scrubbed the rough floors by hand. Now he was sitting at his brother Jamie’s opulent dining table, where the odor of charred flesh assailed his nostrils.

				Jamie poured ruby-red wine into the crystal wineglass in front of him. “I picked up a case of this Merlot the last time I was on the West Coast.” He flashed the wicked grin all women loved. “Along with a full-bodied redhead to match.”

				Uncle Matt threw back his head and laughed. “Eat up, boys. The steak is perfect. Medium-rare.”

				Jake watched his uncle bring a forkful of meat to his mouth. Its center was a glistening shade of red-black. His stomach clenched as he considered eating the bleeding lump of meat on his own plate. He took a sip of the wine instead, but the tart liquid seemed to expand in his mouth and he had to swallow hard to get it past the lump in his throat. Even the water he gulped from the heavy goblet tasted peculiar, and he imagined invisible contaminants entering his purified body.

				Matt speared the steak on Jake’s plate with his fork and transferred it to his own. “I think you’re jetlagged, boy. Don’t worry, you’ll be back on your feed in a day or two. Meanwhile, no sense wasting prime beef.”

				Jake had grown up with Jamie and Matt, and he knew the three Macintyre men had a reputation in Wickham for being typical, taciturn New Englanders. Yet it seemed like since he’d been back, they’d done nothing but talk, talk, talk.

				“You’re right. I’m exhausted.” He rubbed his forehead, where it felt like his brain had swollen and was pushing against his skull. “I think I’ll just crash in the den and grab something to eat later.”

				Although Jamie’s apartment, a penthouse with a view of Boston harbor, was decorated in a minimalist, masculine style, his leather sofa would have screamed “decadence” to the monks, and not just because it was covered in animal hide. As Jake sank into the cushions, he smiled, remembering the discomfort of the pallet he’d slept on in the monastery, and the way his body had protested with aches and pains for the first week of his stay. Now everything felt too soft. It didn’t keep him from dropping off to sleep within seconds, however.

				“We hope to have the results of the strike-vote by the end of the broadcast.” The soft, female voice pulling him out of the depths of sleep was familiar. Familiar and seductive.

				He forced his eyes open, and eventually focused them on the plasma television screen mounted on the wall. A commercial for a local auto dealer was blaring. He figured out he’d slept for hours, and Jamie had come in to watch the eleven o’clock news — with no concern that it might wake up his brother, of course. Matt would have gone back to Wickham, since it was a weeknight and he started his day at five.

				“Will we have another perfect day tomorrow, Ron?” The anchorwoman with the sexy voice finally reappeared. He sat up and rubbed his eyes. Her face was the one that had haunted his dreams as he traveled through Russia, and as he tossed and turned on his monastic pallet in Tibet. It was the face that had made all others unappealing for the last year.

				“Violet.” He spoke her name out loud, forgetting Jamie was in the room.

				His brother laughed from the Eames chair. “So you’re not dead, or in a coma. Although I wouldn’t have thought Violet Gallagher was your type. As Uncle Matt would say, she looks a bit too much like she just stepped out of a bandbox.”

				Now that Jake’s vision was clear, Violet was gone from the screen again, replaced by Ron and his satellite weather maps. He’d seen her long enough to notice her long dark hair had been cut and reshaped into a formal, sprayed-in-place style, high and tucked behind her ears. Her makeup and jewelry were bold, and her jacket was a bright shade of pink.

				“She’s much softer in person,” he told Jamie. Although she’d been the most beautiful woman at the party, when Jake pictured her — which was more often than he wanted to — it was the way she’d looked the next morning, sleeping beside him, with all traces of self-consciousness gone.

				She was in Boston now, and he’d been engaged in a constant debate with himself since he returned. Should he call her? Or should he find someone else, and have the kind of short-term fling he was accustomed to, one that didn’t leave him uselessly yearning for more?

				“How do you know her?” his brother asked. “I didn’t think she started working at Channel Twelve until after you left last June.”

				“She moved here from Wickham. I went to her going-away party with Uncle Matt the night before I left.” As it had so many times, the memory of that night came back to him intact. The soft breeze on the balcony, the tentative kiss that quickly became urgent. The mind-blowing night in Violet’s bed. At the airport the next day, he’d even considered staying — until he considered the contracts and lawyers and how unemployable he’d be after stiffing his publisher.

				“That’s all?”

				For the first time in his life, Jake was reluctant to share the intimate details with his brother. “That’s all.”

				“I was worried for a minute. It always seemed like there was something off about the artificial insemination story.”

				In the past few days, English had sometimes made little sense to Jake, something he’d ascribed to the rapid cultural changes. Although he knew what artificial insemination meant, he couldn’t grasp its context here. “You’ve lost me.”

				His brother clicked off the television just as Violet reappeared on the screen, and Jake swallowed back a protest.

				“Miss Gallagher has been on maternity leave for the last three months. Single motherhood isn’t unusual these days, but the story is she planned it, picked a sperm donor out of a catalog. She’d just started her new gig, so it doesn’t seem likely, does it?”

				Jake shrugged. “I don’t know her well enough to know what she’d do.” He hoped his voice sounded normal, and not as shaky as he was feeling.

				Jamie rose and stretched. “Time for me to turn in, I’ve got a flight to New York in the morning. An opportunity to design a new building in Manhattan. When I get back, you’ll get to meet Pamela.” His new woman, whom he swore was the one.

				But Jake had heard that before, and couldn’t think about it now. As soon as his brother left the room, he grabbed the remote and brought the oversized screen back to life. Violet was reporting that airline baggage handlers would strike the next day, her face showing concern. He shook his head, trying to clear it. Violet, the sweet enchantress of his dreams, was a mother now. Her baby had been born three months ago. He did the math.

				Was the child his? If so, why hadn’t she let him know? He could call Richard Rayburn and ask him; when he’d checked his email earlier that afternoon he’d discovered a message from Violet’s former co-anchor. He said he’d gotten the cable job in Boston and wanted to do a story on Jake’s new book. No, Jake decided, he’d go straight to the one person who was sure to know the answer to his question. His agent, Millie, knew everyone in Boston and he’d bet she could get him the address.

				On his way to his room, he opened Jamie’s door and stuck his head in. “Go with a carry-on tomorrow. Just a suggestion.”

				• • •

				When Violet got home at midnight, she was wide awake, jazzed up from caffeine and adrenaline, and yet exhausted to the very core of her being. She’d been tired for three months now. Although the nanny had been living with them for a few weeks, Violet still woke up every time the baby cried, milk soaking the T-shirts she wore to bed.
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