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Falling For A Stranger

 

From #1 NY Times Bestselling Author Barbara Freethy comes the third book in the popular Callaway Series, an emotional and suspenseful novel of love, family and dangerous secrets. 

 

Ria is as sexy and sultry as a warm tropical night and as beautifully dangerous as the island drinks she serves at the beachside bar on Isla de los Suenos -- The Island of Dreams. But Ria is not as carefree as she appears, and the pretense is wearing her down. One night she risks everything to escape from reality.

 

Drew Callaway is a former Navy pilot and rescue operative looking for his own escape from a life that has seen too much tragedy. Meeting Ria is like embracing the sun, and their single night together is life-changing. But the dream quickly fades when Ria is killed in a tragic accident at sea. 

 

Months later, thousands of miles away from where they first met, Drew sees a woman who looks just like Ria. She claims her name is Tory, and that they've never met before, but he can see that she's in trouble, and he can't walk away. He's going to save her whether she wants it or not.

 

Drew isn't afraid of a little danger, but can he risk losing his heart to a beautiful stranger?
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Chapter One

 

 

Ria Hastings was in the mood for trouble. It was a warm tropical night on Isla de los Sueños, a small island off the coast of Costa Rica, known for its white sandy beaches, water sports, deep sea fishing, and rum drinks. On one side of the island, several large estates sat on the rugged hillsides with spectacular views of the ocean. The rest of the town lived near the beach, where three hotels and a dozen restaurants competed for tourist dollars.  

Ria wiped a strand of blonde hair off her sweaty forehead. The temperature hovered around eighty degrees at just after midnight, and the beachside bar was packed with tourists. Ria had been tending the bar since seven, and she was ready to call it a night. She'd been hit on four times already, and while she was used to handling men who were a little too drunk or too interested in her, she was tired of wearing a polite smile, but she would do exactly that for another hour. She couldn't risk getting fired, nor could she afford to draw any attention to herself. She'd been blending into the local scene for months. Now was not the night to stand out. 

As she wiped down the counter, her gaze caught on a man sitting at the far end of the bar. He'd arrived two hours earlier with a friend—a loud, charming, and now hammered, sunburned blond by the name of Tim. Tim had been doing tequila shots since ten and was now hosting a trio of beautiful girls at a nearby table. The man at the bar seemed to have no interest in joining his friend's party and had been nursing a vodka tonic for the better part of an hour. He also hadn't responded to any of the women who'd slid into the seat next to him, although his gaze had swung in her direction on more than one occasion.

He was an attractive man, athletically built, dressed in khaki shorts and a navy blue knit shirt. His dark brown hair was on the short side, and he had an air of discipline about him. Military, she thought. Just out or on leave, but close enough to his service that his body was still toned and on full alert. 

She hadn't missed the fact that his gaze darted to the door almost as often as hers did, as if he were waiting for someone or didn't want to be taken by surprise. Maybe he was military intelligence. 

That idea made her frown. The last thing she needed was military intelligence to show up on the island. 

She told herself not to let her imagination run wild. A lot of ex-military guys came to the island to decompress and let off steam. Since the location had become a popular destination for bachelor and bachelorette parties, there was usually a good deal of action available for anyone who wanted to find it. 

But this man didn't seem interested in escaping reality with alcohol or with women, so what was his story?

Glancing down at her watch, she told herself she had better things to worry about than a random stranger, no matter how sexy he was. 

In a few hours, the plan she'd put into motion six months earlier would finally be launched. She'd gone over the details a thousand times in her head, and while she wanted nothing more than to go off by herself somewhere and review everything again, it was more important for her to maintain her usual routine.  

The man at the end of the bar caught her eye again. There was something in his dark gaze that beckoned to her, a pull of attraction, desire, feelings that she hadn't allowed herself to feel in a very long time. She couldn't afford to answer his call. She was too close to the end to get sidetracked by a man, especially a man who set her nerves tingling with just one look. 

On the other hand…

As two men approached the bar, she moved down the counter toward her fellow bartender, Martin, a twenty-two-year-old ex-Harvard-dropout, who had come to the island to find himself. So far, the only thing he'd found was a love for tequila and bikini-clad girls. 

"Switch with me," she said. 

Martin's gaze moved past her to the men sliding into stools at the other end of the long bar. "Trouble?"

"I'd just prefer not to wait on them."

"Got it," he said. 

She walked toward the handsome stranger. At this moment, he seemed the less dangerous choice, or at least, the less obvious dangerous choice. It had been a long time since she'd allowed herself to trust anyone. 

"Can I get you another drink?" she asked.

His eyes were a deep, dark brown, and there were shadows in his gaze, things he'd seen, things he didn't want to see again, she suspected. But there was also courage and strength in his eyes, a resilient defiance. He might have been knocked down, but she doubted that he'd stayed down. 

"Sure, why not?" he replied, with a lightness that was in contrast to his tense posture. 

"I can't think of a reason. Same? Or do you want to change it up a bit? We have an island special you might like."

"What's that?"

"Beso de la sirena, otherwise known as mermaid's kiss."

"Do you see mermaids after you drink it?" he asked, a lighter gleam entering his eyes.  

"Some men do."

"It sounds dangerous."

"You look like a man who could handle a little danger." 

"And you sound like a woman who knows how to sell a high-priced drink to a tourist." A hint of a smile played around his lips. 

So he was smart as well as attractive. "Guilty. So what will it be? Beso de la sirena or another vodka tonic?"

"Vodka, hold the tonic." He pushed his empty glass across the bar.

She made him another drink, then tipped her head towards his friend, who was making out with a busty blonde. "Your friend seems to be ignoring you."

He shrugged. "I can't blame him. They're all very pretty."

"Yet, here you sit by yourself. No one here has caught your interest?" She wiped down the bar with a damp towel. As she spoke, she cast a sideways glance at the two men at the other end of the bar.

They worked as bodyguards for Enrique Valdez, one of the very wealthy men who made his home in the island hills. As much as she didn't want them at her bar, it was good that they'd come in; they would see her doing what she always did. She wouldn't raise any suspicion. 

"I didn't say that," the man in front of her said.

"What?" 

"You said there was no one here I was interested in, but that’s not true."

Her heart skipped a beat at his direct gaze, and her pulse started beating way too fast. She'd made a point of not getting involved with tourists, or anyone for that matter, but this man was more than a little tempting. She'd been lonely on the island, living a life of pretense. But that pretense was crucial to staying alive. She couldn't let desire get in the way. 

"Nice line," she said casually. "I've heard it before—about three dozen times."

He smiled. "I'll bet you have. But I'm the only one who meant it."

"Sure you are."

"What's your name?" 

Her body tensed. "You first."

"Drew Callaway." 

"Do you want to add a title before your name? Maybe Lieutenant or Captain," she suggested. He had the air of leadership about him. 

He tipped his head, a gleam in his eyes. "Lieutenant."

"With the…"

"I'm in between services at the moment. Former Navy pilot, soon to be flying helicopters for the Coast Guard."  

Navy pilot certainly explained why he exuded both discipline and recklessness at the same time. It also probably explained where the shadows in his eyes came from. 

"What tipped you off?" he asked curiously. 

She shrugged. "I'm good at reading people. It comes with the job. Why did you leave the Navy?"

He didn't answer right away, a contemplative expression in his eyes, then said, "My time was up. I needed a change of pace." 

"Where were you deployed?"

"All over."

"So you saw action?"

"Too much." 

She gave him a thoughtful look. "It doesn't sound like you're making a huge change, moving from one kind of service to another." 

"I still get to fly, which is all I ever wanted to do, but hopefully not with as many people shooting at me."

"I can't imagine that."

"No, you can't." He sipped his drink, then set the glass down. "Your turn."  

She cleared her throat. She'd been living on the island for six months, and in that time no one had balked at the name that was on her fake passport, a version of her real name. "Ria," she said. 

"Pretty. Last name?"

"Not important."

"A woman of mystery." 

"A woman who likes her privacy."

"How long have you lived here on the island, Ria?" 

"Long enough to know better than to get involved with tourists," she said with a brief smile.  

"No exceptions?"

"Not so far. People come, they go. I'm still here." She paused. "What brought you to the island of dreams?" 

A smile curved his lips, giving him an entirely different look, one that was even more attractive. She felt a knot grow in her throat.  

"I dreamt about a beautiful blonde with big brown eyes," he said. "A full mouth, with soft kissable lips and a killer body." His gaze drifted down to her breasts. "I think I found her."

Her nerves tingled under his scrutiny and she had to fight the urge to cover her breasts, not that much was showing in her bar uniform, a coral-colored red tank top over white shorts. Most of the women in the bar were showing more skin than she was.

"You're quite the flirt," she said lightly.  

"Actually, I'm a little out of practice."

"Just getting out of a relationship?" she queried, unable to believe this man would have any trouble getting a date. 

"I've been focused on other things. Staying alive for one." 

"I can see how that might be a priority." 

"What about you?" he asked. "Are you involved with anyone?"

"No."

"Good."

"Why is that good?" she challenged.

He smiled. "Because I like you, Ria. What time do you get off?"

Her heart jumped at the hungry look in his eyes. "You're very direct."

"I'm leaving tomorrow. I don't have a lot of time."

"Where are you going?"

"San Francisco."

A wistful yearning filled her body. San Francisco was one of her favorite cities. And she'd been away for too long. 

"I love San Francisco," she said. "I lived there when I was a child. My grandfather was a fisherman. He'd take me out on the bay every chance he got." She drew in a quick breath, realizing she was talking way too much. "What part of the city do you live in?" 

"I grew up in St. Francis Wood, but I'll be living South of Market starting next week. It's the hot area to live in now, right near the new ballpark." He paused. "You didn't answer my question, Ria. What time do you get off?"

