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Chapter One

				“What on earth are you reading?” Flynn Sutherland asked. In less than five hours, he would see Pride Donovan again for the first time in three years, and he wanted to get an early start on the work that awaited him.

				His secretary, Killeen Ross, buried in the depths of the Houston Chronicle, appeared to be sinking deeper by the minute as she thumbed through section after section.

				“I’m looking for my favorite column.” Killeen’s brown pageboy appeared for a moment above the sheets of newsprint. “This is Thursday. Tracy Eric’s ‘Single Mommy’ column is supposed to be — here it is. They keep moving it.”

				“‘Single Mommy?’” Flynn repeated, in tones of distaste. He leaned over Killeen from behind her chair so that his sun-bleached, dark blond hair almost brushed her cheek.

				“It’s a fantastic column,” Killeen said. “She writes about single parenting, all the way from having the baby on your own to how it feels to have a date for the first time in two years. She gives hints on how to cope and tells you how much to pay the baby sitter — everything a woman in my situation needs to know.”

				Flynn raised his brows but wisely said nothing. Killeen had just been liberated from a bad marriage, thanks to Flynn’s legal expertise, and was rearing two teenagers by herself.

				Killeen folded the paper open and spread it out on her desk. “I know several single fathers who keep up with Tracy’s column. There’s no one else they can turn to.”

				Flynn bent further over Killeen’s desk and studied the column. Above the title, “When You Have to Go Home Again,” a photograph of an attractive, dark-haired woman caught his eye.

				“Oh, wow,” Killeen muttered. “She’s going back home for the first time in three years. That’s where it all happened.”

				“What happened?” Flynn asked.

				“Tracy Eric got pregnant three years ago, but her boyfriend deserted her. Now she’s coming home for the first time in three years. She’s going to fill us in on what it feels like.”

				Flynn experienced a momentary jolt. Three years ago, Pride Donovan had faced him in her Houston apartment, told him she was pregnant, and asked him what he wanted to do about it. He had stalled. The baby could not have been his, as doctors had pronounced him sterile since a bad case of childhood measles. But before he could give in and marry her, Pride had disappeared.

				“She ought to leave well enough alone,” Flynn observed.

				“Not Tracy. That’s the beauty of this column. You feel as if Tracy Eric is your best friend, and the two of you are talking over cups of coffee at the kitchen table.”

				“That good, huh?”

				Flynn never read over his secretary’s shoulder, but this aroused his interest. Pride Donovan had been gifted in writing pieces that made you feel you were inside her heart. He stood behind Killeen and swiftly absorbed the column.

				He found the premise simple enough. Tracy Eric, a young, single mother, was returning to her Texas hometown for the first time in three years to bury her father, who had disowned Tracy when she became pregnant out of wedlock. Future columns would fill the readers in on Tracy’s feelings about reliving old memories and renewing old acquaintances with her son in tow.

				He suppressed a mild sense of surprise. Pride was coming home to bury her father also, but without a son in tow.

				He wished suddenly with all his heart that Pride had married him and borne a son after all. The baby would be his.

				Flynn straightened, shaking his head. People ought not to dwell on the past. Talk about an unproductive pastime … .

				“This column is so popular, the Chronicle started running it twice a week,” Killeen said. “Do you know what that means?”

				“I’m afraid to ask,” Flynn said. “However, I have to attend a funeral at two o’clock. Are those letters ready to sign?”

				“Give me five minutes, boss.” Killeen skimmed the column.

				Flynn smiled. Killeen had probably stayed overtime yesterday to type the letters. His instincts had not betrayed him when he had hired her and acted in her behalf in court. She was a loyal secretary who always put his interests first in the office.

				He went into his office and stared out the windows at the Houston skyline. Too bad his instincts were so off target when he became involved with Pride Donovan. He would never have picked Pride as a woman who would two-time a man, yet, how else could she have become pregnant?

				That Pride would have tried to trick him into marriage by the oldest scam around still shocked him. Her pale face and hurt green eyes almost coaxed him into forgetting that he was a rich man’s son, a target for hundreds of marriage-minded women.

				He turned away from the window and picked up a file folder. She vanished from Houston and the small, Southeast Texas town of Anahuac soon after he began his successful stalling procedure. Sure enough, she claimed she had miscarried soon after.

