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  WHAT THEY ARE SAYING ABOUT


  PERFECT TIMING





  “...Perfect Timing is the newest release by author Crystal Inman. Crystal Inman is a new voice in the romance field that everyone should hear! So, romance authors everywhere, watch out! Ms. Inman is coming on strong! When you open this book, you will be amazed at the clarity and well-developed premise. The characters have an immediate pull at the reader’s heartstrings. The ending is what brought this story to a complete and beautiful closure. This is truly a happy-ever-after love story!”




  ~~Reviewed by Janalee for Love Romances




  “...Crystal Inman’s Perfect Timing is a time travel romance with a charming difference from the others I’ve read. Kyle McClain and Rachel Brooks are never sure they can have what they have begun to crave and neither is the reader. Crystal Inman’s world is truly fascinating but what she did with her character development is more important. That is the gift that Ms Inman’s world in Perfect Timing gave me and could give you. There is a skillful use of humor and dialog that keep the pace quick and entertaining. All together this is a great choice for your next romantic purchase.”




  ~~Reviewed by Yvonne Murray for The Romance Studio




  “...Perfect Timing is a wonderfully written story that has remarkable characters and a heartfelt plot with a few twists and turns along the way. I would strongly recommend this book to anyone looking for a tender romance filled with passion, personality, and secondary characters itching for a story of their own. Crystal Inman has done an outstanding job creating a sentimental romance sure to please anyone that loves a true love story. Perfect Timing is well worth the time it takes to read it and has earned 5 Angels!




  ~~Reviewed by Jessica for Fallen Angel Reviews




  Other Books by Crystal Inman Available at Whiskey Creek Press:


  www.whiskeycreekpress.com




  Virtually Yours




  To my Cricket and my kids: Caitlin, Chrystan, Cara, and Joe. I love you.




  Chapter 1




  Rachel Brooks was being watched. She continued typing for another minute to finish her thoughts. She pushed her chair back from the computer and looked around. She expected to see a child standing there. Small hands held out for a bookmark, to have a pencil sharpened, or for extra drawing paper. There was no child. Only that persistent feeling of being watched. Rachel slid back over to her computer again, but before she began typing, she took a look around.




  Her children’s area had two moms and a dad playing with their young ones. The dad had a three-year-old boy who was listening intently to a Clifford story. Dad was acting out the voices, and his son was delighted. The brown-haired mom sat reading a magazine while her baby napped in her stroller. The red-haired mom was busy with her two-year old twins building a skyscraper. The twins, one boy and one girl, took turns stacking the colorful blocks. Their mother would nod and then BOOM! The twin giants would collapse on the blocks, laughing.




  Rachel glanced towards the circulation desk. Everybody was busy, and no one was trying to get her attention. That left the adult area. Deidre was at the adult reference desk. She appeared to be ordering books. Rachel mentally shrugged her shoulders. She must have been mistaken. And then she saw him.




  He had a hardcover book on his lap, and he was staring at her. Her eyes met his, and he nodded. She nodded back and then went back to typing. A couple of minutes later, she saw him get up and approach her desk. She looked up and smiled.




  “Can I help you, sir?”




  “Kyle.”




  “Pardon me?”




  “My name is Kyle.”




  “Okay, Kyle. Can I help you?”




  “It’s Rachel, isn’t it?”




  “Yes.” She was getting a little exasperated now. “Can I help you find anything in particular?”




  His teeth flashed, and he smiled. “I’ve found what I needed, Rachel. Thanks.” He turned on his heel, strode over, and sat down in his chair again.




  Rachel shook her head to clear it a little. That conversation made no sense to her. My, but he was pretty. Black hair cut short, and dark, brown eyes. He must have been at least six-foot-three, but it was hard to tell since she was sitting at a desk.




  A dark complexion enhanced his bold, striking features. He was clean-shaven, and he had what women would call bedroom eyes. His eyes were framed with thick eyelashes and his generous mouth caught her attention. He had high cheekbones and a straight nose that flared slightly at the bottom. He was darkly exotic and very distracting. Kyle wore black jeans and black, leather boots. His dark green T-shirt was tucked in.




  Rachel waited a full ten minutes before getting up and taking her morning break. She straightened her papers on her desk and then headed for the back. She had no sooner stepped into the break room, when she called Deidre at her desk.




  “This is Deidre. Can I help you?”




  Rachel laughed. “Yes, Deidre, you can. Don’t look now, but there’s a beautiful, dark-haired man sitting against the back wall. Do you know anything about him?”




  “Cool your jets, honey. I saw that one walk in. He’s hard to miss. I haven’t seen him before, but he could be new in town. I’ll kind of check around and get back to you. And I’ll tell you this; if I weren’t happily married, you’d be doing your own information gathering. Bye!”