She gave him a long look, feeling incredibly tempted. His eyes were so dark and intriguing, his features pure masculine gorgeousness. He had a mouth that looked really kissable, too, and a purposeful attitude that made her think he probably knew what to do with a woman. It had been a long time since she'd lost herself in a man's arms for a few hours. And despite the fact that he was a stranger, she had the strangest feeling that she could trust him not to hurt her. That was a dangerous thought, because she couldn't afford to be wrong. 

"Ria?" he pressed. 

"Do you think I'm that easy?" she countered. 

"Not easy, but I think maybe you're important." 

The serious note in his voice shot a shiver down her spine. She told herself not to get carried away. He was just trying to get her into bed. He'd say anything. She couldn't believe a word. 

"Why on earth would you say that?"

"I don't know. Ever since I saw you I've wanted to talk to you."

"You didn't ask me what time I got off so you could talk to me."

"Well, that was one of the reasons," he said. "I'm not trying to insult you. If I had more time, I'd ask you out on a date. I'd bring you flowers and take you to an expensive restaurant and buy you a really expensive cut of steak."

"Is that your usual style?"

He gave her a smile. "I don't have a style. And while I would never profess to understand or know what a woman wants, I do have sisters, and they talk and complain a lot, especially when it comes to men and dating."

"How many sisters?"

"Three sisters and four brothers."

"Big family. Where are you in the line-up?"

"Fourth from the top."

"Otherwise known as the middle."

He tipped his head. "Yes. What about you? Big family?"

"No. I'm an only child." It was part of the backstory she'd made up before coming to the island; it was also partly true. "I used to wish I had a big family."

"It's not all it's cracked up to be," he said dryly. "A lot of noise and chaos." 

"And love," she suggested, feeling an ache that went deep into her soul. 

Her family had always been complicated. Love, betrayal, divorce, death … She supposed that's what made up a life, but it seemed like she'd seen too much of the dark side of love. 

"Plenty of love," Drew said. "Sometimes too much. Everyone likes to be in my business." 

Despite his complaint, she could see the pride in his eyes when he spoke of his family. 

"So, one o'clock, two?" he pressed, raising an eyebrow. "What time are you done here?"

"Two. But I'm not meeting you."

"Why not?"

"I'm not in the mood for a hook-up."

"Aren't you? I've been watching you all night, and I'm good at reading people, too, Ria. You're a bundle of nerves. Every time someone walks through the door, you tense. Why is that? Are you in some kind of trouble?" 

His words bothered her on two levels, one that he'd read her so well, and, two, that she'd given so much away. 

"And I suppose you think I should release some of my tension with you?" she asked, ignoring his other questions.

"I think…" He paused, lowering his voice. "That you are a beautiful woman who knows what she wants and how to get it."

"Who said I wanted you?" she challenged.

"Your beautiful eyes say it." 

"You're seeing what you want to see."  

"Am I?" He cocked his head to the right as he regarded her thoughtfully. "What's holding you back, Ria?"

"I don't do random hookups. And I have to get up early in the morning. In the daytime I sail boats for Sea Charters." 

"So bartender, sailor—what other talents do you have?"  

"Wouldn't you like to know?"

"I would like to know," he said with a grin. "Why don't you tell me? Or better yet, show me?"

She shook her head at his charming smile. When she'd first seen him, his expression had been tense, but since they'd started talking, he'd loosened up considerably. 

"You're breaking my heart," he said, putting a hand to his chest.

"I doubt that. And there are plenty of women in this bar if you want company."

"I'm only interested in your company. You intrigue me."

"I can't imagine why."

"What brought you to this small island in the middle of the sea?"

She thought for a moment, then said the only word that came to mind. "Freedom." 

He met her gaze. "Have you found it?" 

"I'm close," she said. "When I'm in the middle of the ocean, no land in sight, nothing but blue water and the occasional seagull, I almost feel like I've escaped." 

"Escaped what?"

"Nothing I care to share." She drew in a deep breath, trying to calm the tension running through her body, that now had as much to do with her attraction to Drew as with her worries about the next day. 

"I understand the desire to escape," he said.

"You do?"

"Yes. I first felt the walls closing in on me when I was a teenager. There were eight kids sharing four bedrooms and two bathrooms. It was always too crowded in my house, kids fighting, crying, yelling, so I'd leave whenever I could. And one day I ended up at the airport. I took a flying lesson, and I was hooked. There is nothing like the land falling away and nothing but blue sky in front of you to make you feel like the world just got bigger." He paused. "We're quite a pair. I need the big blue sky and you need the big blue sea."

She smiled. "Apparently, neither one of us is that good on land."

"Maybe we could be good together," he suggested. 

She laughed. "You don't miss an opportunity, do you?"

He finished his drink then got to his feet. "I'm staying in the cottages. Number nine. The door will be open, Ria." 

"I'm not coming." She wished her words were a little stronger, a little more forceful. 

"Then I'll be disappointed. I turned down the mermaid's kiss, because I want yours."

"Another good line. You're full of them."

"I'm not a player."

"You've given me absolutely no reason to believe that."

"I know," he admitted. "You probably won't believe me, but I haven't done this in a while."

"So, why me?"

"You have a smart mouth, and you're sexy as hell. I'd love to see you with your hair down. I'd love to show you how good we could be together." 

His husky tone sent another shiver down her spine. "How do you know we'd be good? You don't know me at all," she said, trying to maintain a strong defense against his charm. "We're strangers."

"For now. But what better way to learn about each other?" 

"I'm not looking for trouble." 

"There's a light in your eyes that says that's exactly what you're looking for."

She caught her breath, thinking he might actually be right about that. 

Drew tipped his head and walked away. 

She watched him all the way to the exit. When the door closed behind him, she let out a breath, wondering how she could possibly already miss him. 

He was just another guy—only he wasn't, and she couldn't put her finger on why. 

Maybe it was the seriousness that lurked just behind his smile. He wasn't like most of the guys who hit on her. Those she could handle. She knew they'd move on to the next woman before she could finish saying no. But Drew had left. He'd thrown down his invitation and walked out the door. 

He was going to wait for her. He was pretty confident she'd show up, but he was going to be waiting a long time. 

She turned her focus back on work. For the next hour, she served drinks, picked up empty glasses, and watched the minutes tick off the clock. Shortly before closing Drew's friend left with two women flanking him on either side. Apparently, he wasn't going to be alone tonight. 

At two a.m., she wiped down the bar and closed out the register. She said goodnight to Martin and walked outside, the scent of flowers and sea all around her. She paused for a moment and drew in a deep breath of sweet and salty air. The heat of the night echoed the passionate need burning through her body, a need that had been lit by the sexy smile of a stranger. 

She lived in a furnished rental three blocks away from the resort. The cottage where Drew was staying was only a hundred yards away. 

Indecision made her hesitate for a long minute. She hadn't been lying when she told Drew she wasn't into hookups, but tonight she was feeling restless and reckless. She wasn't going to sleep anyway. She was too worried about the morning, and the reality of what she was about to do. 

In six hours she could be dead. 

She wasn't being a pessimist, just a realist. 

Maybe she should spend those hours doing something that would make her happy, something that she never ever did. It had been a very long time since she'd thought of anything but the plan, the goal. Nothing else mattered but fulfilling the promise she'd made to her sister. But tonight, Drew had reminded her that she was a woman, and she was lonely and scared, defiant and determined—all at the same time. 

It was the worst possible time to get involved with anyone.

On the other hand… 

She pulled the band out of her hair and let the long waves flow loosely around her shoulders. Then she walked down the path to the cottages, her nerves tingling and tightening with each step. 

She knocked on his door, turned the knob and stepped inside. The cottage was one big room, a small sitting area and a king-sized bed. 

Drew sat on the couch. He was reading a book when she walked in. It looked like some sort of mystery novel. It was silly, but the sight of that book pushed her over the edge. She'd always found intelligence to be a turn-on, and this man was smart, maybe too smart. He'd read her pretty accurately so far. 

But in a lot of ways, she liked his honesty. He hadn't set the scene with candles. There was no wine or champagne chilling. He wasn't trying to seduce her. He was just waiting… 

After a moment he set the book down and stood up, his gaze meeting hers. Then slowly he walked over to her. He made no move to touch her or kiss her. He simply looked at her with his shadowy dark eyes, and she felt an incredible pull. All her nerve endings tingled. There was electricity between them—a dark, dangerous attraction.

"I'm glad you came, Ria. Why did you?" 

Such a simple question—such a complicated answer. She settled for the basic truth. "I want you."

The fire in his eyes flared. He put his hands on her waist. "I know the feeling."

"For tonight," she added. "That's all I can give you. I need you to know exactly where I stand."

"All I care about is that you're standing here in front of me. You're beautiful, Ria. And I want you, too."

Her stomach clenched at the desire in his gaze. And then he was done looking. He pulled her in for a kiss. 

He tasted as intoxicating as the vodka she'd served him, and he kissed like a man who hadn't had a woman in a long time. She met his demanding mouth with the same sense of urgency and need. 

A part of her called for caution, but she couldn't listen to that voice anymore. For a few hours she was going to just be a woman, the woman she used to be, the woman she hoped to be again some day. 

They knew nothing about each other, and yet there was a connection between them that went far deeper than the touch of their mouths. Something inside of her recognized something inside of him. What that was, she had no idea.

But she didn’t want to analyze or worry. That's all she'd been doing for months. She just wanted to lose herself in Drew, to be a woman with no past, to reach that elusive moment of complete and utter freedom. Because there was a good chance in a few hours, her future would be over, too.

 

* * *

 

Drew woke up just before dawn to the feel of a warm breeze coming through the open window and the sound of the birds singing in the trees outside. For the first time in a long time he'd slept a dreamless sleep. The nightmares from the past eight years had receded in his mind. There were no explosions, bloody scenes, screams of pain and anguish—no more horror or grief. 