				Outwardly, he professed relief, but the hurt remained. Probably what hurt worse was the fact that he missed her, longed for her, and had even gone so far as to search for her.

				He should have married her anyway and claimed the baby as his own, if there had really been a baby.

				Pride Donovan hadn’t been spectacularly beautiful, but parts of her were definitely spectacular. She had honest green eyes, delicate, feathery brows, and a sprinkling of freckles across a lovely, straight nose. Her hair was a wild tangle of light-brown curls, and her skin sported a perpetual light tan during the months she spent with him.

				Flynn smiled, remembering Pride’s determination to hoist the mainsail on his sailboat by herself. The wind had been stronger than Pride, and she wound up in the water.

				Pride always went after things like that, things that involved acting first and thinking later. No doubt that’s that had happened when she came up with the idea of pretending pregnancy to encourage his proposal. She simply went ahead with the plan before she took the time to think it over.

				Obviously, she hadn’t been pregnant at all, but Flynn had passed many a lonely night thinking about the child Pride might have given birth to. Of course, there was no way he could have been the child’s father, but suppose a miracle happened and the baby had resembled him?

				Pulling out his chair, Flynn jerked his mind off that subject and thought about Pride. She had been special, and he had wanted to marry her, until she jumped the gun and tried to force his hand.

				• • •

				Pride Donovan suffered through her father’s funeral without shedding a tear. Helping to corral four small children during the service kept her mind occupied and her sorrow tamped back.

				Any private sorrow she felt would be dealt with later. That was the story of her life now, she admitted. Her own feelings came later. She would sort them out on paper, where she best dealt with everything.

				The following morning she drove to Houston, accompanied by her cousin and the four small children, to learn the contents of her father’s will.

				Something warned her to bring her relatives for along for support. Judge Alan Donovan had been a strange and bitter man, and Pride did not put it past him to try and humiliate her one last time through his will.

				“Johnny, stop that,” she cried.

				Johnny, two years old and full of curiosity and energy, twisted in Pride’s arms. Houston traffic fascinated Johnny, and he wanted to get right out there in the middle of it. The moment his small feet touched the ground in the downtown parking garage, he made a run for the street.

				“Are you sure you don’t want to go alone?” her cousin, Gloria Boudreaux, asked. “In another minute, there’ll be total anarchy around here. It’s a shame the weather is so pretty.”

				Pride agreed. The late May sky glowed a deep, cloudless blue. The usual Gulf Coast humidity was temporarily absent, thanks to a cool front, and the spring foliage retained the new green color of early spring. She couldn’t blame the children for wanting to make use of it.

				“I’d rather you came with me,” Pride said, nerves jittering. “I have a feeling I’m going to need some support.”

				“You call four children under the age of five support?” Gloria asked. “Eric Boudreaux, stop that this instant. Why should there be any trouble over your father’s will?”

				“Daddy never did anything without causing some sort of trouble. Why should his will be any different?” She could not put into words the feeling of impending disaster that hung over her.

				“Now that’s a reason if I ever heard one,” Gloria said, grinning.

				Gloria was a slender woman with wildly curling dark hair and large, brown eyes. The two-year-old girl in her arms repeated Gloria’s coloring, as did the two children on the sidewalk between the two women. Pride loved them to distraction. Without them, she could not have made it through the past three years.

				The fourth child, who rode in Pride’s arms, also had large brown eyes, but his hair was dark blond.

				“You and the children are tremendously comforting to me,” Pride said. “I can’t imagine going anywhere alone. I wouldn’t know how to behave. This way, Tracy.”

				Walking down a busy, downtown Houston sidewalk carrying two small children and leading two others by the hand wasn’t easy, but the women managed it.

				“I know what you mean,” Gloria said. “That week Eddie and I spent in New Orleans while you kept the kids nearly drove us both nuts. Too much silence. No interruptions of tender moments. No little faces to wipe.”

				“Exactly,” Pride said. “Come on.”

				“Are you going to get in touch with Flynn Sutherland today?” Gloria asked in casual tones.

				Pride winced inwardly and felt the jangle of all her pulses. “I’m not ready yet. I’m still considering the most distantly friendly method of contacting him.”

				“I thought you said you caught a glimpse of him at the funeral yesterday,” Gloria said. “Don’t you think he has a few questions about Johnny?”