  Rachel finished her break and went back to her desk. Mid-morning during the week was always slow. She caught up on her book orders and checked on her spring programs. Every fifteen minutes or so, she glanced up to look at Kyle. He appeared to be engrossed in whatever he was reading. His hands moved over the pages, and he appeared to be concentrating heavily.




  Rachel looked up right before her lunch break, and he was gone. “Well, damn,” she muttered. “Another ten minutes, and I would have invited him to lunch.” She gathered up her belongings and clocked out. Lunch was always at the Sandwich Shoppe two blocks away. Rachel had been eating there for as long as she had worked at the library. It was going on three years now. Rachel loved working with books. Books and children, she thought, smiling. Always good together.




  Rachel stepped inside the Sandwich Shoppe and inhaled. The smell of fresh bread was irresistible. She might just order a twelve-inch sub and take half home for dinner. She was scouting for a place to sit when she saw him. He was sitting alone in a booth, eating a large sandwich and making notes. His left hand flew over the paper, while his right hand obediently fed him.




  Rachel took a moment just to look at him. Looking like that, her inner voice warned, he’s either attached or won’t be interested in you. She tuned the hateful voice out and ordered her sandwich. The Meat Deluxe. It had roast beef, two different turkey meats, ham, pepper jack cheese, and choice of veggies. What the hell, she thought, and ordered the twelve-inch.




  Rachel counted out the money, grabbed her food and soda, and turned around. Kyle was staring straight at her. She glanced around and met his eyes again. All the other booths were full, and he gestured at the other side of his. Rachel nodded and began to walk over. She set her food down and slid into the booth. His sandwich and notes had both disappeared.




  “Hello, Rachel.” His deep voice welcomed her.




  “Hello, Kyle.” She smiled at him. “Thank you for sharing your booth. It gets kind of hectic in here about lunchtime. I was about to take my lunch back to the library with me.”




  Kyle nodded. “You like your work, don’t you?”




  “I love it,” she admitted. “Books have always fascinated me. I used to pretty much live at the library during the summer. Now I work there. It’s a dream.” She looked over at his briefcase. “I don’t want to keep you from your work.”




  “You aren’t, Rachel. Let me introduce myself.” He stuck out his hand. “My name is Kyle McClain. I’m a researcher, and I do in-depth scientific studies. My research has led me here, and this is where I will remain until I am finished.”




  Rachel shook his hand, grinning. “My name is Rachel Brooks. I’m a children’s librarian, and I love books in general. What are you researching now?”




  Kyle looked as if he were about to say something, and then he abruptly shut his mouth.




  “Is it top secret or something?”




  “Or something,” Kyle said weakly.




  Rachel leaned in closer. “It must be fascinating. Are these studies really important?”




  Kyle leaned in, also. “This paper will decide my career. It is that important to me.”




  “Wow,” Rachel murmured. “Is there anything I can do to help?”




  “Let me live with you.”




  Rachel smiled indulgently and tried to make a joke of it. “What exactly are you studying, anyway?”




  “I’m studying you, Rachel.” Fear warred with curiosity. She wanted to know, but she didn’t. Oh no, she thought, disappointed. The most beautiful man she had ever seen, and he was a nut case.




  His eyes held hers, fascinated. “You don’t know what to make of me, do you?”




  “Well, no,” Rachel began, cautiously.




  “I mean you no harm, Rachel. I was sent here to study you.”




  Rachel smiled grimly. “Okay. Either you don’t know how insane that sounds, or you don’t care. Which is it?”




  Kyle continued, “It is perfectly sane and logical. I picked you.”




  “You know, you keep saying that, and it’s not reassuring me. It’s scaring me.”




  He grimaced. “I am going about this rather badly.”




  Rachel’s eyebrows shot up. “You mean there’s a good way to tell someone you’re stalking them?”




  “Use your head, Rachel. If I wanted to stalk you, would we be here discussing it at lunch over a sandwich?”




  Kyle reached into his back pocket and pulled out a black, leather wallet. He held it for a minute and then tossed it on the table. “Help yourself.”




  “What?”




  Kyle gestured at the wallet. “Look at my identification. Make notes. Run me through the OSBI. Take my fingerprints. Whatever you need to make yourself comfortable with this.”




  Rachel’s suspicion was giving way to curiosity. She brushed her fingers across the wallet. “Isn’t the bond between a man and his wallet sacred or something?”




  A smile tugged at Kyle’s mouth. “It is a sacrifice I am willing to make. Please.” His hand covered hers. “This is very important to me. You do not understand this right now, and I respect your caution, but I need your trust.”




  “And looking through your wallet will make me understand this crazy talk is all on the up-and-up?”




  Kyle sighed. “I was supposed to make contact today. I did not know it would be this hard.” He glanced at his watch. “Your lunch break is almost over. Take my wallet home. Copy everything. I will be back at the library in the morning.”