Instead, he felt a hazy, happy feeling, as if everything was suddenly right with the world. He was completely relaxed with an ease that came after great sex and a hard, deep sleep. He almost didn't want to wake up, to face the day, to have to think about the decisions he'd made regarding his past and his future. He just wanted to stay in this warm, wonderful place, the place Ria had created. 

God! What a woman. So beautiful with her shoulder length silky blonde hair, brown eyes, sunburned nose, and a mouth just made for kissing. She'd brought a light into his life, a beauty that he hadn't seen in a while. She'd been passionate, generous and fun. They hadn't just made love; they'd laughed, and they'd talked, and the sound of her voice had warmed him. 

He'd come to the island to relax, to recharge, to find his smile again, and he'd found it in her arms. She'd smelled like orange blossoms, like the flowers surrounding his beachside cottage, and he'd felt like he could breathe in her scent forever, and forever wouldn't be long enough. 

That thought jolted him awake. He didn't think of women in terms of forever. Having just himself to worry about was a lot easier than having to worry about anyone else. But that didn't mean he couldn't enjoy the time they had together.

He rolled over on to his side, reaching for the soft curves he'd explored for the better part of the night. 

Ria wasn't there. 

He sat up abruptly, realizing how quiet the cottage was. The bathroom was empty, and while his clothes were still tossed on the floor, Ria's were gone. There was no sign of her white shorts or pink tank top. No sign of the lacy pink bra and matching thong he'd peeled off her body just a few hours earlier. 

He felt a wave of disappointment. He was leaving this afternoon, but he'd thought they'd have a few more hours together. He wanted to know more about her. He wanted to talk to her, at least to say goodbye. What a strange feeling that was. He was used to leaving first, to avoiding morning-after conversations, but this time Ria had beat him to the door, and he didn't like it.

He flopped back against the pillows and stared up at the ceiling. Memories of the night before flashed through his mind. The heat between them had burned all night long. It had been a long time since he'd felt—swept away. He'd always been one to over-think, over-analyze, but last night his body had completely taken over. He hadn't given one thought to what would happen next, until now. 

Now, it was obvious nothing would happen. Ria was gone. He should be happy about that. No goodbyes, no messy emotional scenes, no promises to call or keep in touch. It was in actuality the perfect morning after a one-night stand. The only problem was that he didn't want it to be over yet. 

He told himself it was better this way. He was starting his new job on Tuesday, a job thousands of miles away from this island. The next phase of his life was about to begin, and he needed to be looking forward instead of backward. 

Getting up, he headed to the bathroom and took a long shower, trying to drive Ria out of his head. But as he soaped up, all he could think about was the way she'd touched him, kissed him, smiled at him, and cried out his name as they'd climaxed together. 

Damn! He turned the water temperature to cold and stayed under the spray until he was freezing. Then he stepped out of the shower, dried off and got dressed. He threw the rest of his clothes into the duffel bag and glanced around the cottage to make sure he wasn't leaving anything behind. 

He couldn't shake the feeling that what he was leaving behind was the one and only woman who'd touched his soul, and he didn't even know her last name. 

Was he just going to walk away? 

The question ran around and around in his head. 

He finally came up with an answer—no. 

He had a few hours before his plane left. He would find her, talk to her, maybe get her phone number. Walking outside, he paused, realizing he didn't know where she lived, and the bar/restaurant where she worked didn't open until lunchtime. 

Then he remembered that she'd told him she was taking out a boat charter in the morning. He felt marginally better realizing that she'd left early to go to work. Someone at the marina would be able to help him find her, or at least tell him when she'd be back. 

The dock was only a short walk away. Colorful sailboats and well-worn fishing boats filled the slips. In the distance was an enormous luxury yacht. He wondered who that belonged to—someone with a lot of money. Probably one of the people who lived in the mountain top mansions that he'd noticed while bodysurfing the previous day. It would be nice to have enough money to have a home on an island. He didn't see that in his future.

Near the entrance to the pier was a small building with a sign that read Sea Charters. 

He entered the building and stepped up to the counter. A young Hispanic man with a nametag that read Juan greeted him with a friendly smile. 

"Hola, Señor. How can I help you?" Juan asked. 

"I'm looking for a woman. Her name is Ria. Do you know her?"

"Si," Juan said with a nod. "Ria is a beautiful girl, very popular with the customers."

"Do you know when she'll be back?" 

Juan glanced down at the large calendar on the counter. "A few hours. I have other guides available if you want to go out."

"No," he said, tapping his fingers restlessly on the counter. 

So that was that. Ria was out on the ocean and probably wouldn't be back before he had to catch his plane.  

"Do you want me to give her a message for you?" Juan asked, a curious gleam in his eyes. 

Drew thought about that for a moment, then shook his head. What the hell was he doing? It was a hook-up. That's all. He needed to let it be. 

"No, thanks."  

As he walked out of the office, a thunderous boom lit up the air, rocking the ground under his feet. He heard a gasp from a group of tourists on the pier. Then the door opened behind him, and Juan rushed out. Together, they looked toward the sea. Over the curve of the nearby hill, they could see smoke racing toward the sky. 

"What was that?" Drew asked. 

"I don't know," Juan said. He ran down the pier toward the Harbormaster's office, and Drew decided to follow. 

A crowd of people gathered outside the office. Rumors were flying, all centering around a boat explosion.

Drew's stomach turned. It was crazy to think the explosion had anything to do with Ria, but he had a really bad feeling in his gut. 

"Juan, I've changed my mind," he said. "I need to rent a boat."  

The other man looked reluctant. "Better to wait. We should stay out of the way."

"I do search and rescue for the U.S. Coast Guard." He pulled out his wallet and all the cash he had. "I need a boat." 

Juan's greed won out. "I'll take you."

It took several minutes for them to launch a boat and maneuver their way through the harbor, as more than a few people had had the same idea and desire to help. It seemed to take forever to get past the breakwater, the reef and then around the island hills. 

A good thirty minutes had passed by the time they reached the burning vessel, or what was left of it. It had been completely blown apart, with nothing but fiery debris floating in the water while divers began to search the ocean for survivors. 

Drew's chest was so tight he could barely get the words out. "It's not the boat Ria was on, is it?"

Juan's somber gaze said it all. Drew stripped off his shirt. 

"What are you doing?" Juan asked. 

"I'm going to find her."

"There's nothing left of the boat."  

"She could have jumped off before the explosion. How many other people were on the boat?"

Juan shook his head. "I don't know. She made the reservation—probably one or two. I didn't see them board. They left before I got to work."

 Drew looked at the debris field and couldn't imagine how anyone could have survived, but he wasn't going to give up without a fight. This is what he did—he saved people. And he was going to save Ria. 

He kicked off his shoes and dove into the water. It was a strange feeling to be the one in the water when he was usually the one flying the helicopter that launched rescue swimmers into the sea. For the first time in a long time, he wasn't hovering above the scene, he was right in the thick of it. 

For almost two hours, he searched for Ria, but he couldn't find her. He couldn't find anyone.

When a shiny piece of gold floated by him, Drew could no longer deny reality. It was Ria's necklace, the one he'd tugged at with his teeth as it lay in the valley of her breasts. He grabbed it and swam back to the boat. He felt completely exhausted and overwhelmed by unexpected emotion and a terrible certainty. 

He stared at the gold heart with the emerald stone and knew that Ria was gone. Beautiful, sexy Ria was dead. He was never going to see her again. One night was all they would ever have. 


Chapter Two

 

Fifteen months later

 

The distress call came in just before seven o'clock in the morning, a few minutes before his shift was supposed to end. A fire in a fishing boat threatened the lives of two people just off the coast of San Francisco. Drew Callaway and a Coast Guard crew that included fellow pilot, Tim Roberts, flight mechanic Connor Holmes and rescue swimmer, Michael Packer, took off five minutes later, with Drew at the controls of the MH65C Dolphin Helicopter. 

As they lifted off, the usual burst of adrenaline ran through his veins. Today's mission would be challenging. The wind was gusting at twenty knots with a steady stream of rain. Even worse there was a layer of low fog blanketing the Pacific Ocean, which would make visibility more difficult. But there were two people aboard the stranded fishing boat, who were counting on Drew and his crew to come through, and he was going to make damn sure that happened.

His crew was a well-oiled machine, each person at the top of their game, and Drew was honored to be working alongside each of the men. His friend, Tim, could party as hard as he worked, but on the job, Tim was an excellent pilot, and they both trusted each other with their lives. 

Only one time had Tim led him astray and that was their trip to the island, not that Tim had anticipated Drew would fall for a woman who would end up dead the next day. But if they'd never made that trip, then Drew wouldn't be haunted each and every night by the vision of a beautiful blonde with sweet lips and reckless eyes. 

His focus faltered as he thought about Ria. She'd come into his life like a burst of sunlight and had made him feel like he was looking at a future that was much brighter and warmer than his past. But that warmth and light had only lasted a night. In the morning reality had returned, and even now he could feel the thunderous boom that had taken her from his life. 

As the months went by, he'd started to get over her, and then five months ago he'd seen a woman on Fisherman's Wharf, and something about her had caught his attention. Her hair had been brown, not blonde, and longer than he remembered, but her body, her walk had reminded him of Ria. She'd seemed so real and alive he'd actually jumped out of his chair at the outdoor café where he was having lunch with friends and bolted down the street after her. 

Unfortunately, he'd lost that woman in the crowd, and he'd been shaken by the glimpse of her ever since. But Ria was dead—wasn't she?

   Drew's gut tightened as he looked down at the ocean below him. They were thousands of miles away from the spot where Ria had lost her life. But the waves still reminded him of the hours he'd spent searching for her in the water.

The memory also reminded him that in minutes he'd be sending a rescue swimmer down into a turbulent sea to do exactly what he had tried to do—save a life. Hopefully, this mission would be successful.

