
  [image: ]

	
        
            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

        
    
  [image: Rock Her cover]

	
				Rock Her

	Rachel Cross

				[image: Crimson Romance logo]

				Avon, Massachusetts

	
				This edition published by

				Crimson Romance

				an imprint of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

				57 Littlefield Street

				Avon, MA 02322

				www.crimsonromance.com

				Copyright © 2013 by Rachel Cross

				
				ISBN 10: 1-4405-6899-5

				ISBN 13: 978-1-4405-6899-2

				eISBN 10: 1-4405-6900-2

				eISBN 13: 978-1-4405-6900-5

    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, corporations, institutions, organizations, events, or locales in this novel are either the product of the author’s imagination or, if real, used fictitiously. The resemblance of any character to actual persons (living or dead) is entirely coincidental.

				Cover art © 123rf.com; istockphoto.com/Paula Connelly

	
				For Chris 

				&

				In loving memory of Doc and Effie

	
				Contents

				Dedication

				Acknowledgments

				Chapter 1

				Chapter 2

				Chapter 3

				Chapter 4

				Chapter 5

				Chapter 6

				Chapter 7

				Chapter 8

				Chapter 9

				Chapter 10

				Chapter 11

				Chapter 12

				Chapter 13

				Chapter 14

				Chapter 15

				Chapter 16

				Chapter 17

				Chapter 18

				Chapter 19

				Chapter 20

				Chapter 21

				Chapter 22

				Chapter 23

				Chapter 24

				Chapter 25

				Chapter 26

				Chapter 27

				About the Author


Acknowledgments

				Many, many thanks to my beta readers, critiquers, and enthusiasts: A.B. Clarke, Lee-Ann, Allyson, Debi O., Jennifer G, Brona, Ketty, Nicola, Michelle Josette, Joey, Al, Cristen, Kirsten, Tamara, Kristi, and Camille.

				Heartfelt thanks to my wonderful Crimson Romance editors: Jennifer Lawler, Julie Sturgeon, and Ashley Myers.

				Finally, to sisters and friends who have supported and loved me through all of my journeys, thank you.

	
Chapter 1

				She’s okay, Mom.

				As her feet pounded out a rhythm on the hard packed sand, her mother’s tarnished locket with its shiny new chain bounced on her chest. She held it briefly before sliding it back under her shirt.

				Kate took the first mile slowly, warming up her legs as she ran the sloping path from her two-bedroom guesthouse to Mar Vista Beach. The surf was small. Nevertheless, two surfers were offshore trying to catch waves. Her only other company was a beachcomber or runner, barely visible in the distance. Heading south to the point break, she picked up her pace.

				All those years making meals for two, checking homework, cheering Emma on in life and sports; it all came to an abrupt end when Kate put Emma on the plane four weeks ago. Her sister, attending college three thousand miles away. Was it possible to have empty-nest syndrome at twenty-five?

				The dog — Zack, according to his collar — was a welcome and familiar sight at this beach. While his owner surfed the break, Zack waited patiently with his tennis ball. Kate bent to pick up the soggy ball and pitched it into the waves. Zack retrieved it as she continued running. He chased her for a few steps, hopeful.

				Some mornings Kate was so lost in her thoughts she wouldn’t have noticed if her path took her straight through a nude sunbathing area. But today everything distracted her, the blue gray of the Pacific, the pelicans diving in the wide gap between the two surfers waiting for waves, and the beauty of home.

				Kate watched one of the surfers, Zack’s owner. She’d seen him numerous times on her runs, sitting, his board perfectly angled to see the incoming waves. Fall was calm, unlike winter when storms could bring waves twenty feet high to this part of the California coast. Growing up in Cielito, almost everyone surfed something at some point. Longboard, shortboard, bodyboard, stand up paddleboard — there was a board for everyone. She had spent countless hours surfing, swimming, and bodyboarding at this very beach. Now? Despite the heat her run generated, she gave a small shiver. The ocean was cold, even with a wetsuit. She’d take a heated swimming pool any day over that sixty-degree water.

				The same two surfers were still in their spots as she made her way back down the beach. She threw the ball for Zack again and lifted a hand to his owner. He sat on his board waiting for the next set of waves, but he raised a hand in return.

				She looked out to the other surfer, some fifty yards from Zack’s owner. Not there. Odd. He was there a second ago; his board was still there. She picked up her pace, staring intently at the space where the surfer should’ve been. Nothing. No one on the beach either. What the hell? Why was his surfboard still sitting, fins up, as if anchored … 

				Oh no. Oh my God. 

				Functioning solely on adrenaline, she raced to the water, barely pausing to toe off her shoes in the icy surf before running into the sea. Numb within seconds from the cold, she took one deep breath and plunged under the first breaking wave.

				The sea was calm as she struck out for the board with a frantic freestyle stroke. Panic lent her speed. She reached the surfboard in moments. She took another deep breath — not easy since exhaustion from the run, coupled with the cold Pacific, left her damn near hyperventilating.

				She dove into the murky water under the board, hands searching for and finding the flexible rubber tube, the leash, which normally attached a surfer to his board. She hoped and prayed it was still attached. She yanked it. Heavy. She followed the leash down, deeper until icy flesh brushed her fingers. His ankle. Thank God.

				She grabbed for him, barely able to see his black clad body in the dark water. She ran her hands up his ankle, past his leg and hip, until she reached his chest. She wrapped one arm under his wetsuit-covered armpit, then kicked with all her strength, finally breaking the surface.

				Gasping for breath, legs pumping, she struggled to pull the unconscious man’s limp head out of the water. He weighs a ton! 

				She looked up to see the other surfer, Zack’s owner, in front of her. He rolled off his board without a word, turned it upside down, fins up, draped the man’s arms over the board, and with considerable exertion, levered it up and over. The board flipped, distributing the unconscious man’s torso onto the middle of the board. He unleashed the man from his shorter inverted surfboard, which pitched on the waves. With the board in front of him, he started for shore, Kate in his wake. The dark-haired man fought the beach break, barely managing to keep the board upright. He grunted as he dragged the drowning victim off the board, then turned him face up, just beyond the water’s edge. Kate all but crawled out of the water on his heels. Muscles cramped from the cold, she hobbled over to the lifeless body. Every second counted with a drowning victim.

				“I’m an RN,” she said, jaw clenched from nerves and cold.

				“Can you handle this?” the surfer asked.

				“Yes. But we need a phone to call nine-one-one.”

				He glanced down the beach where a jogger was headed toward them. The surfer took off after him at a dead run.

				Kate examined her patient from head to toe. He was young, really young. That made heart issues less likely. His wetsuit didn’t indicate damage to the material or blood, so whatever was wrong with him, it wasn’t a shark attack. She felt for a pulse and listened for breaths. He had a pulse. Good.

				She adjusted his head to open his airway, listened and felt for breath. Nothing. She readjusted his head. Still nothing. With her lips to his she started mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, her body moving on autopilot through the steps of breathing for him. She needed paramedics if this guy was going to have any chance, and she needed them now.

				“Breathe, damn it!” She rechecked his pulse. Weak, but still there. That was something. She put air into his cold, still body. She looked up at the approach of the tall surfer. She could hear enough of his side of the conversation to realize he was communicating with the emergency dispatcher. He must’ve gotten a phone from that person down the beach.

				“He’s still unconscious, unresponsive. I have a pulse but no respirations.” She breathed again. “How far out is the medic?” Even she could hear the frantic edge to her voice. Calm down. She rubbed wet hair out of her eyes and continued to work, the stillness interrupted only by the surfer’s terse responses to the nine-one-one dispatcher.

				Finally, shrieking sirens broke through the quiet on the beach. She closed her eyes and ushered up thanks. When she opened them, she was gazing directly into the bright blue eyes of the neoprene-clad man kneeling across from her.

				“I’d take over but  … ”

				“You can’t,” she said between breaths. “Unless you’re trained?”

				“No. The dispatcher told me to let you handle it, until you become unable.”

				She grimaced. “I’m able. God, they need to hurry!”

	
Chapter 2

				Alec gave the woman kneeling in the sand across from him a long look as she went through the steps of trying to resuscitate the man. Alec stood as men in uniforms exited the emergency vehicles, gathered their equipment, and hustled toward them. Zack paced the beach down by the point, probably confused. Alec whistled for him. His loyal friend’s head came up at the sound. Then he bolted toward them. A short mustachioed paramedic and a taller, uniformed medic carrying a rectangular box made their way over.

				“Kate?” the man with the mustache asked.

				The medic knew the nurse? Not surprising in a town as small as Cielito.

				“Whatcha got?” he asked.

				Kate gave both men a quick rundown and they exchanged medical jargon with her as they rapidly unloaded equipment and set to work. An expression of acute relief passed over her face as she relinquished the resuscitation efforts to the paramedics. Alec studied her as she sat back on her heels and rubbed a shaking hand over her face. She rose, unsteadily, allowing the medics better access to the patient. Alec frowned. Was she okay? Zack arrived and dropped the ball at his feet. Alec shook his head and walked his dog several feet away from the scene. He did not need him leaping all over the medics, or worse, the victim.

				“Zack, sit.”

				The police officers approached, making their way slowly across the loose sand.

				The jogger walked over.

				Alec handed the man his cell phone. “Thanks.”

				“No problem.”

				Silently they waited as the officers walked toward them.

				“Lieutenant Stevenson,” the taller police officer said, not offering his hand but leaning over to give Zack a pat.

				The other uniformed man shook hands with the two men, “Officer Hatch.”

				“Paul Anderson,” the jogger said.

				Officer Hatch wrote the name on his pad.

				“Alec Sawyer.”

				Hatch stared at Alec, a confused look on his face. Alec watched the officer work it out, groaning inside as he did. He assumed Hatch was imagining him younger, with longer hair, wearing black, strapped to a guitar. They always did.

				“Alec Sawyer? The Alec Sawyer?”

				Alec nodded. “Yep.”

				Paul Anderson’s eyes narrowed, then widened.

				“I’m a huge fan of Bliss,” Officer Hatch said.

				“Thanks man.”

				“Seriously, dude. Bliss was freaking awesome.” He shook Alec’s hand, again.

				“Appreciate it. Always nice to meet a fan. So  … ”

				“Any chance you guys might get back together?”

				“No.” He still got this question and it never ceased to amaze him. Their lead singer, Neal Cooper, died from a drug overdose almost a decade ago and the rest of the members had played in half a dozen bands. Successful bands. With Cooper dead, none of them had any interest in getting the band back together. Sure, they were still friendly — they had been through too much together to harbor any ill will — but they would never be one of those “reunion” bands playing greatest hits from the glory days. The royalties from Reeking Bliss kept them all very comfortable.

				Lieutenant Stevenson was younger than his partner and clearly unimpressed. “Can you tell us what happened here this morning?”

				Alec ran through the story, as the medics loaded the still figure onto the gurney with the help of two firefighters who’d also joined the scene. The group carried the man’s body up to the waiting ambulance, no easy feat in the shifting, slippery sand. Kate made her way to their group, hunched over, arms wrapped around her wet, shivering body.

				Alec listened to the officers interview Paul, but his gaze remained on Kate.

				“Officers,” Alec said. “Do you have a blanket? This poor woman is freezing.” She gave him a grateful look. The winds were picking up and despite the protection of his wetsuit, he was chilled. He could only imagine how cold she was in wet running clothes and bare feet.

				“Maybe you should get checked out.” He eyed her as one of the officers came back from his car with a blue wool blanket.

				“No, I’m fine, just c-c-cold.”

				Sergeant Hatch gave his card to Alec, Kate, and the jogger, asking them to contact him if they remembered anything else that might be relevant. The two officers headed to their patrol car. Kate wrapped the blanket around her, then knelt to give Zack a quick pat.

				After a brief farewell, the jogger took off down the beach.

				“Kate?” She nodded and he introduced himself, “Alec Sawyer.” They shook hands.