  Rachel just looked at him, hard. “Did it ever occur to you that I could write down your credit card numbers and use them for my own purposes? I could have over a hundred books shipped to my house by tomorrow.”




  “But you will not, Rachel. You may not trust me yet, but you will. And I know enough about you to trust you will not abuse my credit cards.”




  Rachel cocked her head to the side. “You’re a very odd man, Kyle McClain. Do you realize that I was hoping to invite you to lunch? And here we are. I have never had an odder conversation in my life.” She shook her head slowly. “I don’t understand you or know quite what to make of you, yet.”




  Rachel didn’t know if he was listening or not. Kyle grabbed a notebook out of his briefcase and started writing. He paused for a minute and looked up. “You were going to invite me to lunch?”




  She threw up her hands. “Why am I not surprised that’s the only thing you heard?”




  “Bear with me, Rachel. I am doing research. So,” he tapped his pen against the notebook, “why did you want to invite me to lunch?”




  Because you’re the most gorgeous man I’ve ever seen. Mortified, Rachel took a deep breath. She was not about to admit that aloud. He probably had dozens of women falling at his feet.




  “You piqued my curiosity. This is a fairly small town, and I hadn’t seen you before. I was just being friendly.” The excuse sounded lame even to her own ears, but he kept nodding and writing. She glanced at her watch.




  “I’ve got to go.” Rachel stood up, and Kyle handed her his wallet.




  “I will be by in the morning to pick it up. Thank you, Rachel.”




  She tilted her head and looked down at him. “As you wish.” She turned and made her way through the crowd. Just before she reached the door, she looked back. He was still watching her. Rachel tucked his wallet into her purse. What the hell was she going to do now?




  Rachel clocked back in and wandered over to Deidre’s desk.




  Deidre looked up and motioned for Rachel to have a seat. “I take lunch in fifteen minutes, so spill it.”




  “Spill what?”




  “Jenny Myers just came in from lunch, and said you were having lunch with Mr. Beautiful. How did it go? What did you find out?”




  Rachel hesitated. Deidre was a very good friend, but how did you explain a conversation like she had without sounding mental? She leaned in close. “His name is Kyle McClain. He’s a researcher. He’s here doing a study and says he won’t leave until he’s done. He will probably be using the library quite a bit.”




  “What’s he studying?”




  Rachel lowered her voice, conspiratorially. “If I told you, I’d have to kill you.”




  Deidre rolled her eyes. “You can be such a horse’s ass. If he’s in here that often, I’m sure I’ll figure it out. Now, you run along to your little desk and let me get back to work.” She made shooing motions, and Rachel grinned.




  Rachel wandered back over to her desk and sat down. How could anyone that sincere and attractive be so unstable? She didn’t feel threatened by him, but she couldn’t in all honesty believe him either. Why would anyone want to study her? She was no raving beauty. She thought herself rather plain with her straight brown hair and dark green eyes. Her body was curvy, but at least she had the height to balance it out. She was 5’10” in her bare feet. Her features weren’t extraordinary by any means. Her eyes were large and framed with thick lashes. She thought her nose a little too wide, and her lips a little too large.




  Rachel shook her head and tried to make sense of it again. Maybe Kyle wasn’t here to study her personally. Maybe he was doing research on children’s librarians. Or maybe some interaction study. Rachel warmed to the idea. She had misunderstood him. That had to be it. She felt a little more stable now that she understood. She would try to help out any way she could. It might reflect well on her small town to be involved with this.




  And you wouldn’t mind spending time with that gorgeous man, her inner voice reminded her. “Oh, shut up,” she muttered crossly. Rachel put Kyle and his study out of her head and went back to work.




  Chapter 2




  Rachel couldn’t wait to get home and pull her shoes off. Her day had been quiet until a daycare group had come in near the end of her shift. She loved children deeply and enjoyed their company. But it was hard to keep track of fifteen children, ages two to four, who pulled books down by the handful and had no idea they needed to be put back.




  Rachel was assisting one of the three caregivers when she heard a mountain of books hit the floor. She darted around the desk and to the picture books. She couldn’t help it. She had to laugh.




  There stood a red-haired, three-year-old boy clutching The Gingerbread Man to his chest, while easily sixty books lay piled at his feet. His blue eyes were wide with shock. The boy saw Rachel and pointed to his feet. “Books,” he whispered.




  “Yes, sugar,” she said. Rachel knelt down to his level. “Did those books jump out at you?”




  The little boy nodded.




  Rachel chuckled and straightened up. She held out her hand, and the boy took it. “Let’s go get a bookmark.”




  The boy followed her gratefully and waited while she fished out several bookmarks.




  Lynn, the head of the daycare, rushed over to apologize. “I’m so sorry, Rachel. Rebecca and I will help pick up the mess.”