No hopefully about it, he told himself firmly. Failure was not an option. 

Within minutes they reached the distressed vessel. It was taking on water fast, and two people were clinging to the side, as the boat was tossed up and down on the stormy waves. Flames lit up the interior cabin and thick smoke mixed with the rain. 

Drew sucked in a deep breath. Was this the same scene Ria had faced in her final minutes? It was more likely she hadn't realized she was in trouble until it was too late. There had been no radio call for help, just one powerful explosion that had blown her boat to pieces.

Drew hovered over the scene as the flight mechanic opened the door and launched the rescue swimmer. For the next few intense minutes, Drew had to battle to keep the helicopter stable as the winds gusted. Flying helicopters was both thrilling and terrifying at times. When he'd first decided to switch from planes to helos, his instructor had looked him dead in the eye and said, "One thing you have to know. Planes want to fly. Helicopters want to crash." 

He'd taken the old adage as motivation to conquer the wily bird. He liked being able to fly in and out of tight spots. In the Navy, he'd had to deal with extreme heat and dangerous mountain ranges. He'd flown soldiers into enemy strongholds in the dead of night and rescued the injured. With the Coast Guard, he was able to pluck people out of the sea just before they took their last breath. 

If only he'd been able to save Ria.

"Visibility is decreasing. Wind gusting to 25 knots," his copilot, Tim, said. 

He nodded. "Five minutes."

"Three," Tim said.

He gave Tim a quick look. "Whatever it takes."

Tim frowned but didn't contradict him. 

"Victim one is on board," the flight mechanic said. "Cage is going back down." 

Despite his boastful claim of five minutes, Drew knew they had less time than that. The weather conditions were worsening by the second and saving the other man could cost everyone on the helicopter their lives. 

"Damn," Tim swore. "Victim two is in the water."

"Swimmer is going after him," the flight mechanic said.

 The helicopter bounced and rolled. Drew battled with the controls. 

"We've got to go," Tim said tersely.

"We'll make it," Drew said confidently, refusing to believe in any other scenario. 

The helo bucked again. 

"No time left," Tim said. "Call him in."

"I'm not leaving her," he said tersely as he fought to bring the helicopter back under control. 

"Swimmer has the victim. We're bringing them up," the flight mechanic said. 

It was a long minute before the second victim and the swimmer were on board, and then Drew headed for home. 

When they landed, an ambulance was waiting, and the survivors were taken to the hospital to get checked out. It didn't appear that anyone had life-threatening injuries. 

Drew finished his post-flight responsibilities and then exited the helo. The rain had stopped and the winds had decreased. It looked like the storm was on its way east. 

As he stepped onto the tarmac, and took off his headset, Tim gave him an irritated look. "What the hell was that, Callaway?"

"What's your problem?"

"My problem is you." Tim glanced over his shoulder to make sure they were alone. "You like to push the envelope; so do I. But what you did risked the life of everyone on board."

"We made it back safely."

"This time."

"This time is all I care about," Drew said sharply. He started to walk away, but Tim was right on his heels.  

"And what I care about is this reckless streak you're on," Tim said, grabbing him by the arm.

He shrugged Tim away. "I was doing my job. If you don't have the guts for what we do, maybe you're the one with the problem."

"You said I'm not leaving her. There wasn't a woman in sight." 

"So I misspoke."

"Did you?" Tim gave Drew a pointed look. "You were talking about the woman on the island, weren’t you?"

"No." 

"Bullshit! She's been on your mind for over a year. You can't get over how she died so suddenly." 

"What do you want me to say?" 

"I want you to tell me that you're not going to keep trying to rescue a woman who is already dead. You have to let her go. You have to stop seeing her on every damn boat in trouble. You're not making smart decisions, and you know it. This isn't the first time that you've taken too many risks."

Tim's gaze bored into his, and Drew couldn't deny the truth. For a few minutes back there, he had been thinking about Ria and not the fishermen they'd been sent to rescue.

"I've never seen any woman get to you the way she did," Tim added, shaking his head in bewilderment. "And so fast, too."

Ria had gotten under his skin in a way no other woman had. Part of him wanted to chalk it up to the island, the warm tropical breezes, the heady rum drinks, but he hadn't been drunk that night, and neither had Ria. 

"I thought you were getting your head together," Tim continued. "But you're back to where you were right after you left the island." 

"I was moving on. But then…" He hesitated, knowing he was about to sound like a lunatic.

"Then what?" Tim prodded, curiosity in his gaze. 

"I thought I saw her at Fisherman's Wharf," he confessed. 

Tim's eyes widened in surprise. "She's dead, Drew."

"Well, she appeared very much alive to me. Her hair was brown not blonde, but her face was exactly the same, and when she looked at me, she stiffened. I couldn't see her eyes, she was too far away, but I could feel her recognition."

"You could feel it?"

"I know it sounds—"

"Crazy?" Tim asked, cutting him off. "So what happened next? Did you talk to this woman?"

"I lost her in the crowd."

"If she recognized you, why didn't she stop to talk to you?"

He couldn't answer that question. "I don't know." 

"You do know. It wasn't her. Whatever you thought you saw was just your imagination. Just like today, when you believed a balding forty-year-old fisherman was your hot blonde bartender."

"It wasn't like today." His jaw tightened. "I didn't see her on that boat, but I did see her on the wharf."  

"You saw what you wanted to see. You're obsessed with her. I'm sorry now I ever took you to the island. I wanted you to relax and have some fun with no strings attached. That's what most people do when they go down there."

"That was my plan, too," he said. "And if she hadn't died so suddenly, maybe I wouldn't still be thinking bout her. But ever since I saw her a few months ago, I've been wondering if she somehow escaped the fire."

"Seriously?"

He ran a hand through his hair. "Yes. I called her former employers at the bar and the charter boat service."

"And?"

"They confirmed that she was dead, no miraculous rescue." 

"How much more evidence do you need?"

"None," he said shortly. "Look, you don't need to worry about it."

"I'm worried about you." 

"I will be fine."

"Maybe I should talk to my friends down there, see if I can get any information on her." 

"Like what?"

"I don't know," Tim said. "Maybe she has a twin sister living in San Francisco. What was her name?" 

"Ria Hastings." 

"Do you know anything else about her?"

"We didn't do a lot of talking that night."

Tim gave him a knowing smile. "She was one beautiful woman. She didn't give me the time of day."

"Why would she? You were wasted and surrounded by women." 

Tim laughed. "True. I had a great time down there, as I always do. I love that island. Every visit is better than the last. The women are beautiful and free-spirited, and the rum flows like water."

"I don’t think I'll be making any return trips."

"I'll ask around," Tim said. "It can't hurt."

"Whatever."

"What are you doing the rest of the day?" Tim asked as they started walking toward the building. 

"Family birthday party this afternoon. My nephew, Brandon, is turning six."

"Is that the kid with autism?"

"Yeah. The party is really for my sister, Nicole, who tries to make Brandon's life as normal as possible, whether he likes it or not."

"Rough gig."

"I'll say. What about you?"

"I'm going to take a run this afternoon, then hit the clubs in North Beach with Paul tonight. Why don't you come with us?"

"I'll think about it," he said, not particularly excited by the idea. He was over the club scene. Same people, same drunken conversations.

"Another woman might take your mind off Ria," Tim suggested. 

"So far that hasn't worked," he muttered.

"You haven't met the right woman."

As Tim walked away, his words ran around in Drew's head. 

He had met the right woman. She just wasn't alive anymore. 

 

* * *

 

"Tory? Tory!" 

Ria turned abruptly at the sound of sixteen-year-old Megan's impatient voice. "Sorry, what did you say?" 

"I said—what do you think of the dress, Aunt—I mean, Tory," she stumbled. "Sorry." 

"It's okay," she said quickly, not wanting to dwell on Megan's small slip. It hadn't done any damage. There was no one else outside the dressing room in the small boutique. She focused her attention on the very tight, bright red mini dress that barely covered Megan's ass. She realized she'd been lost in dreamland a little too long. Their shopping expedition to pick out Megan's prom dress had gone way off track. She shook her head. "No, absolutely not."

"I think I look pretty," Megan said defensively.

"You look like a stripper."

Megan made a face at her. "You're starting to sound like my mother." As the words left her mouth, a guilty expression filled Megan's dark eyes, along with angry tears. She turned and ran back to the dressing room. 

Ria let out a breath at Megan's abrupt exit. Her niece's meltdown was partly her fault. She'd been distracted all morning. Actually, she'd been distracted for the past five months, ever since she'd seen Drew Callaway at Fisherman's Wharf. 

After leaving the island, she'd put the tall, handsome pilot out of her mind. At least, she'd tried to do that, but their night together had been so passionate and amazing. The chemistry between them had shocked her, and in a way it had freed her, too. For a few hours, she'd just been a twenty-seven-year-old woman on a beautiful tropical island in the arms of a gorgeous man. 

Then the morning had arrived, and with the sun had come reality. She'd put her plan into action, and as far as anyone knew she was dead. 

It had all been working perfectly until she'd seen Drew last October. Despite the fact that she'd dyed her blonde hair brown, he'd recognized her. He'd picked her out of a crowd of tourists, and he'd come after her. 

She'd panicked and run. Fortunately, she'd lost him. But ever since that day, she'd worried that she'd run into him again. The fact that she hadn't yet should have made her less tense, but in some ways she felt like she was waiting for the other shoe to drop. Every time she saw a man in aviator glasses with wavy brown hair, she stiffened. Every time she turned a corner, she wondered if she'd run into him. 

She needed to get over it—get over him.

Walking to the window, she glanced out at the San Francisco waterfront. The morning rain had disappeared, and the sun was breaking through the last few remaining clouds. Tourists filled the streets, and as usual, there was a festive air in this part of the city. She'd come to San Francisco because it was one of the few places where she'd felt safe in her life. She could also blend into the crowd and do the one thing she was really good at—sail boats. 