				She pushed her sopping hair out of her face. He looked down, meeting her eyes and really noticed her for the first time. Her oddly intense, almond-shaped green eyes were luminous and framed by thick black lashes. They were enormous in her pale face. His gaze lingered on her wide mouth, with its perfectly bowed lips. Lips that could give a man seriously inappropriate fantasies, if they weren’t blue from the cold. He took in her thick dripping mass of dark red hair, and did a double take when he realized how short she was.

				How on earth had she managed to drag that unconscious man to the surface? A hard body she was not. His practiced eye swept over her, the thin damp blanket revealing more than it concealed. Her body was lush. All curves. She was fit, but the overall impression was shapely, not strong. Sexy, but young. He felt of twinge of discomfort. What was he doing checking her out when she was clearly both freezing cold and much too young — besides, she was not his type at all. His type — and he definitely had one — was tall, buxom, and blonde.

				“My place is right up the beach. Come with me and dry off, then I’ll run you home.” He gestured toward the point.

				“That’s not necessary.” She glanced down the beach making it clear to Alec she wasn’t comfortable.

				“Yeah, it is. You’re freezing. Come on.” His tone brooked no argument. “Let me grab my board.”

				There was no sign of the other surfboard, nor of Kate’s shoes, on the long cold walk down the beach. Kate threw the ball halfheartedly for Zack a few times, apparently lost in thought.

				“So, do you think he’ll make it?” Alec finally asked, glancing at her. She looked miserable.

				“He has a chance, I guess. His heart was still beating but I have no idea how long he was underwater. I didn’t see him go under. It’s not good that he didn’t regain consciousness or start breathing on his own.”

				“Right.”

				She looked over at him.

				“I don’t even know how long it took me to get to him or how long to get back to the beach, or maybe most importantly, why he went under in the first place … ” Her shoulders slumped.

				“Do you get used to that, as a nurse? Being in that kind of situation?”

				“No way. It’s nothing like my job in the hospital. There’s death, of course, and in some situations, a lot of stress, so I’ve been exposed to that. I guess you get a little used to it, but I’ve never experienced anything like what we just went through.” She pulled the blanket tightly around herself. “You’re a good man to have in a crisis.”

				“I was thinking the same of you. I don’t know how you dragged him up. He must outweigh you by a hundred pounds.” He still couldn’t believe it.

				She shrugged. “Adrenaline. I was lucky he wore a leash and I’m so glad you were there. There’s no way I could have gotten him to shore.”

				He nodded.

				Concern written clearly on her face, she asked, “How do you feel?”

				“Tired.”

				She gave a short laugh. “Yeah. Me too. I worked last night.”

				“You work the night shift?” he asked. “Over at Cielito Community Hospital?”

				“Yep. Three times a week.”

				He made a sympathetic noise. “So why are you out running instead of home sleeping?”

				“It’s hard to sleep when I first get home. I think I’m still ‘up’ from my shift, you know?”

				“Yeah, I’ve worked nights before. You need time to chill before you crash. Never thought about going for a run, though.”

				They trailed the dog as he led them up the sandy, winding, narrow path, flanked by purple flowering ice plants until they reached the house. Alec led the way up to the flagstone patio past the hot tub, fire pit, and outdoor furniture. He propped his surfboard against the stucco house, then gestured for her to follow him. Normally he would’ve rinsed and peeled off his wetsuit in the outdoor shower, but he couldn’t do that with her there. He hosed off their feet and bent to rub the sticky sand first off his toes, then hers. She gasped and pulled her foot away.

				“No?” He looked up from his crouch, eyebrows raised.

				“I can get it.” He sprayed her feet while she rubbed, then he hosed off the dog. Zack shook droplets of water from his thick coat onto both of them. She laughed as the spray showered her. He left Zack to dry off on the patio and ushered her in through the glass door. She followed him through the living room into the kitchen.

				“I’ll put some coffee on while you hop in the shower.” Maybe it would warm her faster. He reached and reflexively touched a rough fingertip to her bloodless cheek. She froze, green eyes widening as she met his gaze. The touch startled him and he withdrew his hand as if burned.

				“I’m sorry.” What made him do that? “I was thinking you seem awfully pale and wondered if it was the cold or your coloring.” He watched, entranced as a flush crept up her neck, into her cheeks.

				She ducked her head. “Probably a bit of both. Coffee sounds great.”

				He led her down the hall to his guest bathroom. Handing her a bath sheet from the linen closet, he backed away.

				“I can throw your stuff in the dryer if you toss it out, meantime you can wear the robe hanging on the door.”

				She thanked him and he padded down the hallway to the kitchen. God. How old was she anyway? Nursing school is two years, maybe four. He rapidly calculated. Even if she’d just gotten out of school she had to be at least twenty. He groaned. Twenty. Even for him that was young.

				Moments later footsteps came from the hall. He turned to find a half-naked model standing in his kitchen.

				He scowled. “Trinity.” This was all he needed this morning. What was she still doing here?

				“What the hell Alec? Who is she?” Trinity put her hands on her hips and glared.

				He recoiled at her tone. “What?”

				“The girl, Alec?” She motioned in the direction of the hall.

				“Why are you still here?”

				He had made it clear in no uncertain terms that she should head back to LA first thing this morning. His teeth ground together.

				Their relationship, if that was even the term, had taken an unforeseen turn last night when she arrived, unexpected, uninvited, and definitely unwelcome. Theirs was a no-strings-attached affair of more than a year that had run its course. Sure, it had been mutually satisfying. He took her to parties and introduced her to people who could help her budding acting career, they had a good time in bed — and she had little to no expectations of him. Apparently something had changed on her end. He didn’t flatter himself that it was newfound emotional attachment. There was no intimacy in it for either of them.

				He sighed. Despite the length of their relationship he hadn’t seen this coming. Evidently she had decided to double down on him. The fact that she made the two-hour drive from Los Angeles last night should have clued him in. He never invited girlfriends up here. Never. And today of all days. He was exhausted and had Kate in his guest bathroom.

				“I’m not interested in continuing,” he gestured between them with his hand, “this.”

				“That’s obvious now.”

				He didn’t correct her mistaken impression about the woman showering in the other room. Instead, he waited silent and expressionless as she gathered her things and got dressed.

				She stalked out the front door and out of his life. He rubbed a hand across his eyes.

				Alec finally had everything: a good career, excellent health, and affluence, a wholly enviable life. His past was an excess of everything: drugs, parties, rock, sex, and money. At the bitter end of his music career, the drugs and alcohol had erased everything good and very nearly erased him. His downfall had been long, spectacular, and public. Sober now for nearly a decade, he was irrevocably changed and mostly for the better.

				Why, then, was there this disturbing similarity in the nature of his relationships? He was thirty-eight and sex was still recreation; usually with a succession of much younger model/actresses, and one reality TV starlet. The latter a mistake of nearly catastrophic proportions — thoughts of her brought the term ‘stalker’ to mind, in a very unfunny way.

				Most of the reality stars had their personal dramas exaggerated with careful editing. He suspected hers had been carefully edited to preserve the illusion of sanity. The woman was downright unbalanced. He suppressed a shudder at the memory. It hadn’t helped that her show had been wildly popular at the time and her facade of emotional stability rapidly unraveling. When he ended it, she had threatened him and his dog. Zack had to be kenneled for two weeks and the law firm added extra security.

				As Alec showered, he struggled to remember the last healthy, intimate relationship he’d had with a woman. He had changed and made coffee by the time Kate met him in the kitchen, swallowed up in one of his white robes.

				“I, uh … ” She was clearly uncomfortable as she glanced around.

				He raised his brows, and then it dawned on him. She was looking for Trinity. She must have heard them.

				“Sorry about that. She’s gone. I didn’t realize she would still be here,” he said smoothly, handing her the mug.

				“Oh. Okay. Thanks.” She accepted the cup and blew on it.

				He stared at those lips again, then gave himself a mental shake.

				She glanced up. “My clothes shouldn’t take too long to dry.”

				“I’ll run you home when they are.”

				“So, what do you do?” she asked idly, scanning his kitchen.

				“I’m in entertainment law, musicians mostly.” He studied her reaction. She seemed mildly curious. “I was a musician.”

				“Here in Cielito?”

				“No, the firm I work for is in Los Angeles. I do some work remotely up here and I try to get here several times a week.”

				“Yeah, I’ve seen you surfing.” She sat on the stool at the kitchen island and hooked an ankle over the bottom rung.

				He nodded.

				“Why law?”

				“I’ve been asking myself that same question lately.”

				She watched him with those intense eyes. “Why did you go into it in the first place?”

				He thought about his motivations for a moment. It was a fair question. Perhaps he was trying to prevent people from making the same mistakes he had. Maybe it was the search for respectability after the excesses of his past. Most likely, it was because college, then law school had required so much time and energy he didn’t have much left over for anything else. Initially, that had been a key to his sobriety.

				“I wanted to protect musicians from unscrupulous people. Most of the men and women who have success with their music are young and naive. They get these huge sums of money when they’ve never had money before, and you wouldn’t believe the way they mismanage it. Then there are the parasites who latch on. It’s a very ugly business.”

				She nodded. “I can imagine.”

				“The problem is, it’s tough to convince them to manage their earnings appropriately early on and later, when they get caught up in the dark side of the fame, it’s virtually impossible. It’s hard to watch.” He splayed out his hands and shrugged.

				“It’s hard to watch people make the same mistakes you made?” she asked, softly.

				“So you do recognize my name?” That surprised him. She was a little young to be a fan of Reeking Bliss.

				“No. I recognize your intensity. Saving people from themselves is a tough business, isn’t it?”

				He stared at her, taken aback. This was no twenty-year-old. “Where were you when I needed a career counselor?”

				She grinned at him and it stopped the breath in his throat. Her smile was incandescent.

				“In high school, probably.” She laughed at the expression on his face.

				“If it makes you feel any better, I’m guilty of the same. Nurses have a lot of experience trying to save people from their excesses.”

				“How old are you?” Rudeness be damned.

				She grinned. “Twenty-five.”

				The dryer buzzer sounded and she retreated to put on her running gear. When she returned, he handed her a hooded sweatshirt from the hall closet and insisted she put it on, overriding her protests.

				He helped her into his low-slung convertible and she directed him to her residence, a tiny guest house on a large estate. He pulled into her driveway and parked. She turned and thanked him, and was out the door and into her house in a flash. As he sat in the car, he got a whiff of whatever herbal body wash he’d left in the guest shower and something else, something he hadn’t smelled in a long time. Innocence.

	
Chapter 3

				“Good God.” Ava Bennett’s hand froze, a drink midway to her mouth. “Tell me everything.” She put the cup down and leaned forward.

				Kate watched her friend with a smile.

				“Not much to tell.” Kate repeated what had happened that morning. They were sitting on Surf Coffee’s patio, sipping Chai tea and coffee. Sunlight dappled the patio, filtering through fragrant eucalyptus leaves.

				“Was he hot?” Of course that was Ava’s next question. Typical Ava.

				Kate smiled.

				Her mother had said Ava was boy-crazy years ago when they were both thirteen and in middle school. Not much had changed on the inside. Ava was still outgoing, fearless and flirtatious. But on the outside? Eyeing her friend across the table Kate shook her head. Hard to believe the gangly girl with mousy hair, braces, and glasses, grew into the leggy, lean, and gorgeous blue-eyed blonde across from her.

				“The guy I tried to resuscitate?” Kate laughed. “I have to say I didn’t notice. His lips were cold and blue.”

				“Gross.” Ava frowned. “You know I don’t enjoy your nurse humor.”

				Kate sobered as she considered the guy’s chances of recovery. Slim to none would be her guess.

				“So  …  was the surfer hot?”

				“Yeah.”

				Ava shot her a suspicious, narrow-eyed look. “Just ‘yeah’? I don’t think so, girlfriend. You don’t get off that easy. Spill!”

				Kate grinned. “Yes. He was absurdly hot.” Hot was an understatement. He was the most attractive man she had ever seen. Dark hair, strong jaw, brilliant blue eyes, beautiful bone structure, and a nose that wasn’t quite straight. Somehow it all added up to an astonishingly sexy male. And his body? Even in a wetsuit he had the body of a god. Had he noticed that she’d been tongue-tied? He was probably used to it.