  Rachel patted her shoulder and grinned. “I think we can handle it. I appreciate the offer, but it’s no big deal. You go ahead and take the kids back to the daycare. I have extra bookmarks and coloring pages.” Rachel shuffled around on her desk until she found the right stack. She scooped them up and handed them to Lynn. “In another week or two, I’ll have my spring programs all coordinated. I’ll send a calendar to the daycare.”




  Lynn nodded and began ushering the children to the doors. “Thanks again!” she said as she waved.




  Rachel waved back and waited five minutes. She walked up to the circulation desk and smiled sweetly. “Hi Joyce,” she started. “Is Brenda back there?”




  Joyce Davenport smiled back just as sweetly. “Was there a small avalanche in your area?”




  Rachel held up her hands. “Apparently, according to a witness, there was a mass exodus. No one was hurt, but a clean-up crew is needed.”




  “Brenda will be just tickled. I’ll holler, you explain.” She pressed the intercom button to the back. “We need you up front, Brenda.” Rachel leaned against the counter and waited.




  Brenda Davenport, the sixteen-year old library page, appeared two minutes later. She poked her head out the door and asked, “Are they gone yet?”




  “Yes,” Rachel said, in a mock whisper. “They have been recaptured, but not before a little book shed.”




  Brenda gave a long-suffering sigh. “Is it worse than the last time?”




  Rachel winced. “Only slightly. I’ll pitch in, and then we’ll all call it a day.”




  Joyce smiled at her daughter. “You help Rachel, hon, and I’ll shelve the books in the back.”




  Brenda sighed again deeply. “Thanks, Mom.” She turned to Rachel and followed her back to the picture books.




  They both knelt down and Rachel said, “I’m impressed. Did it take long to get that long-suffering, woe-is-me-attitude down, or is it something I can pick up overnight?”




  Brenda grinned and sat down. “Saw right through that, did you?”




  “The technique was good, but I would have gone for another sigh for effect.”




  Brenda rolled her eyes. “I was getting light-headed.” They were both laughing while they put the books back on the shelves.




  They were just finishing up when Deidre wandered over. “Are you two through cackling over here?”




  Rachel snorted one more time for good measure. She glanced over at Brenda. “I’m good. How about you?”




  Brenda wiped her eyes. “Oh, yeah. I’m good, too.” She stood up and looked down at Rachel. “Thanks for the help. See you tomorrow.” Brenda gave a little wave as she walked off.




  “That girl,” Deidre murmured. “She’s great, isn’t she?”




  “Yes. Like mother, like daughter.” They both affectionately watched Joyce and Brenda leave.




  “So.” Deidre turned back around. “Are we on for dinner?”




  Rachel shook her head and smiled. “It’s been a long day. I just want to go home and unwind.”




  Deidre frowned. “You know that Jon and I enjoy your company. You haven’t been over in ages.”




  Rachel hugged her. “And I enjoy yours. But I’ll take a rain check.”




  “I’m holding you to it.”




  Rachel left the library and headed straight for home. She wanted to get home, strip down, and relax. She pulled into her driveway and cut the engine. It felt so good to be home. Rachel kicked off her shoes and carried them as she walked across the lush grass. She stopped to inspect her flowers.




  There were creamy yellow flower boxes on each side of her steps. Perennials of every shape and size vied for her attention. Rachel reached down and plucked a few weeds out. She straightened and simply stood there a minute. The wind was blowing softly and stirred her wind chimes. She loved her home. It was hers. Weeds and all. She smiled and let herself in.




  Rachel set her purse and shoes down and opened her arms. Pumpkin came trotting up and meowing loudly. The orange tabby leapt into her arms, and they rubbed noses.




  “What have you done all day, my beautiful girl?” Pumpkin looked at her and touched Rachel’s nose with her paw. Rachel put her down and walked into the kitchen. Pumpkin was close on her heels and very vocal about her hunger.




  “We aren’t very patient, are we?” The meowing continued until her bowl was set down. Pumpkin attacked it like she hadn’t eaten in days. Rachel wrinkled her nose. “Sometimes I worry about you, kid. If it tastes like it smells, you’ve got problems.” Rachel patted Pumpkin and walked back into the living room.




  She was thinking of doing some rearranging on her first day off. The room needed something new. Rachel walked back to the doorway and looked around. Her oak bookshelves were on her right wall. They were packed tightly together. Horror stories, romance and light comedy were nestled snugly, cover to cover.




  The largest wall had patio doors and a huge entertainment center. Her TV, VCR, DVD, and stereo fit in its middle shelves. Four columns of movies and music, six feet high, surrounded them. Her last wall was short, as it opened into the kitchen. Rachel had pictures of flowers framed and hung there. Her soft blue couch faced the entertainment center and her tall, glass table sat behind it. Two vases of fresh flowers sat on the ends. She walked over to the table and bent over. Rachel had bought roses yesterday. She inhaled deeply and let the fragrance wash over her. Nothing like the scent of fresh flowers.