 Unfortunately, San Francisco was also Drew's home. She had considered that fact when she'd brought Megan here, but she'd thought the odds of running into him in such a large city were very long. She'd been wrong. 

After she'd lost Drew on the wharf that day, she'd gone home and told Megan that they needed to leave town. She'd had their suitcases packed and ready to go, but for the first time in over a year Megan had balked. She'd argued and cried and begged Ria to let them stay in San Francisco. They'd been on the road a long time. Megan had been in two different schools, and they'd already changed apartments four times.

Megan was insistent that they stay put. She was finally making friends, fitting in, and Ria could see the difference in her niece. When they'd first left the island, Megan had been a terrified girl who shrank from shadows and woke up in the night screaming or in tears. But over the months, she'd lost her haunted, hollowed look. She'd started to feel safe, and she'd blossomed into a beautiful young woman. 

Ria had weakened under the onslaught of tears and pleas. How could she take away the life her niece was just starting to enjoy? 

Deep inside, she knew it was probably a mistake, but she'd agreed to stay until June. Then they would re-evaluate. Hopefully, she would never see Drew again. The one thing she knew for sure was that she could not have anyone from her past in her present. 

Ria turned away from the window as Megan reentered the room wearing a long, silky, soft pink gown that clung to her curves and looked beautiful against her olive skin and dark brown hair. Megan had grown two inches in the last year and her shorter hairstyle gave her a more sophisticated look.  

It had been traumatizing for Megan to have seven inches of her hair cut off, especially since her favorite memories of her mother were the times they'd spent together before bedtime, when Megan's mother, Kate, would brush the tangles out of Megan's long, thick hair. 

But Ria knew that her sister would have shaved her daughter's head if it meant keeping her safe. So Ria had done what she needed to do. 

"Well?" Megan asked, a need for approval in her uncertain gaze.  

"You look gorgeous," she said with a reassuring smile. "Really beautiful. You'll take Eric's breath away."

Megan beamed at the compliment. "Do you think so?"

"I do." She suspected that the somewhat shy and awkward Eric would be speechless when he saw the stunning teenager in front of her. "This dress is a winner."

"It's a lot of money," Megan said. "Can we afford it?"

Ria hadn't checked the price tag yet, but she would find a way to make it work. "Absolutely. It's the prom. We'll make it work."

Megan ran over to her and threw her arms around her. "Thank you," she said, squeezing her tight. 

"You're welcome." 

As Megan stepped back, her gaze clung to Ria's. "I'm not just talking about the dress."

"I know." Moisture gathered in her eyes at the grateful look on her niece's face. "Why don't we celebrate finding the perfect dress with the perfect burger?"

"Sounds good. I'll change," Megan said, then returned to the dressing room. 

Ten minutes later, Ria's wallet was a lot lighter, but it was worth it to see the light of happiness in Megan's face. Ria just wished her sister could have been here to see her daughter so excited about the upcoming dance. Unfortunately, she couldn't turn back time, no matter how much she wanted to. 

They walked out of the store and down the street to Capone's Burgers, named after the famous outlaw who had ended up in Alcatraz, the island prison in the middle of the bay. Capone's appealed to both locals and tourists, who came to the restaurant not only for the great burgers but also to catch a glimpse of the prison memorabilia. 

Ria and Megan slid into a booth and ordered their usual burger, fries and soda. While they waited for their food, Megan pulled out her phone and began to text. 

The sight of Megan on her phone, being a typical teenager, made Ria both happy and afraid. In the first few months after they'd left the island, neither one of them had kept a phone or had a credit card or a bank account. But as time passed, Ria had used the false identification papers she'd purchased almost two years earlier to set up a life for them. They couldn't exist in the world without establishing records. Ria needed to work and pay taxes and have health insurance, and Megan needed to be registered at the school. Every time Ria signed a form, she felt apprehensive, but she simply couldn't avoid some links to technology; she just preferred to keep them as minimal as possible.    

Megan looked up and frowned. "What's wrong?"

"Nothing," she said quickly. 

"It's the phone, isn't it?"

"How many people have that number?" 

"Only a few," Megan mumbled. 

Ria was twenty-eight years old, and while she might not have been a teenager in a while, she did remember a time when she'd had dozens of contacts on her cell phone. "Just be careful." 

"I'm always careful," Megan said, a hint of anger in her dark eyes. "But what's the point of being free, if I can't do anything?"

"It's not for forever." 

"Don't you ever get tired of pretending?" 

"I can't afford to get tired. And neither can you."

"It's been a long time. Do you really think anyone is still looking for me?"

"I hope not, but I don't know. So after the prom, you're going to lose that phone and get a new number."

Megan made a face at her. "Great. Eric will think I'm an idiot. Who loses their phone three times in six months?" 

Ria gave her niece a sympathetic smile. "I'm sure as long as you give him your new number, he won't care. He's crazy about you."

"I like him, too." Megan cocked her head to the right and gave Ria a thoughtful look. "Have you ever been in love?"

The question took her by surprise. "I—I don't know," she mumbled.

"You don't know?" Megan asked doubtfully. "Wouldn't you know if you had been in love?"

Her mind flashed to Drew. But that was silly. She'd known him for less than twenty-four hours. Love didn't happen that fast. Did it?

"Tory?" 

"There was a guy, but I didn't know him long enough to fall for him. We didn't have a chance to see where things would go."

"Do you still think about him?"

"Maybe once in a while," she admitted, knowing that once in a while had turned into pretty much every day since she'd seen him at the wharf. 

Megan's gaze turned serious. "You've given up a lot for me."

She had given up a lot: her life, her identity, everything. But so had Megan. "You're worth it, honey. We're family. You're stuck with me forever."

"Forever doesn't seem as long as it used to," Megan said with the wisdom that came from experiencing too much tragedy at too young of an age.

Ria had no answer to that statement. They'd both learned how fragile life could be. 

Fortunately, Megan's attention was drawn to her phone, and in typical teenage fashion she was distracted by the latest text from one of her friends. 

Ria wished she could find the same kind of escape, but she couldn't let herself forget that they were living in a house built of cards, and one wrong move could bring it all tumbling down. 

 


Chapter Three

 

 

After getting off work, Drew drove across town to his parents' house. He wasn't big on family events, and with the Callaways, there was always some kind of celebration happening, but this party was for Brandon and Nicole, and the two of them could certainly use as much support as they could get. 

Brandon had been diagnosed with autism almost three years ago, and while there had been some minimal improvement in his communication skills, Brandon was still very much locked in his head. It was such a change from when he was a baby. It was like someone had turned off a switch in his brain at the age of three. And no matter how hard Nicole and the doctors worked to turn that switch back on, nothing generated improvement.

He admired his sister's efforts. Nicole was a warrior mom when it came to her son. There was no therapy too complicated to try, no doctor's office too far away to travel to, but her efforts had not paid off. And Nicole's intense devotion to her son's recovery was affecting her marriage. Nicole and her husband, Ryan, had separated a few months earlier. Drew hoped that the break wouldn't turn into a break-up. Nicole and Ryan were good together, and they just needed to find a way back to each other. 

Not that he knew anything about marriage or even serious relationships. He'd always preferred his single life. He couldn't remember the last time he'd dated a woman for more than three months. He'd certainly never met anyone who'd made him think about happily ever after, except maybe Ria, but that was probably because happily-ever-after was an impossibility. 

He rolled down his window, letting the cool breeze drift through the window. The weather had certainly changed in a hurry. But that was typical of San Francisco. It could be foggy and cold in one part of the city, warm and sunny in another. He was happy to see the sun. He was off until Monday, and he wanted to enjoy the weekend. 

A lot of other people seemed to have the same idea; there was quite a bit of city traffic. But eventually he made it to St. Francis Wood, an upscale neighborhood of large houses with front lawns and backyards, a sight that was rare in a city where many buildings shared common walls.

As he pulled up in front of the two-story house where he'd grown up, he felt his tension immediately ease. This house had always been his safe haven. It was where his father, Jack Callaway, had brought him and his three brothers after his mom died, after Jack found love again with Lynda Kane, a divorcee with two daughters of her own. 

Lynda had inherited the house from her grandparents, and she and Jack had decided it was the perfect place to merge their two families. They'd solidified the merge by adding a set of twins to the family. For a while, it was a his, hers and ours kind of situation, but eventually they all became Callaways. 

With eight kids, the house had always felt crowded, especially to Drew. He was the third oldest boy, but the fourth oldest in the family, putting him right in the middle of a lineup of siblings with big personalities. His oldest brother, Burke, was the perfect one, the born athlete, scholar and leader. Then came Aiden, the reckless rebel, Nicole, the warrior mom, then himself. Emma was next in line; she was a feisty fire investigator, then Sean, who'd broken the family tradition of serve and protect by following his dream of becoming a singer/songwriter. After Sean were the twins, Shayla, a super smart medical student, and Colton a rookie firefighter. 

He loved his siblings and his parents, but he liked them better in small doses. Unfortunately, today's party would be huge. Not only would the immediate family be present, but also cousins, aunts and uncles, and probably a few neighbors. At least there would be plenty of food, he thought with a smile. He was starving. 

As he got out of the car and walked down the driveway, he let the feeling of being home wash over him like a warm breeze. He'd carried the picture of this house in his mind throughout his years in the Navy, and all the time he'd spent on the other side of the world. There was something very comforting about walking through the side door and into the warm and cozy country kitchen. His parents had remodeled about ten years ago, but the big oak table where he'd done his homework was still the centerpiece of the room.

Today there were several kids crowded around that table as two of his sisters, Nicole and Shayla, painted colorful animals on the kids' faces. Two other moms hovered nearby, sipping coffee and chatting about their lives while their kids were being entertained. 