				“All right.” Ava made a fist and gave a tiny air pump.

				“He’s also old.”

				Ava cocked her head. “How old?”

				Kate frowned. “Mid-thirties?”

				Ava pursed her lips. “That’s not old.”

				“He’s a lawyer — used to be a musician. He must do well, since he has a place right on the beach, near Mar Vista. He took me there to warm up, then he drove me home.”

				Ava’s brows arched, her voice rose an octave. “You went to his house? Are you kidding me? That’s not safe, girl.”

				Kate’s eyes widened. “For heaven’s sake Ava, he helped me rescue a stranger. I think that tells me all I need to know about his character. Besides, as it turns out, we weren’t alone.”

				Ava cocked her head.

				“So, I’m standing there, checking for soap, about to close the door when this blonde wearing a skimpy towel comes to the doorway.”

				“Oh my gosh!”

				“I know, right? She was gorgeous, Slavic model hot. So I’m thinking, is this his wife? But before I can even introduce myself, she tells me she’s with Alec and I should get lost.”

				Ava’s hand came up to cover her mouth.

				“Then she huffs out of there and heads down the hall. I probably should have closed the door at that point but I stood, listening.”

				“Was it his wife?”

				“No. She marched to wherever he was and yelled at him.”

				Ava’s mouth slackened. “Whoa.”

				“I know. Total player, right? After he told her to leave, I ducked back into the bathroom and started the shower before they could catch me listening.”

				“Wow.”

				“He figured out I knew she was there and told me she left.”

				“Are you going to see him again?”

				“What? No. Didn’t you hear anything I said after ‘he was hot’? Honestly.” She ticked the reasons off on her fingers. “He’s old. He’s a player. Lives in LA. Rich.”

				“So? You sell yourself short.”

				“I love you, Ava, but no.”

				Kate’s hand moved to her chest reflexively, then to her neck. Plucking out her shirt, she ducked her chin, leaned back and glanced to her navel. Not there.

				Releasing her shirt, she sat forward. She withdrew her hand, heart sinking. The beach.

				“What is it?” Ava asked.

				“My locket. It’s gone.”

				Ava’s brows drew together. “Maybe you left it at home?”

				Kate shook her head. “I never take it off,” she said, almost inaudibly.

				“Oh, hon.” Ava moved forward to cover Kate’s free hand. “Where did you see it last?”

				“I’m pretty sure I had it on when I went running  … ”

				“Oh Kate, if you lost it in the water or on the beach  … ”

				Kate pressed her lips together, blinking rapidly.

				“Small price to pay.” Maybe she would go back and search the beach. She discarded the idea immediately. The tide had come in and gone out. If the locket had fallen off on the beach or in the water, it was gone forever.

				“Tell you what. We’ll rent one of those metal thingamajigs with the headphones.”

				Kate gave her a wan smile. “Thanks, but I think we both know it’s gone.”

				“Maybe, but — ”

				“It’s okay.” Tears threatened to reveal how she really felt so she changed the subject.

				“So, Emma called this morning.”

				Ava sighed. “What does she need now?”

				“She hit me up for money for a ski trip.”

				“I hope you refused.”

				“I did — ”

				“Good.”

				“ — And then I didn’t.”

				“Damn it. After her credit card bill last month? And all the overtime you’re working? It’s ridiculous.”

				“I know. I know. I just feel bad for her. If Mom were still alive … ”

				“She could never have afforded to send Emma to a private college. Are you kidding me? Your mom was a book-keeper.”

				“We have the money from her life insurance policy — ”

				“Kate. You’re pissing me off. You got loans for nursing school so you didn’t have to touch the principal of the life insurance policy. Now you’re spending all that money on Emma’s tuition, working overtime to pay for her room and board and she’s into you for money for a ski trip? Where’s your ski trip?”

				Kate shifted uncomfortably in her seat and looked away.

				“Seriously? Say no to the ski trip. You have coddled her for — ”

				“Enough, Ava.” Kate scowled. “When she comes home for Christmas, I’m going to lay it all out there for her.”

				Ava gave her a narrow-eyed stare. “All of it?”

				Kate’s hand moved automatically to her necklace.

				Damn.

				“All of it, Kate?” Ava asked, quietly. “Your finances? Even tell her the truth about your dad?

				Kate bit her lip. “Yes. It’s time she understood about Dad. God, Ava, she won’t let up about him. Did I tell you she mentioned trying to find him — ”

				“Holy shit. That could be dangerous.”

				Kate rubbed a hand over her face. “She’s eighteen now, so it’s not as dangerous. He couldn’t get her college money if he tried. Although, yeah, that’s the only reason he’d be interested in us.”

				Ava’s expression was sympathetic as she leaned out, putting a hand on Kate’s arm.

				“She needs to grow up. And you need to get on with the life of a twenty-something without a dependent. When your mom gave you that locket and asked you to protect Emma, she didn’t mean forever. Maybe losing the locket is a sign from your mom?”

				Kate studied her hands in her lap, throat thick, willing tears away. Ava would never understand.

				“I’m sorry, Kate. About the locket, about everything.”

				Kate looked down again. “I know. Thanks for listening. How’s work going for you?

				Ava laughed. When she wasn’t chastising Kate on how to live her life, Ava was Cielito’s most in-demand event planner. “The same. I love it though.” Her eyes danced as she leaned into Kate. “Last weekend we had a real doozy — second marriage, trophy wife, at the vineyard. Whew. My God, Kate, the dress was so low cut, it was crazy. My heart stopped every time she took a deep breath. I thought the minister would have a stroke.”

				Kate grinned. Ava had the best work stories.

				A little while later Kate checked the time on her phone.

				“I’ve got to get home.”

				“Wait. I got carried away talking about my job. I want to know what’s up with that doctor at work?”

				Kate felt the heat rise in her neck. She took a quick sip of her stone cold Chai tea to hide her rosy cheeks from Ava.

				“He’s been really sweet. He found me in the cafeteria eating before my shift Tuesday night and sat with me.”

				“So what’s the story? Is he married?”

				“He’s separated, papers filed.”

				“I’ve seen him in some commercials the hospital keeps running. Quite a catch.”

				“He is a great catch for the hospital. I still don’t know how Cielito Community pulled it off.” She shook her head, puzzled. “The guy is a world-class surgeon. Our operating room has never seen so many cardiac patients.”

				“I don’t mean for the hospital, dummy! I mean for you.”

				Kate glanced at her watch again. “Ava.”

				“So now you have a lawyer and a doctor interested — ”

				Kate laughed. “Neither one is interested in me. Get real.”

				Ava’s brow creased. “What is wrong with you? Haven’t you looked in the mirror lately?” She stared at Kate. “I swear you had more confidence when we were sixteen. You’re a beautiful woman. Believe me, these older, successful guys are in the market for women our age. I see it all the time in my line of work. You’d make a great trophy wife.”

				Kate grimaced. “I don’t want to be a trophy wife.” She gave a short, humorless laugh. “I think we might be getting ahead of ourselves here. I’ve never even had a serious boyfriend.”

				Uh oh. What was wrong with her? She didn’t usually give Ava that kind of opening.

				Ava sat forward in her chair, frowning.

				Kate leaned back, fixing her friend with a level stare. Here we go again. Ava was gearing up for her recurring lecture series, ‘the trouble with Kate’.

				Kate held up a hand. “Please don’t start. I know what you are going to say and …  I agree.”

				Ava straightened in her chair, brows raised.

				Kate didn’t want to continue living her life the way she’d lived it for the past few years. Raising Emma and finishing college had been the primary focus of her life for so long. It left little time for anything else. With Emma gone and a stable job with plenty of vacation accrued, she had no excuse. She spent most evenings on her couch curled up with a book. Last weekend she had binged on the entire fourth season of Dexter. She hadn’t even left the cottage.

				Ava was right. Kate had to live. She knew that now. Something shook loose out there in the ocean this morning. In the surf, on that beach, she had experienced the fragility of life firsthand.

				It wasn’t the first time she’s been near death; her mother died young and Kate was inundated with death as a nurse. But old people died. No matter how many advances there were in medicine, it was eventually a losing battle. Young people died in hospitals, too. That was harder to take. She’d seen accidents or injuries take the lives of the young frequently, with devastating consequences for the family and friends.

				But nothing, not her mom’s early death from cancer, not her work experiences, nothing made her aware of her own mortality until the rescue. She couldn’t stop thinking about that guy. She couldn’t handle finding out he hadn’t made it.

				What Ava had been trying to tell her finally made sense. With college behind her, a good career ahead of her and Emma gone, Kate needed to get out of the rut she’d dug herself and do the things she always wanted to do. Travel. Date. Take risks.

				She took a deep breath. “What happened with that surfer this morning has made me … think about my life.”

				Ava reached across the table to grip her hand. Kate squeezed back.

				“I’m stuck, Ava. I don’t regret waiting for the right person, I just, I just … well, I need to get out more.”

				Ava clapped her hands, beaming. “Will you let me set you up with someone?”

				Kate tried to muster some enthusiasm. “I guess. Although it didn’t work out so well last time — ”

				Ava waved a negligent hand. “I know a couple of great guys.”

				Kate pressed her lips together to hide a smile. Debatable.

				Ava raised her eyebrows. “I see you trying not to smile. You need to open yourself up.”

				Kate pretended to shudder. “There’s nothing wrong with waiting and making absolutely sure it’s right.”

				Ava met and held her gaze.

				Kate bit her lip, and looked away.

				“You of all people should know there are no absolutes. You just have to dive in there and try. I’ve never been able to understand your issues around men.”

				“I wanted to set a good example for Emma — ”

				“Fat lot of good that did,” Ava said.

				“Ava!”

				“I’m sorry. The fact that you’ve been saying that since your mom died doesn’t make it true. It doesn’t even apply anymore, now that Emma’s not around. I swear that wackadoodle sister — ”

				“Lay off Emma. I mean it.”

				“Your sister has healthier relationships with guys than you. I don’t know if it’s because you lost your mom, or your dad is a nightmare, but whatever it is you need to deal with it.”

				Kate nodded. “I know. I get it now. That’s what I’m trying to tell you.”

				“Okay then. Let the setups commence.”

				Kate groaned. “When you put it that way — ”

				“Why don’t you work some overtime so we can take a trip?”

				Travel. Now that was something she could get excited about.

				“Yeah. Let’s go somewhere.” She could swing it with a few more overtime shifts. Or a lot more. Couldn’t she?

				Ava squealed. “Where? Europe? Australia? Hawaii? Anywhere. And I’m sure my mom would donate some of her frequent flier miles to the cause.”

				Kate nodded, in perfect accord. “Anywhere. On a budget. But how about somewhere that requires a passport?”

	
Chapter 4

				The incessant vibration of the cell phone woke Kate from a dead sleep and for a moment she was disoriented. The sun shone directly onto her bed. Was it morning or had she been napping? She glanced over at her clock. Eight A.M.? She shot up. After yesterday’s excitement she’d slept hard. She grabbed her cell phone from her night-table and stared, blearily, at the display.

				Twenty missed calls. Fourteen voice mails. Her eyes narrowed. What the hell? She scrolled through the missed calls — local, local, Los Angeles, local, Los Angeles, hospital, Ava. Some came in last night after ten, some calls this morning starting around five am. None from Emma. None from D.C. Whatever was going on, it wasn’t about Emma. Kate heaved a sigh of relief.

				She scrutinized the numbers again. Three missed calls from the hospital. Nothing new there. They were continually short staffed and trying to get nurses in for over-time. No way was she up for working. Ava had called four times, might as well start there.

				The phone vibrated in her hand before she could dial. One of those Los Angeles area codes again.

				“Hello?” Her voice was still husky with sleep.

				“They’re on to us,” a rich, deep voice rumbled in her ear.

				She pulled the phone away, stared at it, then put it back to her head. “I think you have the wrong number,” she said, politely.

				He gave a short laugh. “Kate? It’s Alec. Did you just wake up?”

				She didn’t like the way her heart leaped. Was that excitement?

				“Oh, Alec. I did. How’s it going?” She struggled to keep her tone casual but it came out breathless.