  Rachel straightened and turned around. Out of the work clothes and into the comfy clothes. The pressed khaki slacks and white blouse flew into the hamper. Underwear was airborne next. Rachel dug in her drawers until she found an old, faded, cut-off pair of sweats and a plain blue T-shirt. She put her hair up in a ponytail and headed back towards the kitchen.




  Pumpkin had finished eating and was enjoying her nightly cleaning ritual. “And how was your day, Miss Priss?”




  Pumpkin paused for a moment and then began washing again. She didn’t miss an inch with that rough, pink tongue.




  Rachel made a beeline for the fridge. “I’ll just tell you about my day, since you’re otherwise occupied.”




  Rachel began stacking sandwich makings on the counter. “You know, I wouldn’t even be making a sandwich if I hadn’t given Brenda the other part of mine. But that’s part of my story, Pumpkin,” she paused. “There was the most mouth-watering man at the library today. And then I had lunch with him at the Sandwich Shoppe. He’s a little odd, but seems harmless. He gave me his wallet...” Rachel stopped in mid-sentence.




  That’s right. Kyle had given her his wallet. She put down her peppered turkey and ran to the living room. She opened her purse and there it was. Should she or shouldn’t she? Kyle had asked her to. But he had a right to his privacy.




  Rachel warred back and forth with herself for five minutes. Finally, she took the wallet back into the kitchen and finished making her sandwich. She sat down at her small kitchen table and opened the wallet. Kyle’s driver’s license stared back at her. Kyle Marcus McClain. 6’4”. Black hair. Brown eyes. The license was Oklahoma issued. Date of birth was February 12, 1970.




  Rachel shook her head. They had the same birthday. Wasn’t that kind of weird? But he was older. Rachel grinned. Three years older. She was also surprised that he had an Oklahoma license. Was he from here? She had figured him for some big city researcher from out of town. Guess not. Rachel shrugged.




  She looked in the side pockets. Platinum charge cards were slid inside. She dug a little further and found a library card. Rachel almost laughed aloud. It was for her library. Where were the other library cards? Social Security card? Little whatnots and pictures? Hmmmm...She pulled out the library card and there was a picture behind it.




  Rachel slid the picture out and studied it closely. Kyle stood in the middle. The people on both sides of him were obviously his parents. His mother was perhaps 5’10”, black hair and green eyes. She was looking at her son and smiling widely. The clothes she was wearing were beautiful. It looked like layers of green silk shot through with blue thread. It shimmered, even in the picture.




  Kyle’s father was the same height as his son. Dark brown hair and eyes that were so dark they didn’t look like they had a color. His hair had silver shot through it, and it made him look even more distinguished. He carried an air of authority about him. He was dressed in a black suit minus the tie.




  Rachel studied the picture closely. They were a beautiful family. You could feel the love even in the two-dimensional photograph. Rachel looked at Kyle. He was grinning from ear to ear. He was wearing blue pants and a white shirt. The shirt had a logo on it. She peered closer. THE INSTITUTE FOR HIGHER LEARNING was imprinted over his heart.




  Aha, Rachel thought smugly, that’s where you come from. She pulled a notepad and pen out of a drawer and started making notes. She flipped the photograph over and was rewarded with the names of Kyle’s parents. Caroline Rachel McClain and Marcus Brooks McClain. Rachel chewed on her pen cap. His parents’ middle names were her name. This was too weird.




  Too many coincidences, Rachel told herself. She would ask Kyle tomorrow all about them. She ripped out her sheet of paper and tucked it into her purse. She studied the picture one more time.




  Well, wherever he came from, he was loved. Not like you, her inner voice reminded her. Rachel grimaced. Not everybody was so lucky with the whole, loving family unit. Some people would never know how it felt not having a family. Rachel shook her head and dropped Kyle’s wallet into her purse.




  Pumpkin was busy cleaning her toes. Rachel looked over and grinned. “I’m so thankful that I have a shower in which to wash myself.” She picked up Pumpkin and ambled to her room. Rachel plopped the tabby on her bed and gathered up her nightclothes and a towel. Tomorrow was another day. A day for finding out some answers.




  * * * *




  The alarm clock went off at 7:30 a.m. Rachel groaned and hit the snooze button. Before she got up, she felt around the bed until her hands brushed against Pumpkin in the crook of her knees. She wanted to make sure she didn’t flatten her getting out of bed. Rachel turned the alarm clock off and stretched. She would have a leisurely breakfast, followed by a little television. Then she would take herself into work. She liked to be a little early.