Nicole's long, blond hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and there were shadows under her blue eyes that no amount of make-up could hide. She wore jeans and a tank top that accentuated her thin figure. She'd lost weight since Ryan had moved out. Drew frowned at that thought. Maybe he needed to give Nicole a little more support. 

Nicole gave him a happy smile when she saw him. "Drew, I'm so glad you came. I know this isn't your thing, but I'm glad you're here."

"No problem. Hey, Shay." He turned towards his youngest sister. Shayla was one of the twins and had a mix of Callaway and Kane in her features. She had the Callaway blue eyes and the golden blond hair of the Kanes. 

"Hi Drew," she said, as she painstakingly outlined a butterfly on the cheek of a little girl.

"How's medical school going?" 

She looked up and made a face at him. "Exhausting. I keep telling myself one day it will all be worth it. That day seems a long way off."

"It will get here. You're such a brain. You've already cut out at least a year of school." Shayla had a tremendously high IQ and had graduated from college at sixteen. At twenty-four, she was finishing up her third year of medical school. 

"I'm surrounded by smart people now, not like when I was growing up," she added with a mischievous sparkle in her eye. 

He grinned. "Very funny."

He glanced around the kitchen as Shayla's attention was drawn back to the little girl in front of her. "Where's the birthday boy?" he asked Nicole. 

"He's probably in the attic. He ran up there when the doorbell rang. Emma went to get him, but that was a long time ago." 

"I'll see if I can help get him back to the party."

"It's fine. I don't need to force anything. I'm going to celebrate for Brandon," she said with determination in her eyes. "I know some people think I'm crazy for having the party, but I just couldn't let his birthday go by without doing anything. Even if he doesn't know, I know." 

"I get it, Nicole. No judgment."

"Thank you."

"Where do the presents go?"

"Dining room. There's tons of food. Hope you're hungry."

"Always."  

He walked out of the kitchen and into the dining room. He dropped off his present on a side table and then checked out the buffet, which had everything from cinnamon rolls, to salads and sandwiches. His father's parents, otherwise known as Grandpa Patrick and Grandma Eleanor, were standing by the dining room table. Patrick had the same ruddy Irish complexion and piercing blue eyes as his father, Jack, and Eleanor had white hair and pretty blue eyes that had become more confused as her Alzheimer's got worse. 

Drew was happy to see his grandmother at the party. His grandfather had been talking about putting Eleanor in an assisted living facility the last few months, but after his father, Jack, had put up a fight, Patrick had agreed to wait a while. 

"Hi Grandma," he said, leaning down to kiss her on the cheek. 

She jumped back, alarm spreading through her features. "Who are you?"

His gut clenched at the confusion in her eyes. "I'm Drew, your grandson."

"Drew," she echoed. She looked at her husband for reassurance.

Patrick put a hand on her arm. "It's all right, Ellie. You know Drew. He flies helicopters."

"Oh, I always wanted to fly in a helicopter." The tension in her face eased slightly. "We should do that Patrick."

"We should," Patrick agreed. "But why don't we eat first?"

She glanced down at the salad on her plate. "I don’t like tomatoes. Why did you give me tomatoes?" 

"You don't have to eat them," Patrick said. 

As Drew watched his grandfather deal patiently with his grandmother, he felt both admiration and sadness. Patrick had always been a no-nonsense, rough-edged man who never felt the need to explain or apologize, but with Eleanor he was softer, kinder. She made him more human. Drew didn’t know what his grandfather was going to do without her. 

As his grandparents made their way into the living room where the rest of the party was gathered, Drew helped himself to a sandwich and devoured it while he spooned some salad onto a plate. He was halfway through the salad when Aiden and Sara arrived. Aiden was dressed in his usual jeans and a t-shirt while Sara wore black cropped pants and floral top. 

Sara was an attractive brunette, who had grown up next door to the Callaways. After returning home last year, she and Aiden had reconnected and fallen in love. They'd announced their engagement right before Thanksgiving and now they were in the midst of wedding planning mania along with his sister Emma, and her fiancé, Max, who had also recently gotten engaged. 

Sara and Emma had been childhood friends, so they were both thrilled at the idea of a double wedding. Drew thought that sounded like double the trouble. He had no idea how his brother, Aiden, was managing to keep his cool through all the bridal talk. 

"Hi Drew," Sara said.

"Sara." He gave her a hug while he juggled his plate in his hand. "You're looking beautiful today." 

Her cheeks turned pink, and her brown eyes sparkled at the compliment. Sara had always been on the shy and quieter side, and he'd barely noticed her growing up, but she'd certainly come into her own. 

"Thanks. Have you seen Emma?"

"I heard she's in the attic with Brandon."

"I'll go find her, so you two can talk," Sara said, giving Aiden a pointed look. She grabbed two cookies on her way by the table. 

Drew turned to Aiden, seeing an excited gleam in his older brother's eyes. "What do we need to talk about?" 

"The Eleanor," Aiden replied. 

"Grandpa's boat?" 

"Yes. He's going to sell it, and I think we should buy it."

"Are you serious?" he asked in surprise. "I haven't sailed in years. Have you?"

"No, but I used to love it. Burke and I were in a sailboat racing class in high school. We came in second in one of the regattas."

"Maybe you should ask Burke."

"Ask me what?" Burke inquired, as he came through the kitchen door into the dining room. 

Burke was the tallest of the three of them, with brown hair that was almost black and light blue eyes. He wore gray pants and a cream-colored button down shirt under a black jacket. 

"Good timing," Aiden said. "I was just telling Drew that we should buy Grandpa's boat. Grandpa hates the idea of selling the Eleanor, but he needs the cash. He really wants someone in the family to buy it. And I told him I'd see if I could round up some partners."

"I can't believe he's selling the boat," Burke murmured. 

"He said there won't be any more trips on the water with Grandma, and he doesn't want to sail without her. Too many memories." 

"That sucks," Drew said, saddened by the whole situation. 

"We can make a bad situation better if we buy the boat for the next generation of Callaways," Aiden said. "He'll give us a good deal."

"It's still going to be expensive," Burke said. "Have you considered the monthly expenses, any repairs the boat might need? I don't think they've sailed it the last few years. Where is it anyway?"

"It's in the marina by the Bayview Yacht Club."

"I'm surprised it's in the water. He must pay to rent the slip."

"He said he's been letting friends use it," Aiden explained. "And as for the rest of your questions, we can figure out the answers as we go along." 

Drew smiled at Aiden's comment, which perfectly illustrated the differences between his two brothers. Burke liked to plan, to weigh pros and cons, then make a decision. Aiden liked to jump first and think about whether jumping was a good idea later. They'd always been opposites, and Drew had often ended up being their mediator.

"You should have done a little homework before you came to us," Burke told Aiden.

"I just came up with the idea. Give me a break."

"Why doesn't Dad buy the boat?" Drew asked.

Aiden shrugged. "Lynda gets seasick, so it doesn't really work for them, but it could work for us. Burke, don't you remember that summer we raced in high school? It was a blast. There are a bunch of regattas coming up this spring. We could be racing by May. Wouldn't you like to breathe some fresh sea air for a change?"

"How do you have money to buy a boat?" Burke asked. "Isn't every spare dime going to your wedding?"

"Sara's dad is taking care of the wedding expenses. He's compensating for being a lousy father for most of her life," Aiden replied. "And I have enough cash saved to invest in this boat, if we go three ways."

"You do?" Burke asked, a skeptical note in his voice. "Last I looked you didn't have a job."

"I've been working for Uncle Kevin doing construction," Aiden replied, irritation in his eyes. 

"And that's what you're going to do now? That's going to be your career? You're a firefighter, Aiden. If you don't want to be a smokejumper anymore, you can work here in the city." 

"I don't know if I want to fight any kind of fire anymore," Aiden replied. "But let's put my career choices aside for the moment. I have the money. I think you both do as well."

"What about the rest of the family?" Drew asked. "Maybe someone else wants to go in—Sean, Emma."

"I think it would be simpler to keep it to the three of us. Of course, everyone else can be considered at a later date, and we'll share the boat. But it would be a nightmare to try to work with too many people on this."

"Now that I agree with," Burke said.

"Good. All I'm asking you to do today is take a look at the boat. I thought we could drive down to the marina after the party and check it out." 

Burke sent him an enquiring look. "What do you think, Drew?" 

"I'm not that into boats," he said. 

"You're into anything that goes fast," Aiden reminded him.

That was true. He did like speed. "Does this boat go fast?" 

"It will when we fix her up and get some new sails," Aiden said. "Look, there will always be reasons why we shouldn't do this, but the bottom line is that this is a great opportunity and something we can do together as brothers. How long has it been since we did anything together?"

"Probably at least ten years," Drew said. "Maybe longer." In fact, he couldn't remember the last time the three of them had teamed up to do anything. 

"There you go," Aiden said. 

"Maybe," Burke said with a nod. "I'll consider it after I see the boat."

"I will, too," Drew agreed. 

"Great. This is going to be great," Aiden said, with a light in his eyes.

"We'll see," Burke said. "It's easy to think something will be good before you know all the facts."

"I'm optimistic," Aiden said.

"Or crazy," Burke suggested. "I'm going to see who else is here." 

As Burke wandered into the living room, Drew said, "Is Sara really okay with you buying a boat, Aiden?"

"Sure, why wouldn't she be?" 

"Time away from her."

"Sara can go on the boat, too. And she's not a clingy person. She's independent. She has her own life. One of the things I love about her."

"You got lucky when you met up with her again."

Aiden grinned. "I did." He grabbed a plate and perused the buffet table. "So what's good?"

"Everything," Drew said, reaching for another sandwich. 

 

* * *

 

"Aiden wants to buy a boat?" Emma asked in surprise as Sara sat down on the carpet next to her. Across from them, Brandon was busy building some sort of fort with a huge bucket of blocks. He hadn't even looked up when Sara joined them. Nor had he done much to acknowledge Emma's presence in the attic playroom, but at least he wasn't playing alone. 