				“Like what?” Pride’s voice remained cheerful in spite of her inner anguish. Flynn had not approached her to so much as offer condolences. “If he thinks about it at all, he’ll figure Johnny could not possibly have anything to do with him.”

				“Now I would say Johnny has everything to do with Flynn Sutherland. Tracy Boudreaux, give Aunt Pride your hand. No, you can’t walk by yourself. Not on these sidewalks.”

				“Daddy put the word out that I’d had a miscarriage the minute I left town,” Pride managed to say around the lump in her throat. “No doubt Flynn found that a tremendous relief.”

				“I’ll never understand why your father would say such a thing,” Gloria marveled. “Eric, stop that. What if you’d shown back up and made a liar out of him?”

				“Believe me, Gloria, the thought never crossed his mind. No one bucked Judge Donovan when he laid down the law.”

				“That’s just plain weird.” Gloria shook her head. “Johnny was his grandchild.”

				“Daddy was never quite certain I was his daughter.” Pride hid her hurt behind a smile. “Hold still, Johnny.” They stopped before one of downtown Houston’s glass towers and Pride compared the numbers on the door to a paper in her hand. “This is it.”

				“He was,” Gloria said. “He just thought he’d found a useful little item to control your mother, that’s all. You look too much like him not to be his daughter.”

				Pride nodded and held the big glass door open for her relatives to enter. Alan Donovan had been a handsome man, with green eyes like Pride’s. He had manufactured the idea that his wife had been seeing another man just before she married him, and that Pride was the other man’s child rather than his own.

				Pride’s gentle mother had tired at last of trying to out-argue him. During the last years of her life, Mary Donovan hadn’t even tried to deny it when her husband accused her of two-timing him during their engagement.

				Pride hadn’t let him get away with it when he’d tried to accuse her of not being his daughter. She challenged him to a DNA test, the results of which would be made public, and he shut up.

				“Flynn deserves one more chance, don’t you think?” Gloria urged. “From what you’ve said, he’ll probably never father another child.”

				“As far as I’m concerned, Johnny is my child and no one else’s,” Pride stated. “No man is ever going to treat me the way my father treated my mother.”

				“Well, he might have changed his mind about things,” Gloria said, in soothing tones. “People do change, you know.”

				“I doubt if Flynn has,” Pride said. “Daddy probably went to his grave thinking I’m not really his daughter. I can’t wait to see if he left me the proverbial penny in his will.”

				She pushed open another glass door that marked the building’s foyer and urged Tracy to step inside. Gloria followed, leading Eric.

				“I hope you know where you’re going,” Gloria said. “I’m a small-town girl. These Houston skyscrapers scare me.”

				“They’re definitely no fun during a hurricane,” Pride agreed. “Hold the elevator, please.”

				She hurried her cousin and the children onto the elevator, punched the button for the fifteenth floor, and tried to keep Tracy from wandering to the other side of the cubicle.

				“I’ll be glad to get back to Lake Charles,” Gloria said.

				Pride grinned and agreed. “Johnny Donovan, if you want me to put you down, you’re going to have to hold still until I can.”

				The elevator stopped several times. Each time, Tracy tried to step off the elevator, and Pride blocked the little girl.

				When the elevator halted at the fifteenth floor, Tracy had finally gotten the idea and refused to exit with her relatives.

				“How do people stand living here?” Gloria asked.

				“They lead lives of quiet desperation.” Pride laughed at her cousin’s comical grimace.

				They marched down the hall, children in tow, until they were certain they were headed in the correct direction.

				“Here we are,” Pride said at last. “Suite 1542. Oh, Lord. Be still, my fluttering heart. Flynn’s gotten himself an office.”

				Her heart didn’t just flutter. It bounded, bounced and pounded. No wonder Flynn had avoided her at the funeral.

				Her feeling of impending fate was right on target. Thank goodness she had paid attention to her intuition and brought Gloria and the children along.

				“Flynn? Sutherland?” Gloria stared at the elegant gold letters. “I thought he worked for the family business.”

				“Why would Daddy leave his will with Flynn?” Pride wondered aloud. She focused all her attention on the thought and ignored the wild hope roaring through her. “He was a big one on proper appearances. He should have ignored Flynn’s existence.”

				Gloria looked helplessly at Pride. “What are you going to do? This has got to be the world’s worst timing. I mean, how do you show a man his son for the first time with your cousin and her three hyperactive youngsters looking on?”