  She scrambled some eggs while she listened to the radio. There was a forty percent chance of rain today. But with Oklahoma, you just never knew. It might rain, it might not. Rachel put her umbrella by her purse, just in case. After breakfast, she changed into a blue short-sleeved dress and put her hair up. She attempted a French braid and ended up settling for just one long one.




  She kissed Pumpkin and filled her water and food bowl. Rachel smiled as Pumpkin sashayed over to the food bowl and looked questioningly.




  “No, Sugar. No wet food until tonight. I think you can manage.” Pumpkin looked at her, clearly disgusted. Rachel gathered up her things and left for work.




  She arrived at eight-thirty. The library opened at nine o’clock, Monday through Saturday, and was open until five. Rachel let herself in and went to the break room. Joyce was already there. She had the morning newspaper open and coffee brewing. She looked up at Rachel in the doorway.




  “Think it’s going to rain?”




  Rachel grinned. “Your guess is as good as mine. Brought the umbrella just in case.”




  She settled down into a chair and opened up the national newspaper. Plenty of news to go around. She was deep into a political discussion when Joyce’s voice broke through.




  “Saw that gorgeous man in here yesterday.”




  Rachel stifled a grin and looked up innocently. “Really? Which one was that?”




  Joyce snorted. “He may be a little young for me, but he sure was pretty.”




  “Oh, that one. Kind of hard to miss, wasn’t he?”




  Joyce leaned forward. “I was wishing I was twenty years younger.”




  “I had this discussion with Deidre.” Rachel smiled. “She thought he was easy on the eyes, too. He seemed nice. We bumped into each other at lunch. He says he’s going to be doing a lot of research. As a matter of fact, he’ll be in again today.”




  The older librarian’s eyebrows shot up. “Really?” She patted her hair and smiled.




  Rachel shook her head. “You’re a mess. And what would Howard say?”




  At the mention of her husband, Joyce frowned. “Yes, that is a complication.”




  “Just a minor, legal one. How’s Howard doing?”




  “That man!” she exclaimed exasperatedly. “He’s still trying to be twenty-five when he’s fifty-five. After his heart operation, he was supposed to slow it down a bit. God, he’s hardheaded. He was out weeding in the heat of the day yesterday. Our neighbor told on him as soon as I made it home. Howard finished his work on the computer and then got bored and tried to overcompensate. I assured him that I wanted him around for quite a few more years. Of course, assuring him at the top of my lungs really didn’t have the same effect.”




  Rachel smiled and patted Joyce’s hand. “It’s hard to slow down when he was so active before. He’ll adjust.”




  Deidre walked through the doorway and smiled. “Two of my favorite women. How are we today?” She helped herself to a doughnut and sat down.




  Joyce smiled. “We were just talking about Mr. Beautiful.”




  “Kyle.” Rachel frowned. “His name is Kyle.”




  “Okay. Kyle. What do you think?”




  Deidre sat back and looked at Joyce. “Miss Rachel here was dying to discover any information about him I could dig up. But then, after they had lunch together, she didn’t tell me anything. Why is that, Rachel?”




  Rachel almost choked on her soda. “There was nothing to tell. He told me he was doing research. And he is. End of story.”




  Deidre shook her finger at Rachel. “Here’s what I got. He checked into the Aspire Hotel a week ago. He’s rented a suite there for a month. So, we’re talking long-term here. He’s seemingly unattached. There have been no messages left for him at the desk. He keeps his room nice and tidy. His briefcase goes with him everywhere. He orders room service. A lot. Usually meat and potatoes. He likes his steak well done.”




  Rachel couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Where in the hell did you get all this information?”




  “Jon’s sister works at the hotel. She’s the assistant manager. When I asked her about her newest guest, she filled me in.”




  “Unbelievable,” Rachel said in awe.




  Deidre looked smug. “I told you I would find out what I could.”




  Joyce looked at her watch. “As interesting as this all is, including the part about Rachel wanting to find out more about him, we need to open up and get to work. Sherry’s going to be late. She had to take Justin to the doctor. So that means we have to take turns shelving until she gets in. Who’s first?”




  Rachel smiled. “I’ll take first shift. If she’s not in by eleven, Deidre can take over. Is Kim coming in today?”




  “Yes. She’ll be in at one o’clock. Carl is already here and hard at work. He said Kim had an appointment this morning, but she’ll be in as soon as possible.”




  Rachel pushed back her chair and stood up. “I’ll be in the back if you need me.”




  Joyce watched her walk out and turned to Deidre. “What are you thinking?”




  Deidre smiled. “I’m thinking that Rachel is not telling us everything she knows.”




  “I’m thinking the same thing.”




  * * * *




  Kyle McClain turned up at exactly ten o’clock. Rachel knew because Joyce felt it necessary to buzz the back and tell her. Rachel shook her head as she shelved the books. So, he was here. When she finished up, she would go out front and give him his wallet.