				“Have you turned on the TV?”

				“No.” She tried to stifle a yawn and failed. “What’s going on? I have a bunch of missed calls on my phone.”

				“Good news or bad news first?” he asked, tone serious.

				“Good news, please.”

				“Our surfer is alive and in stable condition. They think he had a seizure.”

				“Wow.” She sat up, riveted. “That’s fantastic news! Better than I expected. Incredible.”

				“Yeah, isn’t it? It’s a novelty for me, helping save someone’s life, but I’m sure you do it all the time.”

				“Well, no, I mean it happens of course, but not routinely. Most codes … Never mind. What bad news could there possibly be?”

				“We’ve been found out. Someone has been talking and the media is in a lather about it.”

				What was he talking about?

				“The rescue. The media. If they aren’t calling you now, they will be.”

				She drew a sharp breath. “Oh my God.”

				“Yeah, sorry about this,” he said. “I’m … I think I mentioned I’m slightly famous in some circles. Apparently they’ve tagged me the ‘rocker rescuer’ and you the ‘local nurse heroine’ and given the interest in all things celebrity or quasi-celebrity, this thing has gone national.”

				She sat in stunned silence.

				“Kate? Are you with me?”

				“Yes,” she croaked, hugging her knees to her chest.

				“So, ah, I think we have to get in front of this. I know these guys. With or without our cooperation, they’ll get their story. The paramedics probably have been interviewed already, the guy who let us use his phone … so they can get what happened from us or  … ”

				“From us?”

				“Great.”

				“Oh, no, that wasn’t a statement. That was a question. They want to interview us?”

				“Yes. Morning in America — ”

				“On television? Yikes.” Her heart rate tripled.

				He sighed. “This won’t go away. Trust me, I know from experience. If we get out in front of this train we can direct it, but there is no derailing it. This is the stuff that those weekly entertainment magazine folks live for. Hell, if you present right, you might even get a book deal.”

				Television? A book deal? Was he nuts?

				“Can you stop talking?”

				He laughed.

				“I have a couple of days off, then I have work … ”

				“Oh, your work is totally on board with this. These kinds of things can put a little community hospital on the map. Some of the information on you is probably coming from them. I didn’t have any trouble getting your number from the hospital, once I explained who I was.”

				She licked her lips, mouth dry. “Geez.”

				“Sorry Kate. It’s my fault.” His tone softened. “If I hadn’t been there, the news might have picked up on this local nurse saves surfer thing, likely it would have stayed regional. But with me in the picture it exploded. My agent and firm are fielding calls from most of the major media organizations and all the morning programs in New York. If it helps, there might be some money in this, other than travel, per diem and stuff — ”

				“What? I don’t want money for  …  what we did.”

				“Me neither. But I don’t think either of us can afford to sit back and let the media have their way with us. If you’re up for it, my firm would like us to take the first non-stop to New York for the morning programs tomorrow. So we can put the story out there on our terms.”

				“Yeah. Um, can I say no? I don’t want to do … .any of that. Thank you though. I mean, you’re really kind and I’m sure … ”

				“You can say no. I don’t want to pressure you, but I think it’s only fair if I warn you about what could happen if we don’t do this.” He sighed again. “Seriously, I get it. Believe me, I totally get why you don’t want to do this. I don’t want to either. The last thing I want is the media back in my life. We didn’t have much time to talk yesterday, but I got sober and left the music industry nearly a decade ago. I’m sober now, but I didn’t leave my old life on a high note. While I was using I did every cliché rock star thing — wrecking cars, fights, jail. I trashed houses and hotel rooms, did court mandated stints in rehab, was too drunk to perform at shows.”

				“Which band?”

				“Reeking Bliss.”

				“Bliss? I listened to them in middle school,” she said. “That’s your band?”

				“Was, yes. I was the guitarist.” He went on doggedly, “That was my life. Not anymore. Now I’m mostly an upstanding member of society, but of course they’re still dredging up the bad behavior.”

				She could hear bitterness in his voice. “I’m really sorry.”

				“Yeah, well. That’s my past. I have to own it, even if I’m not that guy anymore. If you don’t talk to the press, they will interview anyone and everyone about you. It can be nasty. Ex-boyfriends with not-so-funny anecdotes, co-workers, family  … ”

				“No!”

				“I’m sorry Kate, but that is exactly what they’ll do. They might do it anyway. They’ll get the good stuff, but they love dirt too … what kind of dirt are we talking about?”

				“Well, I don’t want my sister hounded for one thing,” she admitted. “She’s a freshman in college in D.C.”

				“Okay, anything else? You are talking to the king of dirt here, baby. I think there are sex tapes of me out there somewhere.”

				“Yikes.” She was startled into a laugh. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t laugh. Nothing that bad. Oh. I’m sorry!” she apologized and tried again, “I didn’t mean bad, for you, you’re a guy.”

				“There is no such thing as a good sex tape, Kate. I think if it’s any good, they call it porn.”

				She laughed again.

				“So that’s what will happen? They’ll talk to all those people?”

				“Guaranteed. Damage control, spin, image and public relations, are all a part of my job, so I know how this will go down.”

				She blew out a breath.

				“Can you meet me at the airport?”

				“I guess.” Her heart raced. Relax.

				“I’ll come get you,” he said.

				“That’s not necessary,”

				“You’re on my way. Be there in an hour.” He disconnected the phone before she could say another word.

				A call to Ava would burn up the time she needed to pack, so she texted her best friend and promised to call as soon as she could. She packed, desperately trying to ignore the cell phone buzzing like an angry insect every few minutes. It was hard to put two thoughts together.

				Maybe Emma could meet her in New York? It wasn’t that far from D.C., was it?

				Less than an hour later, a black town car pulled into the driveway. She grabbed her purse and her rolling bag, took a deep breath, and stepped through the threshold, locking the door behind her.

	
Chapter 5

				Clearly fate was in full agreement with her decision to take more risks with her life. Here she was, on a plane, in first-class, on her way to do television talk shows in New York. Sitting next to an insanely hot guy. Not that he’d be interested in her, cheek stroking aside. She watched him out of the corner of her eye.

				He was dressed casually for the flight in a close-fitting long-sleeved navy henley that did amazing things for both his powerful chest and well-defined arms. Who was she kidding? His chest and arms did amazing things for the shirt. Worn jeans, faded nearly white in some areas, encased slim hips and muscular thighs. She had gaped at his denim clad rear earlier at the airport. The man looked shockingly good in jeans; then again, he looked good in a wetsuit, which she hadn’t thought possible.

				Kate’s phone rang as she buckled into the window seat next to Alec. She had been just about to turn it off, but checked the display.

				Emma.

				“Emma? I only have a minute. The plane is going to take off.”

				“I’m so excited. I’ll take the train up and meet you tonight.”

				“Cool. I’ll text you the hotel info, okay?”

				“I just got out of class and got your message. I can’t believe you’re going to be on national television. You rock! My friends are all going to be watching you tomorrow.”

				Kate froze. The air rushed out of her lungs.

				Oh no!

				National television. 

				“Kate?”

				“I  …  I have to go.”

				“Okay, call me when you land. I’m so excited!”

				Kate pressed the red end button on the phone with nerveless fingers and slid it into her purse. A wave of panic swept through her. The seat in front of her swam and she closed her eyes, taking deep breaths.

				Matt Gibson. What had she been thinking? Clearly she hadn’t. She couldn’t risk being on television. What if her dad saw her? No. She couldn’t do it.

				She snuck a glance at Alec. He was frowning at his phone, mouth pulled tight. He turned his phone off with a sigh and leaned forward to shove it into his pocket. The flight attendant notified passengers that departure of the aircraft was imminent.

				She’d just have to plead … terror?

				But they’re paying for this flight, the hotel room.

				She pressed her lips together. They couldn’t make her go on. Surely people had chickened out before?

				Alec met Kate’s alarmed gaze.

				“Everything all right?” he asked with a warm smile.

				Kate grimaced. “Yep.”

				Stress turned to fear and the hole in the pit of her stomach grew as the plane picked up speed down the runway. It left the ground, her stomach lurched and she turned away from the window, closing her eyes. She felt his large, warm calloused palm take hers. She didn’t dare open her eyes, focusing all her energy on keeping the plane aloft.

				It seemed like forever before the pitch leveled out. Taking a deep breath, she opened her eyes. Alec’s blue gaze registered sympathy and concern. She tugged her hand but his grip tightened. Butterflies started up in her stomach again, but for a completely different reason.

				“First time on a plane?” he asked.

				“Third.” The take-off was the most disturbing part.

				His eyes widened.

				“Excitement and nerves,” she said. “I’m not really scared.” She gave another small tug and he released her hand, smiling.

				“So where did you go, last time you flew?”

				“I took my sister, Emma, to see at colleges on the East Coast about a year and a half ago.”

				“Where did she end up going?”

				“She fell in love with Washington, D.C. as much as the college. We looked at schools in Virginia and Maryland too.” Kate shook her head. “But she’s a city girl. I don’t imagine she’ll come back to Cielito after college. She’ll end up in New York or stay in D.C.”

				“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

				“She’s my only family and I want to be close to her.” Kate sighed. “But I don’t want to leave California. I love Cielito.”

				“Cielito is amazing. Is Emma your only family?”

				Kate pushed her hair out of her eyes. “Yeah. My parents divorced when I was seven, just after my mom got pregnant with Emma. My mom died of cancer when I was eighteen.”

				“I’m so sorry.”

				“Thanks. It was a long time ago, but we were close. My mom was amazing.”

				“Do you talk to your dad at all?”

				She met his gaze. “We don’t have any contact with my father. He’s not a very nice person,” she said.

				“Oh, then who raised Emma?”

				Her chin lifted. “I did.”

				He gave a low whistle. “That had to be really hard. How did you make ends meet?”

				“My mom had a modest life insurance policy. And we had friends to help. I went to college on a scholarship. The bulk of what’s left goes to Emma’s tuition.” It hadn’t been easy but they’d managed.

				He reached and squeezed her hand. The slight touch tingled through her.

				“Damn.” His voice was soft.

				“What?”

				“Well, if I think you’re remarkable, I shudder to think how the media will portray you.” That smile, those eyes, they did funny things to her pulse rate.

				She hadn’t a clue what to say to that, but she felt her cheeks heat. “Thanks. I think. It wasn’t a hardship. I was old enough to take care of her.”

				“So why nursing?”

				“Why not?”

				“Well, after what you went through, watching your mom die, I would think you would steer clear of healthcare.”

				“Mostly practical reasons.”

				“How so?”

				“The pay is decent, the hours flexible — I could work longer shifts, be home more, and I was pretty much guaranteed a job in town. Those were the most important considerations then.”

				“Because of Emma?”

				“Yeah.”

				“Do you regret it? Following the practical path?”

				“Do you regret following the practical path?”

				“We’re not talking about me.” His smile erased the sting from his words and made her breath hitch.

				She shrugged. “I did what I had to do. I haven’t spent a lot of time contemplating other options. I like nursing, I don’t love it. Will I do something else someday? Who knows?”

				She pulled the celebrity magazine she’d purchased in the airport out of the seat pocket in front of her.

				Alec nodded to it. “They called, by the way. Asked to interview us.”

				“No way.”

				“They do a human interest story each week. You can either do a phone interview or wait two days until we are back on the west coast and they’ll send someone up from LA.”

				She shook her head. “I’ll pass.” She rubbed a hand over her face. This whole thing was so complicated. All this media attention. She could only hope her father didn’t find out. Could she ask Alec to keep her name out of it? She’d deal with backing out once they landed.

				“You seem very used to this whole thing. So, what does an entertainment lawyer do anyway?”

				“A little of this, a little of that.”

				She raised her brows.

				“I don’t get to spend as much time doing what I’d like to, which is negotiating contracts, setting up charitable foundations, and advising on asset management because … ” He rubbed a hand over his chin.

				“Because?”

				He gave her a sardonic look. “I spend most of my time dealing with the fall-out from my clients’ bad behavior and poor choices.”

				“Ah.”

				“Yeah. Once the money flows, the crazy multiplies, especially in rock.”