				“Are you kidding?” Pride gathered her thoughts and reminded herself not to hope. “Flynn probably believed Daddy and still thinks I had a miscarriage. Not that he’d think my son had anything to do with him, anyway,” she added, for good measure.

				Gloria’s mouth tightened. “I’d better stay out here with the children while you go in. He might just surprise you if he doesn’t have an audience.”

				“Maybe.” Pride smiled and took firm hold of emotions. “But let’s keep matters interesting. How much would you like to bet that Flynn thinks Johnny is your child rather than mine?”

				“You mean you aren’t going to tell him?”

				“Why should I? He never made any effort to check on me, so it won’t hurt him to wait until I’m ready before I tell him.” She hoped her smile covered her hurt over that fact. “Tell you what. If I can sit there in Flynn’s office, with Johnny on my lap, without Flynn suspecting anything, you owe me lunch.”

				“Pride, I hate to mention this, but Johnny doesn’t look anything like me. He looks more like you, especially since you’ve lightened your hair.”

				“He looks a lot like Flynn, actually,” Pride said. “Come on, Gloria. Where are your sporting instincts?”

				Gloria regarded Johnny a moment. “Do you honestly believe Flynn is going to think Johnny is my son?”

				“Yes.” But inside, Pride prayed he saw the truth.

				Gloria lifted her brows. “All right. You’re on. You did say Flynn has dark blond hair, didn’t you?”

				“And brown eyes,” Pride supplied. “If Johnny’s eyes were green, I’d start totaling up the cost of our lunch.”

				“I can’t believe you’re going to do this.”

				“I’m just giving Flynn the opportunity to be his usual single-minded self. If he brings the matter up, then I’ll say something.”

				Gloria nodded. “If he’s anything like Johnny, I suppose I can see your point.”

				“Johnny takes after Flynn in more than looks,” Pride agreed. “Come on. We’re a few minutes late.”

				She glanced down at herself, thankful she wore her navy linen suit. Cool and business-like, that was the ticket. Too bad she hadn’t twisted her hair up in a tight little bun.

				Pride, cradling Johnny, shoved open the glass door which bore the legend: Flynn Sutherland, Attorney at Law. Inside, an efficient-looking woman with short brown hair looked up from the brief she was typing and smiled. When she saw the four children, her smile broadened.

				“I’m Pride Donovan.” Pride consulted a notebook she produced from her purse. “I have an appointment with the attorney at eleven o’clock.”

				“Yes, Miss Donovan. He’s expecting you.” She punched her intercom and announced Pride. “What beautiful children.”

				Gloria thanked her as the door to the inner office opened and Flynn Sutherland stepped out.

				Pride sucked in air and clutched her son, thankful she had a soft, sweet-smelling warm child to hold while she faced Flynn for the first time in three years. How could Flynn stand there and not realize Johnny was his own son?

				“Hello, Pride,” Flynn said. “Come on in.”

				He could because when Flynn had an idea in his head, no matter how mistaken, he ignored all clues to the contrary.

				Pride detected Gloria’s dawning astonishment and had to bite back a wry smile that hid her own disappointment.

				Flynn looked as magnificent as ever. The sight of his tall, broad-shouldered body in the dark-gray business suit still had the power to accelerate her heart and make her shiver with longing. His red tie and white shirt accentuated his tanned skin and sun-bleached hair, hair that had originally been exactly the color of Johnny’s.

				His straight, dark brows had drawn together as he studied her, and his brown eyes held a thoughtful look. Pride remembered the merry, teasing expression those dark eyes had once held and squashed another shiver of longing.

				Flynn appeared to note the fact that Pride had brought friends. He smiled at Eric, who approached in the fearless manner of a four-year-old boy who had never known anything but love.

				“Are all of you with Pride?” Flynn watched Eric, still smiling. “Ms. Ross, will you please send out for refreshments? These children look thirsty.”

				“I’m Eric,” Eric announced. “This is my Aunt Pride, and my mother, and this is my sister, Tracy. That’s Johnny, and that’s Sylvia.”

				Pride smiled her approval. “That’s very good, Eric. Now tell the nice man your last name.”

				That would get Flynn, Pride decided gleefully. Being described as a nice man ought to cut one of Houston’s most eligible bachelors down to a proper size.