"Yes," Sara said, drawing Emma's attention back to her. "It's your grandfather's boat."

"The Eleanor?" she asked with a frown. "He loves that boat. He used to take us out on it all the time when we were little."

"He doesn't think he'll have time to use it now that your grandmother's health is so fragile. Aiden is determined to keep the boat in the family. He's trying to talk Drew into going in on it with him." 

"How do you feel about it?" Emma asked, seeing an odd look in Sara's eyes. Her friend seemed distracted. "Is everything okay with you two?" As the words left her mouth, she couldn't believe she was even asking the question, because Sara had been in love with Aiden since she was fifteen years old, and she'd been over the moon since Aiden had fallen in love with her last year. 

"We're good," Sara said, her tone not at all convincing.

"Sara, come on. I know you. We've been best friends since we were kids, and we're soon to be sister-in-laws. What's going on?"

Sara stared back at her for a long moment, indecision in her brown eyes, then said, "I'm late." 

Two words that every woman feared having to stay. Emma blew out a breath. "You're pregnant?" 

"I don't know. Maybe. I shouldn’t be. We've been careful. I mean, as careful as anyone can be with Aiden."

Emma put up her hand. "Please, I do not want to hear about your sex life with my brother."

"Sorry."

"How late?"

"Four days."

"That's not that long," Emma said slowly.

"It is considering I'm never late."

"You need to take a test."

"If I'm pregnant, it's going to mess up everything," Sara said. "Look how long it took us to set the date, to find a church and a reception venue that we both liked. And what about the dress I just spent several thousand dollars on? August is five months away. If I'm pregnant, I'll be too fat to wear it by then."

"So you'll get another dress. Or you can get married earlier."

"We wanted to do it together, Em."

Emma smiled. "I would love to get married on the same day as my best friend and my brother, but not if it doesn't work for you." She paused, seeing the tension in Sara's eyes and wondering if there was more going on. "It's not just the fact that you might not fit into your wedding dress, is it?"

Sara sighed. "There are a lot of reasons why this is a bad time for me to be pregnant. Aiden is still trying to figure out his career. He's been doing construction, but I don't know if that's what he wants to do long term, and he doesn't either. I've just started a new job. So asking for maternity leave will be tricky." 

"That's all logistical stuff. What is really bothering you?"

"I don't know if I'll be a good mother. I thought my mom was good, but after her death, I discovered all the secrets she'd kept from me. What kind of mother keeps such big secrets? And God knows my father was a disaster as a parent. He was cold and judgmental and made me feel terrible most of the time. My house was not a happy place to grow up. What if I take after either or both of them?"

"Sara, stop. You are neither of your parents. You are the best of both of them. And even though your mom had her secrets, she loved you, and she tried to make up for your dad. But none of that matters. I know that you will make a great mother. You're smart and kind and you have a lot of love to give." She paused. "And before you completely freak out—"

"Too late," Sara said dryly.

Emma smiled. "You need to find out if you're actually pregnant. Why haven't you taken a test?"

"I'm not sure I can handle the answer."

"Have you told Aiden?"

Sara shook her head. "I don't want to say anything until I'm certain."

"Maybe you should say something before he goes out and buys a boat he can't afford."

"He really wants that boat. He told me he has great memories of going out on the bay with his grandfather. I don't want him to miss that because—"

"Because you're having a baby?" Emma interrupted. "Trust me, Aiden will put family over a boat, but let's take it one step at a time. After the party, we'll go to the drugstore and get you a test. You can take it in my apartment. Max is working all day. We'll be alone."

Sara smiled, relief in her eyes. "Thanks, Em. Just talking to you makes me feel like everything will be okay."

"Of course it's going to be okay. It will be amazing. We could use another kid in the family. Give Brandon a little cousin." She glanced over at her nephew, whose attention was focused solely on the task in front of him. "I wonder if he's understood any part of our conversation." 

"I don't know how Nicole deals with him. She's so strong." 

"Mothers do what they have to do." 

"Yeah, I'm hoping a lot of being a mother is instinctive." Sara paused. "I can stay with Brandon if you want to get some food."

"I'm not that hungry. I'll hang out here awhile longer."

"Okay," Sara said as she stood up. "See you later."

As Sara left, Drew came into the room. Emma was both surprised and happy to see him. Drew wasn't big on showing up for family parties. 

"Hi Em."

"Drew."

"Happy birthday, Brandon," Drew said. 

Brandon didn't lift his gaze. Drew gave her a questioning look, but she just shrugged. "What are you doing up here?" she asked. 

"Looking for you and Brandon. How's it going?"

"Fine. We're hanging out. I'm doing a lot of talking. He's ignoring me." She smiled. "Kind of like the way you and I used to interact."

He laughed as he sat down on the carpet next to her. "I listened sometimes."

"I don't believe that for a second. Sara told me that you might be buying a boat with Aiden and Burke?"

"I just heard about it. I haven't agreed to anything. We're going to take a look at it later today."

"You'll agree," she said with confidence. "There's no way you'll let Burke and Aiden do this without you." She gave him a mischievous smile. "You always loved it when they let you play."

"I'm a little too old to worry about playing with my older brothers," he said dryly.

"Yeah, but it has to feel a little good to have them include you."

He shrugged. "I think it's my money they want." 

"They're not that cold. Although, sometimes I think Burke put his heart into the freezer after Hailey's death, and I don't know what it will take to thaw him out." 

"He has to grieve in his own time," Drew said quietly.

Drew knew a lot about grief. He'd lost a lot of friends in his eight years in the Navy, not that he ever talked about his time in the service, but it had taken a toll on him. She was glad he was home now; she just wished he'd open up a bit more. Maybe working on the boat with Aiden and Burke would help him reconnect with the family. 

 "I don't ordinarily like to encourage family activities that don't include me," she said. "But I think you should buy the boat. It would be good for all three of you. Actually, it would be nice if you could include Sean, but he's barely surviving as a musician. I'm sure he doesn't have extra cash. And Colton is perpetually broke. Shayla doesn't have time and Nicole has her hands full trying to save Brandon and her marriage."

"How is that going?"

She shook her head. "I have no idea. I don't think she and Ryan are even talking right now. They haven't officially filed for divorce, but someone is going to have to do something soon."

"I haven’t seen Ryan in a few months," he murmured. "Maybe I can talk to him."

"It couldn't hurt."

Drew idly picked up a block, rolling it between his fingers as he watched Brandon. "What is he building?"

"I'm not sure, but Brandon has a good sense of structure. He loves to work with the blocks. It keeps his attention for hours." 

"I used to love building stuff. Burke and I built almost an entire city in our bedroom one summer."

"I remember. Then Daisy knocked it over," she said, referring to their golden retriever.

He smiled. "I forgot about that."

"I'm pretty sure Aiden threw something into the room so that Daisy would go after it," Emma said dryly. "He was bored with you."

"I wouldn't doubt it. Good old Daisy."

"Maybe you should get a dog to keep you company."

"I have plenty of company."

"Do you?" she asked, arching an eyebrow. 

"Yes. Speaking of company, where's your fiancé today?"

 "Max is working."

"How are you two doing?"

"Still happy. Still engaged. Life is good," she said, which was really quite an understatement for how fabulous her life was now with Max. 

"You deserve it after that douche bag you were with a few years ago."

"Don't remind me." She paused, giving her brother a thoughtful look. There was a familiar weariness in his eyes. She'd thought for a while he was just recovering from his years in the Navy, but there was something else going on. "What's wrong, Drew? You look tired."

"I haven't been sleeping well."  

"Is it that woman again? The one you thought was dead? Did you see her again?"

He frowned. "I wish I'd never told you about her. And, no, I haven't seen her again."

"But you're still thinking about her."  

"Mind your own business, Em."

"You're my business. You're my brother." She cocked her head to one side as she studied his expression. "She meant something to you, didn't she?"

"I don't know what she meant to me. She died before we had a chance to find out."

"You've never told me what happened. Was she someone you were trying to rescue?"

"I did try to save her, but I wasn't on duty. I was just nearby when she was involved in a boat accident."  

"I'm sorry." Despite Drew's claim that he didn't know what the woman meant to him, Emma knew that there was some kind of strong connection. Drew had been in the search and rescue business for a decade. He was hardened to accidents and even to death. He'd spent years building a hard shell around his heart. While it saddened her to see, she suspected that wall was what kept him from losing his sanity. 

"I don't want to talk about her," Drew said. 

"If you change your mind, I'm here. And I might be able to help."

"How could you help?"

"Well, I could help you take your mind off this woman by setting you up with one of my hot, single girlfriends."

He groaned. "No set-ups. I can get my own dates." 

"I know you can, but you don't," she said pointedly. "You haven't brought a woman around the family in a long time."

"For good reason. I don't need you scaring them off with the third degree."

"I wouldn't do that."

He laughed. "Sure you would."

"I care about you, Drew. You've had some rough years. I know you won't talk about them, so I'm not going to ask. But I want to see you happy, maybe even settle down with someone, have a long term relationship."

"Just because you're engaged you want everyone else to be matched up."  

"Okay, that's sort of true, but not completely."

"I'm fine. Don't worry about me."

"You always say that." 

"Because it's true."

"Well, if you're not going to have a social life, then I guess you'll be one less sibling who needs to bring a guest to my wedding."

"No way. I'm not coming solo to your wedding. You'll put me at the singles table. I'll bring someone." 

"Who?" she asked with a challenging smile.

"I don't know yet."

"Well, you have almost five months to figure it out," she said on her way out the door. 

 


Chapter Four

 

 

Drew followed Aiden and Burke to the marina just after three o'clock in the afternoon. He'd opted to take his own car, so he wouldn’t have to drive all the way back to his parents house. And he'd also wanted to have a few minutes to think about what he might be about to commit to. 