				“I’ll bet. I’ve seen a few episodes of Behind the Music.”

				He grinned. “Then you know exactly what my job is like.”

				“I did a quick search on you online.”

				“I hope you didn’t see the sex tape.” He winked.

				She felt the heat start up her neck and wash over her face. He stared at her with a fascinated air that made her blush more and turn away.

				“You do that a lot.” He gestured to her face, with that sexy half-grin.

				“You’ll be happy to know I didn’t encounter the video. Even if I had, I wouldn’t watch it. I’d never be able to look you in the eye again.”

				“So now you know I used to be perpetually screwed up.”

				“I only had time to read the Wikipedia entry on you and Reeking Bliss. No music anymore?”

				He touched his chin, brow wrinkled. “No.”

				“Oh.”

				“I got out for a good reason.”

				“I can understand that. People, places, things. Right? But that was ten years ago.”

				“Yeah.” His body was rigid. Clearly, he didn’t want to discuss it.

				“Well, you seem to have conquered your demons.”

				He gave her a sharp look. “You’re a nurse. You know how it goes with that.”

				“I do. You can never get too comfortable. Do you think you’ll get back into music?”

				“No, but who knows?” He quoted her words back at her with a smile.

				Interesting. He didn’t care for his current job but he wasn’t sure enough of his sobriety to risk returning to music.

				She opened her magazine and read until the words blurred. Pulling off her jacket, she stuffed it up against the window. The vibration of the plane, the drone of the engine, were the last things she noticed before nodding off to sleep.

				The intercom crackled. “We’re beginning our approach to Kennedy, folks.”

				She blinked and stretched, then pulled on her jacket.

				Alec glanced over at her. “I envy your ability to fall asleep.”

				She nodded. “You learn quickly when you work nights to take the sleep when you can get it.”

				He handed her a bottle of water.

				“Thanks.”

				Kate and Alec arrived, disembarked and made their way through the terminal.

				She glanced around. This airport was enormous.

				Biting her lip, Kate chanced a look at Alec, pulling his carry-on beside her.

				“Uh, Alec?”

				“Yep.”

				“How are we getting to the hotel? Is there a van or — ”

				“Nah. The show is taking care of transportation. There should be a driver holding up a sign with our names near baggage claim.”

				Oh good.

				Should she tell him now? No. At the hotel. She’d tell him at the hotel. But then he’d try to talk her into it. Tomorrow. First thing.

				Kate gripped the rail on the escalator. Alec’s tall form was slightly ahead of her and easy to track in the crowd. She spotted a thickset man in a black suit with a sign near the bottom of the escalator that read: “Alec Sawyer”.

				Alec approached the man, shook his hand and Kate wheeled her bag up to them.

				“Ready?” the man in the black suit asked, gesturing to the exit.

				Kate smiled and nodded, sliding up next to Alec. They had almost reached the automatic doors when a voice called out, “Alec Sawyer?” Alec’s body brushed against hers as they walked and she felt his body tense. He turned, and with a polite smile, faced the man who hailed him.

				Kate glanced from Alec to the well-groomed businessman, shuffling his feet.

				She stayed close to Alec. His body was still stiff, smile polite, distant.

				“Yes?”

				“The Alec Sawyer? The guitarist for Reeking Bliss?”

				He took two steps toward Alec, radiating excitement. Alec moved forward and away from the doors.

				“Yes.”

				They shook hands, as the man, “a big fan,” introduced himself.

				Alec looked over his shoulder at Kate. “Will you excuse me a minute?”

				“Sure.”

				Did he know all these people?

				Two more men moved closer to Alec. Kate watched wide-eyed as more and more people gathered to get pictures and shake Alec’s hand.

				The people and their requests kept coming. Alec was getting swallowed up in the little crowd. She moved forward to get a better look. His expression was friendly, but not open the way it was with her. People asked him about Bliss.

				“Will you guys get back together?”

				“Are you here in New York to perform?”

				He shook his head, smiling. People took surreptitious pictures of him with their phones. Other people around her murmured, wondering who he was.

				“Is he an actor?”

				“Who is that?”

				A group of girls younger than Emma giggled. “God. He’s hot.”

				Kate grinned. She had to agree.

				Two statuesque brunettes whispered excitedly to one another before approaching him. They asked a bystander to get a photo of them posing with Alec. Each put an arm around him. One kissed his cheek and the other chatted him up. The taller brunette pushed a piece of paper into Alec’s hand.

				Smiling slyly, he tucked it into his jeans pocket.

				Kate’s mouth dropped open. Good Lord! Was it that easy for him? Yikes.

				He allowed a few more pictures and autographs before he backed away, she heard him making excuses.

				He rejoined her and the driver and the three of them made their way to the town car.

				“Does that happen often?” she asked.

				Alec wasn’t exactly besieged, but she was surprised people recognized him.

				“Not often, no.” He held the car door for her, as the driver loaded their bags into the trunk. She scooted across the leather seat.

				“Most people don’t remember what I look like since I’ve been out of the public eye for a number of years. Occasionally, a real die-hard Bliss fan will want something signed. Hold up a sign with my name at a New York airport?” He smiled, glancing meaningfully at the driver, who was pulling out into traffic. “Yeah, some Bliss fans come out of the woodwork. That’s okay. I only mind when they show up at my house.”

				Kate’s hand went to her throat. “Oh, my God.”

				“I had to install security systems in my homes in Los Angeles and Cielito.”

				“Geez.” She sat back and peeked up at him.

				“It was worse back in the day. Bliss had a real cult following, but Cooper got the brunt of the crazies.”

				He hadn’t even played for ten years. When he told her on the phone that his past followed him around she hadn’t understood what that meant. Not until now. Something a lot like sympathy bloomed inside her.

				Because of rush hour traffic, it took ages to get from the airport to the hotel the show had booked for them, but Kate didn’t mind. She rolled down the window a bit and got a good view of the skyline. Alec worked, tapping out texts and emails on his phone, but she caught his amused glance.

				She smiled widely. “Am I gawking?”

				“It’s cute. It’s fun to be with someone who’s experiencing New York for the first time. I don’t even remember my first visit.”

				“No? It’s incredible. The smell — ”

				He laughed. “The smell?”

				“It smells different here, the trees — ”

				“All I smell is exhaust.”

				There were dropped off in front of one of the most expensive, exclusive hotels in the city off Central Park. Horse drawn carriages waited across the street. The lobby was elegant and understated with wood paneling, recessed lighting, and old style lamps. Alec and Kate took the elevator up to their floor. He followed, making sure her key card worked. He pushed her door open and she walked past.

				“Wow.”

				The room was opulent and elegantly understated, with stunning views of the skyline. She felt a twinge of guilt and bit her lip. The television program was paying for all this and she wasn’t even going to go on.

				Alec glanced around. “Nice. Let’s switch rooms,” he offered. “They put me in a suite and you’ll need the extra room with your sister staying. It’s right down the hall.

				“Oh, no. I can’t let you do that. If yours is bigger — ”

				“Sure you can.” He handed her his key card, and slid hers from her fingers. “You’ll spend more time looking out the window than I will. Guaranteed.” He left his bag in the room and she followed him down the hall to the opposite side of the building. He used his key card to open the door and indicated she should enter. His suite was much larger, with views of Central Park and a telescope for bird or people watching.

				“Thanks, Alec.” The guilt surged up and she knocked it down. It couldn’t be helped. Kate checked her watch. “Emma’s train arrives in half an hour. She should be here soon.”

				“We have to be at the studio around six A.M. tomorrow morning.” He headed for the door. “Meet in the lobby at five-thirty?”

				“Great.”

				With a jaunty wave, he pulled open the door and disappeared though the doorway. The heavy door closed soundlessly behind him.

	
Chapter 6

				“Emma.” Kate rapped on the bathroom door. “We need to go. We’re going to be late.”

				They were late. Alec was probably cooling his heels in the lobby. Damn it. Of all times for Emma to be running behind.

				Emma opened the door grumbling. “Keep your shirt on. Geez.”

				Kate checked her phone for the third time in five minutes. Should she tell Alec now? She didn’t want to have to go to the studio.

				“We’re officially late.” Kate grabbed the key card and her bag. “You can meet us down there or take a cab.”

				She needed to get to the lobby and tell him she couldn’t do it. That way he could go without them. Now they had made him late.

				“No, no. I’m ready,” Emma replied, scuttling around the room, collecting her things from where they were strewn on the floor and over various items of furniture.

				Kate twisted her hands together in the elevator and took a deep breath. Would he be angry? She hoped not. He’d been so nice, giving up his room and everything.

				Alec was standing in the lobby near the concierge when Kate and Emma arrived.

				“Ready, ladies?” Alec asked with a cheerful smile.

				“Uh … actually, Alec … I,” Kate said.

				Alec put a hand behind her back and steered her toward the doors, Emma trailing behind. “Can you tell me in the car?”

				Kate bit her lip. What should she say? This was hard. He was so nice. And Emma was going to be really disappointed.

				Tough.

				Kate sat next to Emma on the wide leather seat, across from the glass partition separating the driver.

				She glanced at Emma.

				Emma caught her eye, nodded to Alec and mouthed “hot.”

				Kate widened her eyes, shaking her head. She adjusted her neckline, her fingers searching for, but not finding the locket.

				Emma’s hazel eyes narrowed. “Where’s Mom’s locket?”

				Alec looked up from his phone, eyebrows raised.

				Kate bit her lip. “I lost it.”

				“You lost it? After all this time? Where?”

				“On the beach.” Kate frowned at her sister with a small shake of her head.

				“Oh, Kate!”

				“You lost your mom’s locket on the beach that day?” Alec asked, giving her a direct look.

				Kate waved a hand airily. “It’s okay. It wasn’t valuable or anything.”

				“It was invaluable,” Emma insisted. “You haven’t taken it off since Mom died, not even to shower.”

				Kate blew out a breath with exasperation. “Yes. It sucks. It really sucks, but it’s gone.”

				“Did you try — ” Emma said.

				Her throat thickened and she stared up at the roof. “Emma. Please. Not now.”

				Emma pressed her lip together mutinously, but remained silent.

				The limo pulled up to the studio.

				“Wait. I … I can’t.” Kate said.

				Alec and Emma stared at her.

				“Can’t what?” Emma said.

				Kate took a deep breath. “I can’t do this.”

				The driver opened the door. Kate scooted over and closed it.

				Alec put a hand out to her.

				“It’s normal to be scared. You can do it, trust me. You’ll be nervous but you’ll loosen up.” He shot her a crooked grin.

				Kate shook her head. Once. Hard. She met Alec’s gaze evenly. “No.”

				Emma started to protest. “But, Kate — ”

				“I mean it. I’m not going on the show. I’m sorry.” Kate’s eyes filled with tears and she covered her face with her hands.

				Raising her head, she whispered, “Please.”

				Alec sighed. “All right. I’ll explain. You sit with Emma in the studio audience. Will that work?”

				Kate let out the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. “Yes.”

				Emma was staring at her wide-eyed. “Kate, what the hell?”

				Kate ignored her. Alec opened the door and they filed out. Once inside the building their group was hustled into elevator and up to the studio.

				An assistant took Emma to her seat in the front row. Kate followed and took the seat next to her. The woman looked down at her clipboard and frowned.

				“I’m only supposed to seat the sister,” she said. “Who are you?”

				“I’m the other sister.”

				She cocked her head. “The one who made the rescue?”

				“Yeah. I’ve decided not to go on.”

				The woman raised her eyebrows and her lips twisted. “I’ll have to get the okay on that. You can sit there in the meantime.”

				She strode away.

				“I can’t believe you, “Emma hissed. “What’s wrong? Why don’t you want to go on?”

				Kate glanced at her, settling herself onto the padded seat. “I don’t want to be on television.”

				Emma frowned. “Then why did you come?” Her eyes widened. “Oh. Free trip to New York. Brilliant.”

				Heat rose in Kate’s cheeks. “No, I … I thought I could. But I can’t.”

				Emma shrugged. “Whatever. After this we can spend the day together.”

				Kate and Emma sat through endless news updates. Finally they showed clips of the town of Cielito and surfers riding waves.