				“Boudreaux,” Eric supplied.

				Flynn, who had always seemed singularly oblivious to his eligibility, knelt to shake Eric’s hand gravely, then he stood and smiled at Gloria.

				“You’re Pride’s cousin,” he said. “I’m Flynn Sutherland. Please come in.”

				“It might be better if I sit out here with the children while you talk to Pride,” Gloria said. “If you have anything important to discuss, things could get a little distracting.”

				“I doubt if Daddy’s will can be classified as important.” Pride winked at Gloria. “You might as well come on in. It’ll be our laugh for the day.”

				Flynn said nothing. He stood aside and held the door while Gloria and Pride herded their charges inside his office.

				Flynn’s office boasted a comfortable sofa, which Gloria and Pride both settled on, with two children between them and one on each side.

				Flynn closed the door and took in the five pairs of expectant brown eyes and the single pair of wary green eyes that focused on him.

				“You look like six owls on a wire,” he observed.

				“That’s because we’re all so wise,” Pride intoned. With Gloria and the children present, she found herself almost able to deal with him. “Come on, Flynn. Don’t keep us in suspense. We want to know if we can buy our tickets to Bermuda now, or do we have to wait a thousand years, while the penny Daddy left me accrues interest.”

				“Your filial respect is impressive,” Flynn said.

				“If I had ever developed any filial respect, no doubt it would impress me, too,” Pride said, with equal dryness. “Skip the boring parts and acquaint us with the interesting stuff. The kids want to get outside and play.”

				“Hold your horses.” Flynn walked to his desk and perched on the corner of it, studying her. “Let me look at you a minute.”

				Pride looked back at him, studying him in the same way he studied her. The past three years hadn’t been as kind to her as they apparently had to Flynn.

				“That hair color suits you,” he said, at last. “I like it.”

				“Thank you.” Pride firmly squelched the upsurge of pleasure.

				“What happened to your freckles?”

				“My freckles?” She blinked, surprised. “I think they just faded away. I haven’t been in the sun much these past few years.”

				“That will have to be remedied.” Flynn studied her some more. “Are you sure you don’t have them covered with makeup?”

				Pride refused to get into a discussion of her makeup. She said nothing and glanced meaningfully at Gloria.

				Gloria widened her eyes and gave her shoulders an infinitesimal shrug.

				“Hey,” Pride exclaimed. “What do you think you’re doing?”

				While she exchanged glances with Gloria, Flynn produced a handkerchief from his pocket, dipped it in a cup of coffee sitting on his desk, then took Pride’s chin in one hand and applied the wet cloth to her nose with the other.

				Immediately, an ominous tickle began inside Pride’s nose.

				“Mine,” Johnny shouted.

				Pride, thoroughly flustered, grabbed for her son as he lunged for Flynn’s hand. Johnny latched onto Flynn’s wrist and entangled his small fingers around Flynn’s gold watchband.

				Flynn, startled, paused in his ministrations to Pride’s nose and stared at the little boy clinging to his wrist.

				Pride sneezed, a mighty sneeze that rattled her teeth and made her eyes tear.

				“Bless you.” Flynn passed her the handkerchief.

				“Thanks a heap — Atchoo. Now look what you’ve done. Atchoo.”

				“Mine,” Johnny yelled, louder.

				Pride opened watery eyes. Her son danced on the edge of the sofa with both small hands outstretched, pleading at the top of his voice.

				Flynn Sutherland backed up carefully and pulled his sleeve down to cover his watch. “I seem to have started something here.”

				“You’re right. This is all your fault.” Pride dried her eyes and blew her nose with relish. “Don’t you know better than to wear a mariner’s watch around little children? You should have taken it off as soon as we came in. They were bound to see it.”

				“I’m sorry,” Flynn said, looking at Gloria. “I didn’t realize the reaction it would cause.”

				Gloria’s mouth opened and closed. She appeared bereft of words.

				Pride wadded Flynn’s handkerchief and dried her nose. Thanks to Flynn, the whole world smelled like coffee.

				“You can either take it off and put it in your drawer or you can let him play with it while we’re here,” Pride informed Flynn. “Otherwise, you won’t get a bit of business transacted.”

				“Give him my watch?” Flynn regarded Johnny doubtfully.