  Oh Lord. She stopped in her tracks. She could not hand him his wallet in the middle of the library. God knows what everybody would say about that. She thought about it. They could meet for lunch again. Then she could hand it back to him and ask all the questions she needed to ask. That was better. Much better.




  At eleven o’clock, Rachel gathered some paperwork and walked back towards her desk. Sherry had just arrived. Apparently Justin, her six-month old, had a little cold. Sherry apologized profusely, but Rachel assured her that it was no problem. Sherry had been working for them for four months. She needed to find work after her son was born. Her boyfriend ran off and left her with the responsibility of the baby and the bills. Sherry’s mother watched Justin while Sherry worked, and The Department of Human Services was helping out as best they could. Sherry wanted to go to college and become a full-time librarian. She loved working at the library.




  Rachel walked over to her desk. Kyle was there. In the same chair as before. He didn’t look up as she sat down. Rachel was a little disappointed. Wouldn’t he want his wallet back? She mentally shrugged and studied the time. She would take lunch in an hour and a half. That would give her plenty of time to go over her paperwork. Rachel immersed herself in her work.




  “Rachel. Harris Branch on line two.”




  Rachel nodded and picked up the phone. “Rachel Brooks, children’s desk, how may I help you?”




  “Rachel? It’s Sally. I’m in a jam. Our copy of The Little Princess has been lost. I have a patron who would like to borrow it. Could you send a copy?”




  “Sally, no problem. I’ll send a copy over as soon as I can. Put a hold on it.” Sally’s sigh of relief had Rachel laughing.




  “How important is this patron?”




  “Very,” Sally explained. “It’s for the mayor’s daughter. You have officially saved my life.”




  Rachel made notes on her notepad. “No problem. I’ll send a copy over ASAP. Hardcover or paperback? Does it matter?”




  “I don’t think it matters. Best to send the hardback though. Thanks. I owe you one.” Rachel smiled and hung up the phone.




  “So, saving lives is part of your job?”




  Rachel started and almost fell out of her chair. There he was. Kyle stood in front of her desk, smiling down at her. She smiled foolishly back. “It’s a perk. I have something that belongs to you.” Kyle looked at her expectantly. Rachel shook her head. “If you think I’m handing it back to you in front of my co-workers, you have lost your mind. Let’s do lunch again. I’ll bring your wallet. And...” she paused, “I have a few questions for you.”




  Kyle laughed. “Just a few?”




  Rachel glanced over at Deidre’s desk and saw her watching them. “Keep it down,” Rachel hissed. “People are looking.”




  Kyle leaned down. “Okay,” he whispered, “is this better?”




  Rachel paused and just looked at him. He was breathtaking. His face was inches away from hers, and he was grinning.




  She pushed him back. “I will deal with you at lunch. Don’t be late.”




  Kyle stepped back. “I will go reserve a table early. See you then, Rachel.” Rachel watched him stride back over to his seat and continue reading.




  Rachel bided her time until lunch. Kyle left exactly at noon. Rachel continued working until twelve-thirty and then clocked out. On the way to the Sandwich Shoppe, Rachel thought about everything she wanted to ask Kyle. So many questions. Could she trust his answers? She would wait and see.




  She opened the door to the restaurant and stepped inside. It was packed again. She glanced over and saw that Kyle sat at the same booth as yesterday. Rachel ordered her sub and then walked over to join him. She slid into her side of the booth and smiled. He had his notes out again.




  Kyle looked up and grinned. “Caught in the act.”




  “Uh huh. You are one note-taking individual.”




  Kyle closed the notebook and put it in his briefcase. “So, did you find out anything with my wallet?”




  Rachel snorted. “Um. Whether you’re trustworthy or not? No. Didn’t find that out. I did, however, note that there were a whole lot of coincidences.”




  “You caught that, did you?” He grinned.




  Rachel looked at him closely. “Your parents’ middle names are my name. Rachel Brooks.”




  Kyle nodded. “Yes. That is one reason why I am studying you.”




  Rachel nodded, as if accepting this odd statement. “Okay. And other reasons?”




  Kyle sat back in the booth and looked at Rachel. “I am supposed to pick an individual and give an in-depth study of the individual, their life, and personality. I need to get into their life and examine every aspect of it. The study will show that I am capable of handling other assignments such as this. This is the test case that will decide if I am ready to embrace the full responsibilities of an Elder.”




  She arched an eyebrow. “An Elder?” she asked quizzically.




  Kyle smiled. “One of the Institute’s council. They are the board The Institute is governed by.”




  “So,” Rachel drawled out the word, “you are hoping to make brownie points with this study, so you can play with the big boys. Am I right?”




  Kyle cocked his head and looked at her oddly. “Such odd twisting of words. Do you always talk like that?”