				Alec walked out, glanced at Kate in the audience and gave her a little wave. He shook hands with Bethany Lucas and Jim Robinson, the co-hosts, before taking a seat on the couch. Alec’s dark gray suit fit him perfectly, only his longish hair kept him from looking outrageously conservative.

				Kate perched on the edge of her chair.

				The hostess frowned. “We thought there would be two guests this morning … ” She glanced over her shoulder at the producer shaking his head.

				“Yeah, well, you’ll have to make do with me this morning. She’s shy.”

				Bethany Lucas laughed. “She is?”

				Jim Robinson peered out into the bright lights. “Is she here?” He pressed a hand to his ear and announced, “They tell me she’s here. Redhead in the front row.”

				Kate stiffened in the seat, afraid to draw a breath.

				Alec lost his smile.

				“Aww. Tell her to come on up. We’ll be gentle,” Bethany said.

				A man in a faux western shirt with very short hair covered by headphones, and an electronic tablet in one hand tried to draw Kate out of her chair.

				Kate struggled. The audience laughed.

				Jim Robinson stood up, beckoning.

				“There she is!” Bethany Lucas announced gaily.

				Cameras swung in their direction. Kate stilled mid-struggle and tried to block Emma from the cameras. There were several directed at them and she didn’t know which was on. Rather than get into a wrestling match with the determined chic gentleman with the vise-like grip, Kate allowed herself to be pulled toward the stairs and onto the stage.

				There was applause and laughter from the audience. Kate felt her cheeks warm. A staff member clipped a microphone on her dress and gave her a push in the direction of the set.

				Bethany took her hand and winked at her. Alec stood, and led her shaking body to the couch next to him.

				“So Alec, can you tell us what happened?” Bethany asked.

				Alec recounted the events of that morning. Kate watched his lips as he spoke, mesmerized by that beautiful mobile mouth. He laughed at something the host said, revealing teeth slightly uneven on the bottom row. She could’ve watched him talk forever, his square jaw moving, his sensual lips opening as he said … Wait, what’s he saying?

				She sat forward, eyes wide with alarm. Oh my God. Here she was on live national television mooning over Alec Sawyer and paying no attention whatsoever to what he was saying. How long had she been staring at him?

				She tuned in to hear an absurdly modest re-telling of his role in the rescue. He credited Kate with noticing the missing surfer, recovering him, leading the charge to the beach and the rescue breathing.

				“Did you think it could’ve been a shark attack?” The hostess was clearly enamored with Alec. If she moved any closer she’d be sitting on him.

				Alec shook his head. “No. Shark attacks on surfers are rare. When it happens, it’s usually because the outline of the board below the water looks like a seal. We’re more of a threat to them than they are to us. Lots of surfers have seen sharks — ”

				“Have you?” Bethany asked, leaning forward, titillated.

				Alec shrugged. “Sure. I’ve been surfing in California for fifteen years. They don’t bother me and I don’t bother them.”

				She gave a little shudder. “You’re very brave.” Bethany actually batted her eyes at him. Kate fought with a grin and lost.

				Alec had a polite smile, what she had come to think of as his airport smile, firmly in place. How disturbing that she was able to differentiate between his smiles after two days. She was as smitten as this television hostess.

				Jim, the male co-host, turned to Kate with his thousand mega-watt smile. He led her gently, as though he’d seen a lot of nervous people on this couch. He started with a few questions about her job and Cielito, before asking for details about the rescue. Eager to set the record straight, Kate forgot to be nervous and launched into her take on the events of that morning.

				“I couldn’t have gotten the man, Doug, out of the water without Alec. And without Alec calling nine-one-one, Doug would’ve had no chance, so I have to take issue with Alec’s version of things.” She shook her head at him.

				The reporter nodded, his silence encouraging Kate to continue.

				“The Cielito paramedics, firefighters, and police who responded did a great job. And of course, I have to mention the wonderful team at Cielito Community Hospital who are still caring for him.”

				“Yes, but it was a very brave thing you did. Your parents must be very proud of you,” Bethany said.

				Kate swallowed, caught off-guard. To her horror, her throat thickened. Blinking rapidly to hold back tears, she turned instinctively to Alec. He leaned toward Kate, and captured her hand.

				“Kate’s father wasn’t around. When her mother died, cancer, right Kate?”

				She nodded.

				“Kate raised her younger sister,” he said.

				There was a collective gasp from the audience.

				She looked out into the sea of faces, spotted Emma and the sisters exchanged tearful smiles.

				“She’s an amazing woman. I know her sister is proud of her.” He squeezed her hand and she returned the squeeze, indebted to him. The last few moments of the interview, Jim turned a glittering smile on Alec.

				“You two seem very comfortable. Rescue leads to romance?” His gaze lingered on their still joined hands, a knowing smile on his thin lips.

				Kate’s body stiffened.

				What the heck? They met the day before yesterday!

				“No.” She blurted, tugging her hand from Alec’s. She felt more than saw Alec brace himself. She racked her brain. She couldn’t embarrass him after he covered for her mini-break down on national television.

				“He’s a lawyer.” Tense with nerves, it came out a lot more horrified than she intended.

				The audience laughed and Alec’s eyes lit with merriment. He put his hand to his chest as if she had wounded him deeply and there was more laughter from both the co-hosts and the audience.

				“There you have it folks,” Bethany said. “The transformation from bad-boy to model citizen is complete. We want to thank Alec and Kate for acting so heroically and making this world a better place. I know there’s a surfer out in California who owes his life to the two of you.”

				The hostess turned away to face the audience. “Thanks for being with us this morning.” They went to commercial. Kate closed her eyes and prayed her father wasn’t watching.

	
Chapter 7

				Kate and Emma took the limo back to the hotel. Alec had several more talk shows and interviews. Exhausted, Kate wanted nothing more than to go upstairs and curl up in that big hotel bed until her flight out tomorrow. She looked longingly at the elevator bank.

				“I need coffee, Em, if I’m going to keep up with you today.”

				“I can’t believe we get to spend the day together in New York City,” Emma squealed. “If only I didn’t have an exam tomorrow. I miss you, Kate.”

				“Me too, Em. More than you know. What should we do?”

				“Shop,” Emma said.

				Kate tensed and a groan escaped her.

				Emma narrowed her eyes.

				“How about some tourist stuff instead, like the Empire State Building or Times Square?”

				Emma’s lips stretched into a thin line. “No. And no museums. D.C. is full of museums. Please, Kate, the shopping in New York is to die for.”

				Kate stifled a sigh. “We can’t spend all day shopping. Why don’t we go to Central Park or Times Square first?” And hopefully, run out of time for shopping.

				Emma agreed with bad grace. “Fine.”

				“It’s a compromise.” She smiled at Emma who wouldn’t meet her gaze.

				Why did it have to be so difficult? Why couldn’t Emma understand that her college costs precluded things like a shopping spree in New York? Kate was stretched pretty thin these days but it was never any use pleading poverty with her sister. Emma would just bring up the insurance money. What was left of the insurance money would barely cover her tuition at the private college she attended, never mind room, board, and books.

				“Just  …  please, Kate, I’ll go along to your tourist spots if you promise we can hit Bergdorf’s before my train.”

				Kate gave a short nod. “But how much — ”

				Emma sigh was long and loud. “I don’t know how much I’ll need Kate. I haven’t been there.”

				Kate twisted her hands together. Emma had zero ability to budget and claimed her class schedule was too rigorous to get a part-time job. They would fight and end the day on a bad note, with Kate falling into her nay saying ways. Something of her conflict must have registered on her face, because Emma examined her closely.

				“Don’t worry, I won’t break the bank,” she said, softly.

				Emma gave her a one-armed hug and just like that, Kate’s frustration vanished. It was impossible to stay mad at her sister.

				As they wandered the city, Emma chatted about friends and school and Kate studied her. She’d never known anyone like Emma — incredibly naive, good-natured, and volatile. So volatile. Emma felt things viscerally, but her ease bouncing back from major and minor setbacks in life was awe-inspiring. Parenting Emma through the traumatic high school years had been agonizing. Granted, Kate had always been more emotionally stable than Emma. But lately she wondered if it was easy to be stable when you didn’t take risks. Was she cautious to a fault, self-protective and responsible because she’d had to be or because that was her nature? Whichever. She promised herself and Ava that she would step out of her comfort zone.

				Kate considered her sister. Though they shared the shape of their mother’s eyes and her mouth, Emma had fine straight, strawberry-blonde hair and hazel eyes. She was taller than Kate, but not by much.

				A few hours later, they sat outside a bakery, eating pastries and people watching. Emma was talking and Kate realized she’d tuned her sister out.

				“I’m sorry, Em. What were you saying?”

				“I’m going to try to find him. Just thought you should know.”

				Kate stared, breath frozen in her lungs.

				“Why do you always react like this when I bring up Dad?” Emma frowned. “It’s natural to be curious. My friends at school wonder why I’ve never even met him.”

				“Emma. We weren’t adopted. We’ve lived in the same town our whole lives. If he wanted to know us, he could have.” A tiny lie, as lies went.

				“I want to meet him,” she insisted, stubbornly. “The holidays will be here in a couple of weeks. Maybe he’d want to spend them with us.”

				Kate couldn’t keep the horror from her expression. “I don’t think he’s a good guy.”

				“You always say that. What does that even mean?”

				“It means I think he’s a creep.” Kate picked her pastry apart, schooling her features into neutrality.

				“Do you remember him?”

				“Well, no, not really.” Kate could feel her sister’s eyes boring holes in her and refused to meet them, keeping her expression carefully blank and her eyes on her plate.

				“Did Mom tell you he was a creep?” Emma pressed.

				Kate took a sip of her tea to wet her suddenly dry mouth. “No. The Morgans did. Mom didn’t mention him much.”

				Be vague.

				Emma cocked her head. “Don’t quote Diana and Roy Morgan to me. You’ve always put too much stock in what they say.”

				“How can you say that, Emma? The Morgans were Mom’s best friends. They helped with everything after she died.”

				Emma shrugged. “Don’t you think it’s weird he hasn’t tried to contact us? I mean, he’s our father. And if it was about child support, now that I’m eighteen he doesn’t have to worry about that.”

				“Honestly, I don’t think contacting him is a good idea. Diana says — ”

				“Well, I want to meet him and decide for myself.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “And I’m tired of hearing about what Diana says. It’s not her family.”

				Kate closed her eyes behind the sunglasses. “I don’t want you to contact him. I’m serious, Emma.”

				“I don’t care,” she said, equally firm, “I’m going to try to find him.”

				Heart racing, desperate, Kate tried the truth. “Em, he’s a really bad person.”

				“How do you know?” Emma narrowed her eyes. “Have you had contact with him?”

				“No,” she said.

				“Well. It’s my decision.” She gave Kate a nod, then smiled. “Let’s not fight about it, ’kay?”

				Kate tossed enough money on the table to cover their drinks and desserts then stood, looking at her sister. Emma didn’t always follow through on things. Maybe school would keep her busy enough that she wouldn’t pursue it. Maybe their father would be hard for her to find.

				“So, what kind of things are you going to need for the ski trip?” Kate asked.

				Emma looked up, brows creased. “What ski trip?”

				Kate’s eyes widened. “The ski trip you need five hundred dollars for?”

				Emma turned away, “Oh. Oh, yeah.” She gave a strangled laugh “Everything’s included.”

				Kate peered at her, frowning. “Everything? What about a ski jacket? All you have is your coat and — ”

				“Don’t worry about it okay? I can borrow what I need. C’mon. Onward.” Emma pulled away and led them to the street to flag a cab. Kate watched her retreating back, puzzled.

				A cab drove up. Emma opened the door, scooting into the rear seat.

				“Bergdorf’s, please.” Kate said, climbing in. They settled into the pleather seat.

				Emma’s cell phone rang and she squealed. “Kate, mind if I get this? That’s Angie’s ringtone.”

				Kate waved her hand and stared out the window, lost in thought.