				Johnny bounced up and down on the edge of the sofa with both hands outstretched, clearly a child whose life would be forever blighted if he didn’t instantly receive the object of his desire. For once, Pride enjoyed the stubborn streak that would keep her son’s mind fixed on Flynn’s watch until he got it.

				“Mine,” he cried. “Mine.”

				“No, Johnny, it is not yours,” Pride said. “It belongs to Flynn. What have I told you about things that aren’t yours?”

				“Mine,” Johnny reiterated tearfully.

				“Do you want me to take you outside and explain the matter further?” Pride asked, in a mother’s rhetorical manner.

				Johnny appeared likely to expire of a broken heart at any moment.

				“What have you done to him, boss?” Killeen Ross entered and set a tray on Flynn’s desk. “I didn’t know you went in for torturing innocent little kids.”

				“It’s the other way around,” Flynn said, over Johnny’s wails.

				“He got a glimpse of a forbidden treat,” Pride said, tongue-in-cheek. “We’re lucky the others weren’t sitting where they could see it.”

				Flynn glanced at his own wrist. “Why my watch?”

				“See all those pretty little flags on the face? Kids love telling time by reading nautical flags.”

				“He can read nautical flags?”

				“It’s in his blood,” Pride said, straight-faced. “Come on, Flynn. Give.”

				“Mine,” Johnny wailed.

				“Flynn’s,” Pride corrected.

				“Flynn’s,” Johnny pleaded.

				“How old is he?” Flynn looked toward Gloria.

				Gloria made a sound indicative of someone choking to death.

				“He can’t be more than two.” Killeen handed out glasses of soft drink.

				“He was two years old on March twelfth,” Pride said. “Un-wrist that watch, Flynn, or we’ll be here all day.” Flynn unclasped the watch, removed it from his wrist, and brought it to Johnny. Johnny’s small fingers closed around it like the arms of a starfish around an oyster.

				“Johnny, what do you say?” Pride asked.

				“Flynn’s.”

				“What do you say to Flynn?”

				Johnny looked up at Flynn and said in a clear, childish voice, “Thank you.”

				“You’re welcome,” Flynn said.

				Killeen Ross, covering her mouth with her hand, exchanged gleeful glances with Pride and backed out of the office.

				Johnny got busy trying to pry the crystal off the watch so he could get to the brightly colored nautical flags on the face of the watch.

				“Now, Flynn,” Pride said, grinning. “Tell us all about our trip to Bermuda.”

				Flynn watched Johnny a moment then lifted his gaze to her. “Why didn’t you get in touch with your father before he died?”

				“What makes you think I didn’t?” Pride asked.

				“He told me as much. When I received your father’s request to handle his estate, he was in the hospital in bad shape. Before I could get there the next morning, he died.”

				“That’s too bad,” Pride said. “Obviously, he was about to make an Interesting Revelation.”

				“Don’t be flippant.” Flynn regarded her, frowning. “You’ve never been close to your father, have you?”

				She had never told Flynn any of her troubles with her father on the grounds that people who detailed their innermost pain to other human beings were deadly bores.

				“That’s probably the understatement of the year,” she replied. “He has always believed I’m not his real daughter.”

				Flynn’s brown eyes went wide. He stared at her a moment in astonished silence.

				“He never gave my mother a moment’s peace, and he was rude and disrespectful to her in public,” Pride went on. “No, I was not close to him. To tell you the truth, I didn’t like him much. Therefore, I haven’t any more idea than you have as to what he wanted to see you about.”

				“I didn’t know,” Flynn said, still staring.

				Pride smiled. “Now, Flynn, one doesn’t spill the more yucky parts of her personal history to a man unless she wants to either put him to sleep or run him off.”

				“I suppose you mean reserve is more interesting than excess openness.” Flynn glanced behind him, picked up a folder from a stack on his desk, and turned back to face her. “I’ll say this for you. You were never boring.”

				“Thank you.” She gripped her hands together in her lap and maintained her bright smile.

				He eyed her. “Your sarcasm is well-taken. Let’s get down to business, before that one,” he indicated Johnny, “figures out how to take my watch apart.”

				“He’s only dismantled the clasp so far,” Pride said, in comforting tones. “It’ll be a while before he figures out how to scatter the little gears and gizmos all over the room.”