  “Yeah. It’s a curse.”




  Kyle laughed and took out his notebook and made notes.




  Rachel watched as he scribbled hastily on the paper. “Am I doing well? I’d hate for someone to read this and be utterly offended by my bluntness. Or not.”




  He paused briefly and looked up. “You are not taking this seriously, are you?”




  Rachel stared at him hard. “Let’s see...no. I am not. There is no reason for you to pop in out of nowhere and feel the need to study me. None. Zero. So explain.” She looked at him patiently.




  Kyle put the notebook away and sighed. “I am going to try and explain this, Rachel. Please keep an open mind. Okay?” Rachel nodded slightly. “I knew I had to study someone and give an in-depth report. But I had no idea how to pick a person. So, I went for coincidences. An Elder suggested it. Pick names and dates that I could remember and work with. Your name is my parents’ middle names. Your birthday is the same as mine. The city was picked because it is the same as my last name. Do you understand what I am saying?”




  Rachel sat back and tried to wrap her mind around everything that Kyle had said. It made a certain twisted sense.




  “So,” she started, “I’m a coincidence?”




  Kyle nodded. “You fit everything perfectly. I approached the Elders with your name, and they were pleased. So, here I am.”




  Rachel smiled weakly. Her life. A study. Ugh. She sat up and looked at Kyle. “What if I don’t want to be a study? What then?”




  Kyle looked down. “Then I fail. Once a name is chosen, there is no changing it.”




  Rachel looked over at him and felt sorry for him. But her life? All her skeletons? Her family? She fought back the shudder. She didn’t come from a loving home. How would that look for all the world to see? Hell.




  “Did it ever occur to any of you that some people would not want to be examined that closely? I don’t want my life sprawled on the pages of anything. Do you understand what I’m saying?”




  Kyle looked perplexed. “But it is an extreme honor. Your life will have new meaning...”




  Rachel fought her temper. “My life has meaning now. Thank you.” She glanced at her watch. “I’ve got to be going.” She dug his wallet out of her purse and tossed it at him. “Thanks, but no thanks. I don’t want to be the bug under your microscope. Bye!”




  She gathered up her things and left the Sandwich Shoppe. Honestly. Meaning to her life. How would he know about meaning in her life? Arrogant scientist. She didn’t need to be dissected. Thank you very much. Rachel was in a mood by the time she arrived back at the library. The skies had clouded over, and that’s about how Rachel felt. Cloudy. Was she just supposed to be grateful that he picked her? Good grief! Just a bunch of coincidences. Figures. Rachel sat down and glumly began arranging her desk and multiple piles of paper.




  Kyle walked back into the library fifteen minutes later. Rachel didn’t even look up. He sat down and began reading. Deidre watched Kyle. And then Rachel. Hmm. Studiously ignoring each other. There was more than met the eye here. Deidre glanced over to the circulation desk and caught Joyce’s attention. She gathered up her lunch and headed for the back.




  Deidre unpacked her lunch in the break room and then dialed the children’s desk.




  “This is Rachel. May I help you?”




  Deidre chuckled. “Yeah. You can help me. What’s going on? You come back from lunch all tense and grumpy. Share.” She waited for Rachel to reply.




  “Nothing’s wrong. Something just rubbed me the wrong way.”




  Deidre laughed. “Mr. Beautiful?”




  Rachel gasped. “Deidre! I am not even going to dignify that with an answer. Honestly!”




  Deidre looked out the break room window. “Did he do something he shouldn’t have? Do I need to have him arrested? Because I will.”




  “No. No arresting needed,” she sighed. “I’ll explain later, okay?”




  “Yes. You will. No squirming out of it either. Right?”




  Rachel chuckled. “Right. Later. I promise.” Deidre hung up the phone, satisfied.




  Rachel hung up the phone and didn’t know whether to scream or chuckle. Deidre was like a bulldog with a bone. There was no giving up there. She would get to the bottom of it, even if it killed the other person. Rachel shook her head and went to go clean up one of the playrooms. Her spring programs were beginning soon, and she wanted everything to look great. Rachel took some of her decorations and headed into the Children’s Room.




  She didn’t even glance up when she heard the door open.




  “Sorry,” she called out. “We’re not quite ready in here. I’ll be with you in a minute.” Silence. She glanced up and the smile died on her lips. Kyle. Rachel cocked her head and studied him silently.




  “And you would want...”




  Kyle looked at her. “I want to study you. That is it. There is no more. Why will you not let me?”




  Rachel put her hands on her hips. “Hmm. Let’s see. Let’s start with this. My life was not pretty in any way, shape, or form. I did not have a nice childhood. I have had to struggle in adulthood. I am just now where I want to be. Why would I subject myself or anybody else to look at that? Answer? I wouldn’t.”
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