				Before she died, their mother, Marilyn Gibson, insisted Kate wasn’t to contact their father, Matt. She refused to say why and each time Kate brought it up her mom became more and more agitated until finally Kate stopped mentioning him. After her mother’s death, in search of answers, Kate brought up the issue of their father with her mom’s best friend Diana Morgan. Diana had arranged a meeting with the lawyer, Aldrich, who handled the will. She clearly remembered sitting in the legal office with Aldrich and Diana.

				“What about our dad?” Kate said. “Shouldn’t he get custody of Emma instead of me?”

				“Over my dead body,” Diana said.

				“I think, Ms. Gibson, if you review these documents, you’ll see why we want you to have custody,” the attorney said, quietly.

				Both people in the room looked at her with varying degrees of pity.

				Kate eyed the thick file in his hands. “Marilyn Gibson” was written in pen on the front and at the tab. Aldrich handed it to Kate and she opened the folder, flipping through the papers and pausing to skim each one.

				Legal documents, police reports, court filings, Polaroid’s  …  Shock fled and horror took its place. She hunched over, fingers trembling, stomach leaden. This was what her mother couldn’t tell her about her father? This was why he was never mentioned?

				Shaking her head, Kate went through the papers again, calculating dates. She paused and held a hand to her increasingly sick stomach, then moved it to cover her mouth. Kate lurched out of the chair, dumped the papers from her lap and fell to her knees.

				Diana grabbed the trashcan from behind the desk and put it in front of her.

				When there was nothing left in her stomach, Kate sat weakly and stared at the floor.

				“I’m so sorry, honey,” Diana whispered. “There is no easy way to tell you these things and your mom couldn’t.”

				• • •

				“Kate? Kate?” Emma gave her a strange look. “Sheesh. You were totally zoned out.” The cab had stopped. Kate fixed a smile firmly to her mouth before paying the cabbie. When Emma turned eighteen Kate had finally stopped looking over her shoulder. There was no way she would let Emma bring that man into their lives now. No way.

	
Chapter 8

				The hotel room phone rang, jolting Kate out of her reverie. How long had she been in the bathtub anyway? She had needed to soak the city grime off after a day of running around Manhattan with Emma. Exhausted and hungry, she eyed the corner of the bathroom that housed the toilet and a phone. This place was outrageous. Why was there a phone next to the toilet anyway? Gross. She wrapped herself in the luxurious white bath sheet and picked up the receiver with a wet hand.

				“Kate?” a familiar male voice asked.

				Her heart leapt in her chest, then accelerated. She heard his voice, her body responded. Not good. “Hey, Alec.”

				“Did I wake you?”

				“No, I was taking a bath.”

				There was a long silence. God. Did that sound like a come on?

				She changed the subject hastily. “Do you have a phone next to your toilet too?”

				He laughed. “Yes, but I’m not calling from that phone.”

				“Oh. Good.”

				“Yeah.” Alec responded with another short laugh. “Are you interested in dinner?”

				“I am pretty hungry. What time is our flight out in the morning?”

				“Early. Eight, maybe? So, dinner out?”

				“Sounds great,” she said, pulling the towel tightly across her body.

				“Does your sister want to join us?” Alec asked.

				“She went back to D.C. I dropped her at Grand Central.”

				“Excellent,” Alec said.

				Kate’s heart rate kicked up another notch.

				They made arrangements to meet in a half-hour.

				Kate hung up and attempted to quell the jitters. Geez. Relax. It’s just dinner.

				She wasn’t quite ready when he knocked at her door, but she opened it. There he stood, so good-looking in navy pants and a white shirt, he made her mouth water.

				What would he do if she grabbed his shirt and yanked him into her room? She thought about what it would be like to lose her virginity to him. It was probably akin to getting your learner’s permit, then climbing behind the wheel of a Porsche to cruise the Autobahn. She indulged the fantasy. She’d have to climb him like a tree, since he was almost a foot taller than her. She imagined trying to wrestle his mouth down to hers, licking his lips apart and meeting his tongue. Arousal burned through her, thickening her blood, bringing heat rolling through her body.

				He still stood in the doorway, looking puzzled.

				Crap. How long had she been staring at him? He was probably accustomed to women lusting over him. Doubtless he had fought off overeager fans and groupies many times. She mumbled something about putting on her shoes and escaped into the bedroom.

				• • •

				Alec watched the graceful sway of her hips as she walked into the bedroom and shut the door. There was something disturbingly sexy and quietly innocent about Kate. And then there was that black number she was wearing. She had a hot body. And that dress clung to every curve. He wanted to grab her arms, hold them over her head and have her turn slowly in front of him so he could see the slopes, the dips, and valleys.

				What was this odd combination of lust and tenderness she stirred in him? Was she even aware of his X-rated thoughts? She certainly kept him at arm’s length. Ever since that morning of the rescue she had played a starring role in most of his fantasies. Siren Kate, with her soulful, green eyes and masses of unruly, thick red wavy hair. What would she do if he pushed his way into the room, and kissed and stroked her until she let him deep into her warm, wet body? Arousal swept through him and he glanced down. He was rock hard. What the hell was that? She was not his type. She wasn’t, right? He felt the blood rush through him as he closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and sighed. He needed to get her out of this room before he did something he desperately wanted.

				They walked to an exclusive restaurant a few blocks from the hotel. Two leisurely hours later, he pushed back from the table. Had she noticed he couldn’t keep his eyes off her over dinner? Her body, her looks, her quick wit, everything about her captivated him. She laughed through his anecdotes about traveling and playing overseas, and told a few uproariously funny stories about working as a nurse. Funny and hot. A pretty fantastic combination, if only she weren’t so young. Besides, she wasn’t his type. Not his type.

				The evening air had turned brisk while they were in the restaurant so he helped her into her jacket on the street.

				“It’s a nice night. Would you like to take the long way back?” he asked.

				“Sure.”

				They had only made it a few blocks but he was so attuned to her, he noticed the faint hitch in her stride. He’d been out with enough women to know the combination of high heels and city streets could be lethal.

				“Let’s grab a drink somewhere,” he said, not ready for the evening to end.

				Behind them was a bar advertising karaoke every night. She pointed to the sign hopefully and he shook his head. No way. She grabbed his hand, a sly smile on her face and dragged him into the bar. They sat at a table and a waiter with a bored air approached them.

				“I’m a little fuzzy from the wine with dinner.” She smiled. “I’ll have a soda.”

				“Two Cokes,” he said to the waiter.

				“Is this okay? Are you comfortable in bars?” she asked, her face registering concern.

				“Not a problem.” He leaned back in the chair. Bars didn’t bother him, not anymore. He took a lot of meetings in bars and restaurants. Being around a bunch of idiots using? That was a different story. He still went out of his way to avoid situations like that.

				The drunken joker on stage tortured them with a rendition of ‘New York, New York’ — then finished the song and wobbled off stage.

				Kate rose and held out her hand. “Sing with me.”

				“Hell, no.”

				“Suit yourself.” With a grin she backed away, moving toward the stage.

				“Are you going to?”

				Her grin widened. “This is my new leaf, Alec. Our little adventure knocked some sense into me. I’m going to do the things I’ve always wanted to do.”

				“Don’t you think you’re kinda young for a bucket list, Kate?”

				She laughed but backed up another step, arm extended again, fear mingling with hope in her eyes.

				He pointed at the stage. “Does that scare you?”

				She stopped, wide-eyed and nodding. “Of course it does. No sane person sings in public.”

				He pretended to take offense, raising his eyebrows and ducking his chin.

				“C’mon. Show me the ropes.” Her eyes sparkled with excitement.

				He glanced around. There were no more than two-dozen people in the place, and only a handful in the back near the karaoke machine and stage.

				“Really? I haven’t sung publicly in ten years and this is where I’m staging my comeback?” he grumbled, rising.

				She waited, head cocked, hand extended.

				He took her hand and helped her onto the tiny stage.

				They flipped through the songs. He couldn’t help teasing her about her musical tastes. They were atrocious. She insulted his right back and settled on a Gloria Gaynor song. He picked a recent Spade song which nicely encapsulated the life of a rock star.

				“Perfect,” she said when he pointed to it. “I programmed my cell to play that when you call,” she blurted out, smiling when his jaw dropped. He was ridiculously pleased to hear that. His own ringtone.

				“Ladies first.”

				“No! Please. Age before beauty.” Her eyes pleaded with him.

				“You sure you want to follow this act?” he purred, gesturing to himself while he stripped off his jacket.

				He couldn’t believe he had butterflies. In a karaoke bar. He shook his head then picked up the microphone. He didn’t need the words on the screen. By the second verse, he was transported back to that familiar place. Excitement and adrenaline surging through him. The sheer joy of belting out the song.

				God, how he had missed this. 

				He was only performing for one person, but it could have been a stadium full of people and he would have felt the same way. He grinned at Kate as she danced, her arms linked above her head, swaying, lost in the music. Turning round, her hips teased him as her lithe body twisted sinuously and her lush mouth shaped the words. Others in the bar had joined in, shouting out the infectious chorus. Typical Spade song.

				He put down the microphone, energized, excited and happy. More than that. It had always been this way. How could he have forgotten?

				Kate’s expression reflected his mood. The shouts, cheers and catcalls from the other patrons finally sank in. One guy in the back held up the image of a lit lighter on his cell phone. Alec bowed, laughing.

				Stepping down in front of Kate he gestured to the stage indicating her turn, grinning hugely. The noise in the bar had risen exponentially.

				She pulled his head down and said, sobering, “There is no way I can follow that performance.”

				She leaned back, wide-eyed.

				“How ’bout I sing it with you?”

				“You’d do that?” Her eyebrows arched. “Really? That song?”

				They each picked up a microphone. Once the audience heard the opening bars, there was a collective groan from the patrons. Alec started singing. Kate followed his lead. This time, they were nearly booed off stage. Before they were halfway through the song she was bent in half, incapacitated by laughter. Since she was unable to get out most of the lyrics, he covered for her, maintaining his professional aplomb throughout. He grinned, watching her laugh herself silly.

				“Your turn,” she said wheezing when the song finally ended. She wiped a hand over streaming eyes and put down her microphone. “I don’t think the rock star life is for me.”

				To his surprise and her obvious pleasure, he agreed to sing another song, then another. People at the bar shouted requests at him.

				• • •

				Two hours later, Kate and Alec exited the bar. Kate ran a hand still shaking with exhaustion and excitement through her disheveled hair. What a night. She carried her shoes, toes too sore to put them back on, even for the short walk from the bar to the cab.

				She stared at him as he tried to catch the attention of a taxi driver. He had been transformed up there into someone larger than life. Why on earth was this incredibly talented, sexy, guy practicing law?

				He finally hailed a cab, opened the door and gestured for her to precede him into the rear seat.

				She couldn’t take her eyes off him, mesmerized. “Alec, you were awesome.”

				He grinned and shifted in the seat.

				“No, seriously. You came alive back there. It was amazing.”

				The cab stopped abruptly and threw them forward. The driver cursed at a car he had barely missed. Kate and Alec shared a glance and something moved between them. Kate turned toward him, somehow in motion, sliding across the imitation leather of the bench seat. Alec’s hands came up, met her torso and yanked her into his arms so quickly and efficiently the next thing she knew she straddled him, her dress hiked up to her hips. His hand reached up and gripped the back of her head. He leaned in, licking his way inside her mouth, devouring her.

				He dragged his lips across hers, changing the angle, teasing one moment then hard, rough, and deep the next. He used his other hand to press her hips down tightly against his. It should have been uncomfortable, awkward, kissing in the back of a moving cab, instead it felt natural. She melted into him.

				It wasn’t as though she had never been kissed. But this, this, was far beyond her experience. Beyond her comprehension. The feel of his big warm hands through her dress, the scrape of his jaw against her skin, her cheeks, her neck, increased her arousal until it was a hard, painful insistent ache. It was the most erotic thing she had ever experienced. The movement of the cab only added to the magic.