				Flynn winced. “Thanks. I needed that.” He opened the folder. “To make things simple, your father died a wealthy man. He has left you his entire estate, except for a few minor bequests to distant relatives.”

				Pride suspected her father of trying to mess with her mind from the grave. Her parents had been well-off, but not rich by any means. She grew up in a large, brick home as befitted the daughter of a judge, and she had even received a car for her sixteenth birthday. But so had some of her friends, whose parents had big mortgages and were in hock to the local car dealership.

				“That’s nice.” She glanced at Gloria. “Let’s get packed. Maybe we can catch a flight to Bermuda late this afternoon.”

				Gloria hadn’t taken her eyes off Flynn. She nodded and kept her mouth shut.

				“Mine,” Johnny said, with satisfaction.

				Pride glanced down in time to see Johnny pop something into his mouth and swallow it. She grabbed for the watch, but it was too late.

				“Uh-oh.” She noted her son’s angelic face. “You’d better take your watch back, Flynn. I do believe he ate the stem.”

				Flynn received the watch with disbelief.

				“And,” Pride added, “if I hear one word out of you about paying for repairs, I’ll see to it that you get the bill for having Johnny’s little stomach pumped.”

	
Chapter Two

				“Having his stomach pumped?” Flynn said. “It was only a watch stem. His digestive system will probably never notice it.”

				“What do you know about little children?” Pride asked. “For all we know, that watch stem could be working its deadly way into his intestines, where it will next enter his bloodstream and migrate directly to his — ”

				“All right,” Flynn interrupted. He stared at his watch. “Let’s get him X-rayed. Never let it be said that I caused the death of an innocent child.”

				Pride felt satisfied. She had no intention of getting Johnny X-rayed for ingesting a mere watch stem, not when he’d successfully dealt with such large items as pennies and quarters. She just thought it was high time Flynn worried a little over his own son.

				Johnny climbed carefully off the sofa and toddled across the small expanse of gray carpet toward Flynn. He held up his small hands. “Flynn’s.”

				“How do you like that?” Flynn asked. “He wants to eat the rest of it.”

				“Flynn’s,” Johnny begged.

				Eric, Tracy, and Sylvia had so far behaved like model children, much to Pride’s secret chagrin. Once Johnny left the sofa, they realized there were more exciting things in the office than the soft drinks in their hands.

				“Oh, no.” Gloria received a liberal dose of cola in her lap. “Pride, I’d better take the kids back to the car. Things are about to go downhill in a really big way.”She grabbed for Sylvia, who had tumbled off the sofa to join Johnny in begging for the return of the watch. This signaled Eric to hit Tracy.

				“Sylvia Boudreaux, you come back here. Eric. Tracy.”

				“Whoops. Well, Flynn, it’s nice seeing you again.” Pride almost fainted with relief. “However, all good things must end.” She scooped up Johnny and Sylvia with profound gratitude. “If I need to sign anything, just put the pen between my fingers.”

				“Wait a minute, Pride. I wanted to take you to lunch. That’s why I asked you to come in at eleven.” Flynn absently re-clasped his watch. “You’re all bound to be hungry.”

				“Not today, thank you.” Pride banished the traitorous longing and smiled firmly. “If we don’t get the kids home, you won’t have an office. Johnny, if I hear one more word out of you about that watch, you and I will have a discussion outside.”

				Johnny set up a preliminary protest.

				“I mean it,” Pride said.

				Johnny knew that tone and respected it. He shut up.

				Flynn smiled. “In that case, I’ll pick you up tonight. We’ll have dinner. Is seven okay?”

				She knew better than to fall for this, no matter how her unruly heart behaved. “Flynn, I do not have time for dinner with you. I’m only going to be in the area a few days, and I’ll be busy the entire time. But I do appreciate the thought.”

				“Nonsense,” Flynn said. “You have to eat. Besides, I need to finish telling you about your inheritance.”

				“You’d better go, Pride,” Gloria said. “I told you this would be an impossible proposition if we brought the children.”

				Pride gave Gloria a look that said, “Traitor,” and returned her attention to Flynn.

				“Is seven all right?” Flynn repeated, smiling at Gloria.

				“Seven is fine,” Pride said, at last. “Johnny, stop that.” She turned Sylvia over to Gloria and resettled Johnny in her arms. “No, you are not going to walk. You are going to let me carry you to the car. There will be no further discussion.”
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