				She moaned. Lust mingled with frustration, muffled by his mouth. His grip on her hips tightened and she became aware of his raging erection, as it pressed, almost painfully, against the thin, now damp barrier of her panties. Kate squirmed, pushed down with her hips, wild to get closer. She ran her hands down the front of his chest, over hot, hard muscles, the ridges of his abdomen, and lower until his hands met hers at his zipper. She pulled back, startled, then met his gaze and felt a momentary panic. His face was all hard planes and intensity, flushed with desire, his blue eyes ablaze with passion.

				She might have said something, might have ended it, but he yanked her into him with a growl. Her whole body was swept away with sensation, pliant, aching, boneless. Her hands slid up and found their way into his thick, satiny, gloriously too long hair.

				He moved her dress down, over her shoulders, his fingertips rough against her heated skin. She shuddered, barely aware of the downward path of the zipper in back, as he kissed, licked and sucked his way down her neck and collarbone.

				Her hands tightened in his hair, urging him on, down further, to her breasts where he sucked and bit at them through the lace mesh of her black bra. She opened her eyes and watched his mouth and tongue against her bra-covered breasts and ground herself down against his erection, mindlessly trying to get closer, wanting more. The pleasure was shocking, dizzying.

				Some distant part of her recognized she was out of control. Hell, they were out of control. She could feel tremors wrack him and heard his panting breaths. He reached between her legs.

				She froze.

				She pushed his hands away, frantically. He lifted his head, looked into her eyes and groaned, moving his hands away.

				Kate scrambled off him, mortified, unable to make eye contact with Alec or the cab driver who stared at them in the rear view mirror. The cab had stopped. How long had they been sitting in front of the hotel? Squelching hysteria, she pulled the door handle, scrambled onto the sidewalk and dashed past the bellhop a few feet away.

				He winked at her.

				Oh my God. 

				Ducking her head, she made for the hotel lobby and elevator, dress still partially unzipped. She clenched the material tightly under her arms to keep it on. She took a panicked step toward the stairs at the end of the lobby, just then the elevator dinged its arrival. Heart racing, key card in hand, she rushed in and pushed her floor. The doors were half closed when a white shirt-clad arm thrust between them. She shrank back into the farthest corner, stared at the number panel and bit her lip. She felt rather than saw him look at her as he entered.

				“Kate.” Alec’s voice was still husky from arousal.

				She peered at him through tousled hair.

				“I take it you don’t want to continue this upstairs?” His tone was matter-of-fact.

				A wave of mortification rose and crested, scorching her neck and face. “N-no.”

				They rode up the rest of the way in silence. He walked her to her room and she said a quiet goodnight. After she closed the door, she slid down onto the carpet.

				A rap made her jump.

				“Don’t forget to lock the top,” he said.

				“Thanks,” she said, weakly.

				God. What had she been thinking? Clearly she hadn’t. He would probably return to his room and call one of the brunettes from the airport. Or both. Or a supermodel. Whoever. Anyone but her. He was definitely not the person to risk her heart with.

	
Chapter 9

				Alec was grateful she hadn’t brought up the previous evening’s antics on the flight back. He spent most of the time in the car, at the airport, and during the flight conducting business — on the phone and computer. Kate was polite, but distant. He could tell she was still mortified, obviously uncomfortable around him. She studiously avoided all eye contact.

				What had he been thinking? He knew his way around women, but he’d never lost control like that before. What was it about her, this girl, that made her so different from the others?

				She buried herself in her e-reader for a few hours, before falling fast asleep. She hadn’t reclined the seat so he moved his laptop into the seat pocket and leaned over to do it for her. As he straightened, he got a whiff of her intoxicating scent — something fresh and floral. Images of the previous evening in the cab flashed before him and he felt himself harden. Stunned, he sat the rest of the way back in his seat, staring down at his lap in disbelief. That was the second time in two days! She wasn’t even his type. Not at all. He didn’t go for short, pale, redheads. Apparently his body hadn’t gotten the message. She was beautiful in her own way, but without a hint of glamour or sophistication. He wasn’t interested in her. But if that were true, what the hell happened last night?

				Kate was  …  fun. Happy. Down to earth. And here he was, next to her, fully aroused, the day after he’d lost his freaking mind with her in the back of a cab in Manhattan. Bizarre. Maybe he was experiencing an early mid-life crisis.

				She said good-bye at the airport as she left for her connecting flight to Cielito, still barely making eye contact. A strange combination of relief mixed with pique swept through him. Apparently, she wanted nothing to do with him. He took a car from the Los Angeles airport home.

				As he unpacked his bag, his cell rang. He smiled at the familiar number. Asher Lowe. Rock star, lead singer and front man for Spade and his best friend since they had started out in the LA music scene all those years ago.

				“Ash.”

				“What the fuck, man?” The voice on the other end of the line was indignant.

				Alec frowned. “What?”

				“It’s bad enough you don’t call when you do something heroic  … ”

				“Yeah, yeah. Like you care.”

				“You wound me, man.”

				Alec laughed.

				“But this?” Asher said.

				“Dude. I have no idea what you’re talking about. My flight just landed.”

				“My inbox is full. There’s a video circulating of you singing my song at a karaoke bar.”

				Alec froze, dirty laundry in hand. So much for not wanting the media back in his life. There would be speculation about his performance for weeks. He had no idea anyone had recorded him last night. But of course they had. Everyone had video capability on his or her cell phone these days. He looked heavenward and gave a short laugh.

				“And who is the smokin’ hot chick with you? She is not your usual type,” Asher said. “Are you back in, dude? Cause I got first dibs if you are. I’d give my right arm to collaborate with you.”

				“That was the extent of my comeback for now, but why don’t we meet for lunch or something later in the week. I’ve been considering other options lately.”

				“Other options?” Asher’s tone was sharp. “Don’t tease me. Are you getting back in?”

				“Asher, I have so much going on right now at this rate I’ll never get to Cielito. Let’s get together later in the week. I’ll be in town Thursday.”

				“Shit. I’m out of town Thursday. Promoting in Japan all week. The week after, okay?”

				“You know you’re always welcome in Cielito.”

				Asher sighed. “Tell you what, I’ll spend a few days there at the end of the month. I should be able to wrap up this promotional stuff by then. We head back into the studio after the first of the year.”

				• • •

				Five days after the rescue, Kate strode out of the hospital, searching her bag for her cell phone. She pulled it out and checked the face. Two missed calls from her sister.

				What now?

				She wished Emma would just call to chat, but lately the only time she called was when she needed something, and that something was usually money. Maybe Kate would call back after she’d slept. It would take energy to deal with her sister. Energy she didn’t have after all these twelve-hour night shifts. If nursing were this tough three years out of college, she could only imagine how hard it would be in twenty or thirty years. And it wasn’t only the effect on the rest of her life. Work had been crazy since she had come back from New York. They had been inundated with patients on her floor and the night shift was not well equipped to handle it.

				Craig Billingsly, M.D., cardiothoracic surgeon, leaned against the door to her car.

				She halted mid-stride, the air leaving her lungs in a whoosh. “Dr. Billingsly,” she said.

				“Please, call me Craig.” His eyes twinkled. “We’re barely on hospital grounds.”

				Just yesterday she passed a new billboard with his giant, handsome face promoting Cielito Community Hospital and touting his experience. The public relations department was determined to milk his impeccable credentials and reputation for excellence in surgery for all it was worth. Heart patients were coming in droves, some from hundreds of miles away.

				“I was hoping you’d join me for dinner Saturday night. I checked the schedule. You’re off.”

				Her palms were sweating. She took a deep breath. She’d promised Ava she’d try. And he’d been really nice and collegial last week when he sat with her in the cafeteria. His insights on nursing care for his post-op cardiac patients were invaluable. She really didn’t want to date people she worked with, but where else was she supposed to meet guys?

				Take risks. This guy had to be a safer bet than Alec Sawyer.

				“Sure. I’d love to.”

				Shivering in the crisp morning air, she hugged herself. She hadn’t thought to change out of her scrubs or grab a jacket from her locker.

				He beamed at her. “Terrific. Pick you up at six-thirty? We’ll have dinner at Chez Henri.”

				“Great.”

				He raised a hand and walked by her toward the hospital, the strong odor of his woodsy scent lingering in the early morning air. He sure did lather on the cologne.

	
Chapter 10

				Her doorbell rang at six-thirty exactly. Kate stroked up the nape of her neck, checking her chignon. She hoped she was dressed appropriately for Chez Henri on a Saturday night. She smoothed the little scarlet dress over her hips, grabbed her only clutch and opened the door.

				His eyes widened appreciatively. “You look beautiful.”

				“Thanks.” She licked her lips nervously and noticed his gaze lingered at her mouth.

				“Nice car.” Parked in the curve of the driveway was a shining ebony beast of a Mercedes.

				“That thing? It’s nothing. My actual car is being serviced, so I got a loaner from the dealer.”

				Locking the door to the cottage, she tottered the few steps to where he held the door of the black sedan open for her. This was a real date. She gave him points for helping her into the car. Help she could use in a tight fitting dress and four inch heels.

				“So, Craig.” It felt weird to call him that. “I don’t know anything about you. Are you from around here?”

				“No,” he said. “Alabama.” He steered the big black car onto the street.

				She moved back in her seat to examine him. “Alabama? You don’t have an accent.”

				“I got rid of it. Accents make you sound ignorant.”

				She pressed her lips together and shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

				He glanced over at her and sighed. “Let’s get the trivial stuff out of the way, shall we? My father was a minister. Very, what’s the term he would use? Strict. My mother had eight children with him. Well, there were eight of us. My older brother drowned in a flash flood when we were kids.”

				Kate stared at him, awash in mixture of horror and sympathy. “Gosh. I’m so sorry. I … I don’t know what to say. How horrible for you and your family.”

				He shrugged. “It’s in the past. I got out of that podunk town as fast as I could. Never looked back. Don’t like to talk about it.” He sent her a smile, teeth gleaming in the dark car.

				Kate twisted her hands together in her lap. It must be his cologne that was making her slightly nauseous. Or that harrowing childhood experience. “Still — ”

				“I don’t like to talk about that stuff, if that’s okay with you.”

				“Sure,” she murmured. “So, do you like Chez Henri?”

				“Eh. It’s okay, considering the limited options in town.”

				“Oh, good.”

				This was so much more awkward than she imagined. And she’d imagined it would be pretty damn awkward. They lucked out with a parking spot right in front. Craig helped her out of the car and held the door on their way into the restaurant. He gave his name to the man at the podium.

				“It’ll be a few minutes. Would you care to wait at the bar?”

				“Certainly,” Craig said.

				Kate settled herself onto a barstool.

				“What’ll you have?” the bartender asked.

				Craig looked at Kate in askance.

				“I’ll have a glass of Pinot Noir,” Kate said.

				“ River Myst Haven?” the man asked.

				“Perfect,” Kate replied.

				“And you, sir?”

				“A margarita, rocks, with your finest tequila. No salt,” Craig said.

				Craig asked her some questions about her family. He’d seen the interview on the morning show, so he knew she’d lost her mom to cancer. He was attentive and curious as he asked about her struggles as a hybrid sister-and-mother.

				Before she knew it, she was opening up to him about her desire to travel.

				“Oh, Kate. Traveling outside the United States sounds wonderful, but in reality it’s a major headache. You can’t imagine the inconveniences, even in Europe. They don’t use the same currency; the outlets require converters and a host of other horrors.” He shuddered. “I loathe foreign travel.”

				She deflated.

				He pulled his phone out of his pants pocket. Kate glanced at it. What was that on the face of it? A bright red background? He held up his index finger to her and put the phone to his ear. The maître d’ came over to let them know their table was ready. He got the finger too. The man’s lips curled into a sneer, but he waited, tapping the menus in his hand. Kate took a healthy swallow of her wine.

				Craig spat out a few directives about the patient to whoever was on the other end and disconnected the call after the longest minute of Kate’s life.

				“Hospital,” he said. Rising from the stool, he took her arm. “Shall we follow this gentleman?”

				Muted earth tones, dim lighting and the quiet murmur of conversation gave the restaurant a romantic feel. Kate had been there before, special occasions, dinners with the Morgans, celebrations with Emma. It was a treat to go to Chez Henri.

				“So, which hospital did you practice at before coming to Cielito?”
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