It had been a long time since he'd done something with Burke and Aiden, and this would be a good opportunity to reconnect. But a boat? He'd always been about planes, then helicopters. He'd spent some time on carriers in the Navy, but that was just in between flights. 

He'd certainly never thought of himself as a boat owner. But why not? It could be fun—something different, something to take his mind off the woman who haunted his dreams every night. 

Shaking that thought out of his head, he turned into the crowded parking lot by the marina. The morning's storm had completely disappeared and the sun was bright in the sky, bringing out the locals and the tourists. After squeezing his black SUV into a compact parking spot, he got out of the car and walked toward the Bayview Yacht Club. Aiden and Burke were waiting for him on the sidewalk. 

They walked down the dock together. The boat bobbed gently in the water in a slip at the far end of the marina, a beautifully proud and a little weathered thirty-foot sailboat. 

They hopped on board and walked around. Drew hadn’t been on the boat in years, but as he took a quick look downstairs at the galley and sleeping berth, he flashed back on some happy daytrips with his grandfather at the helm, and his dad showing him how to rig the sails. 

"It's not in bad shape," Burke said, as Drew came up the stairs. "What does the interior look like?"

"Fine, a little aged," Drew said. "But not unacceptable."

"I agree," Aiden said, excitement in his eyes. "We have to do this." He waved his hand toward the bay, the majestic Golden Gate Bridge in the distance, Alcatraz and Angel Island. "Look where we are—in one of the most beautiful cities in the world. The Pacific Ocean is just beyond the bridge. We've all been working hard for a long time. Our jobs have big stakes, life and death. The pressure is tough. We need to relieve that tension every once in a while. This boat is the perfect solution. We can cruise, we can race." He paused. "We can entertain the ladies."

"You're getting married, that's lady singular to you," Drew said with a grin. 

"Well, you and Burke can go crazy then. Look, I can do the dance and tell you all the reasons why we should do this. And then Burke can tell us all the reasons why we shouldn't. But bottom line—I'm buying this boat," Aiden said. "I want to partner with you both, but if you're not in, I'll keep looking. So what do you say? Are you in or are you out?"

"I'm considering it," Burke said. "Give me a minute." 

As Burke went to check out the galley, Drew's attention turned to a small sailboat pulling into a slip two rows in front of them. As the woman got off the boat to secure the lines, his chest tightened, and his heart skipped a beat. She was slender, wearing jeans and a navy blue windbreaker. Her light brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail. 

Two teenage kids got off the boat. They exchanged a few words with the woman, and then took off. As she turned around, Drew saw her face.

"Oh, my God," he muttered. 

"Drew?" Aiden asked. "What are you looking at?"

He heard the question but he didn't have time to answer. He had to get to her before she disappeared again. 

He jumped off the boat and ran down the docks, hearing Aiden call after him. He didn't even glance back. He was not going to let Ria get away again. 

But she was already walking down the dock toward the yacht club.

"Ria," he shouted as he ran after her.  

She glanced back and stiffened, then turned around and quickened her pace. 

What the hell? 

He broke into a jog, catching up to her in the parking lot. "Ria, wait." He grabbed her arm, hoping he hadn't completely lost his mind and was about to scare the life out of a total stranger. But it wasn't a stranger staring back at him. It was Ria. 

Her brown eyes widened, and she sucked in a quick breath of air. 

"It is you," he said, feeling confused, relieved and amazed all at the same time. "You're alive." 

Her hair might not be blonde anymore, but her brown eyes with the gold lights were the same, as well as her lightly sunburned cheeks, and her lips—her soft, full, pink lips that made his body tighten in memory. 

He was suddenly slammed with a montage of images from the night they'd spent together. Every one of his senses came alive. He could smell the orange blossoms in her hair when he kissed her neck. He could taste the heat of her mouth. He could feel her breasts swell under his hands as he licked her nipples into peaks of pleasure. And the way she'd come apart under him, on top of him—he could still hear her soft cries of uninhibited pleasure. 

Damn!

His breath came so fast he started to feel dizzy. 

He'd wished a thousand times for people to come back from the dead, but it had never happened—until now.

"Drew," she said finally, biting down on her bottom lip, as she tried to come up with something else to say.

The silence went on far too long. He'd seen her in his dreams so many times he had to tell himself that he wasn't dreaming now. But he was holding her arm. He could feel the heat of her body. He could hear her voice. She wasn't a ghost. 

"I don't understand," he said, shaking his head in confusion. "I thought you were dead. Everyone did."

"So you heard about the fire on the boat?" she asked slowly.

"Heard about it? I saw it. I was on the dock when the explosion almost knocked me off my feet." He could still hear the thunderous roar in his head and taste the terror that had run through him as he and Juan had sailed toward the destruction. 

"You were on the dock?" Her eyes widened in surprise. "I thought you were on your way to the airport."

"I had a few more hours before my flight. I was down there looking for you." 

She shook her head. "I didn't know."

He stared back at her. "How did you survive? The boat was blown to bits."

"I jumped off before it blew up." She licked her lips. "I swam away, and eventually I made it to one of the small islands nearby. I was there for several days before anyone found me."

Her words were logical, but there was something about her story that sounded practiced. 

"What about the other people on board? Did they make it?"

"No, I don't think so." 

He didn't understand why she was acting so guarded. There was fear in her eyes, but she hadn't been afraid of him on the island. Why was she now? Why wasn't she smiling, laughing, telling him about the adventure she'd had, the miraculous escape from death? 

"Ria, what's going on?" 

"Could you let go of my arm? You're hurting me."

He hesitated, then released his grip. "Sorry. Why did you run away from me just now? You heard me call your name."

"I didn't want to talk to you. It's—awkward."

"Why?" 

"Because it is." She crossed her arms in front of her chest. "We had a one-night thing a long time ago. I don't know what you want me to say." 

There were a lot of things he wanted her to say, and none of them were coming out of her mouth. "Your explanation of your escape doesn't make sense to me. Juan took me out to the scene of the explosion. There were dozens of people looking for you and your passenger. I was one of them. I was in the water searching for you. I don't see how you could have swum away."

Her face whitened. "I didn't know you were part of the search. Why were you out there?"  

"Because I wanted to save your life."

"Oh. Well, that was generous of you."

"That's it?"

"I didn't know you looked for me. I'm touched." 

"I waited on the island for two days. I know search parties went out in boats to the neighboring islands. They came back empty." 

"I was on a really small island. It was very far away. I'm sure most people wouldn't have thought I could swim that far. But I have strong survival instincts."

He gave her a long look. She avoided his eyes. "I don't believe you," he said. "Why are you lying to me?"

She stiffened. "I don't care if you believe me. You asked me what happened, and I told you. So we're done."

"Hold on," he said forcefully. "We are not done. I thought I saw you on Fisherman's Wharf right before Thanksgiving. And now I'm sure it was you."

"I don't remember seeing you."

She was lying again.

"After I saw you," he continued. "I called Juan at Sea Charters, and I asked him if you or anyone else on your boat had been rescued after I left. He said no and that the tragedy still haunted him."

She stiffened. "I wish you hadn't done that."

"Why?"

"Because it's complicated."

"The fact that you're alive when you're supposed to be dead is complicated? Yeah, that's an understatement."

"I didn't go back to the island after I was rescued. I wasn't particularly close to anyone there, and it was time to come back to the States." She paused. "Did you call anyone else besides Juan?"

"I also spoke to Martin at the bar. He said he'd made peace with the fact that you'd died doing something you love. I wonder how they'll both react when they find out you're alive."

"You can't tell them," she said quickly.

"Why not?"

"I have my reasons."

"Tell me what they are."

"I can't." 

"Then I'll make some calls."

This time it was Ria who grabbed his arm. "Drew, you can't do that."

"I need to know why. Are you in trouble?"

"I'm trying to avoid being in trouble," she said pointedly. 

"Maybe I can help."

"You can help by leaving me alone. Just go away and forget you ever knew me." 

Considering the fact that he'd been dreaming about her nonstop for the last five months, and for the year before that, he doubted that would be possible. "I'm going to need more information." He glanced at her dark jacket, at the yacht club emblem on the chest pocket. "Do you work for the yacht club?"

She hesitated, then nodded, and said, "Yes. I give sailing lessons and run private boat charters."

"So being lost at sea didn't make you lose your love for the water?" 

"The sea is the one place where I never feel scared. I trust the ocean to do what it's meant to. People are much more unpredictable."

Her cryptic words were tinged with pain and bitterness, maybe even a little anger, but he didn't think all of her emotions were about his unexpected appearance. "I can't just walk away, Ria. Not like this."

She let out a frustrated sigh. "Look, we had an incredible night together, Drew. I'll never forget it, but it's not going to happen again. I'm not that woman anymore, and I never will be again." 

"Why not? What happened to you? What changed? "

"Everything," she said with a wave of her hand. "My whole world is different now. And there's no room for you in it. I'm sorry if that hurts your feelings, but that's the way it is." 

"This isn't about hurt feelings. If you're not interested, I can take it."

"Then why are we still talking?" she challenged.

"Because your behavior is odd, and your explanations don't make sense. I feel like you're saying one thing with your words, but your eyes tell another story."

"That is crap," she said angrily. "You are reading way too much into my desire not to speak to you anymore. I'm leaving." 

She spun on her heel, and he knew she was three seconds from disappearing out of his life for the third time. 

"I have your necklace," he said abruptly.

Her step faltered. She turned slowly back to face him. "What did you say?"

"The gold chain with the heart entwined around an emerald. You said it belonged to your grandmother. I have it."

"Where did you find it?"

"In the sea, near the site of the explosion. It floated right past me when I was looking for you. For a few minutes, I had renewed hope that you were close by, but that hope eventually died." 

She put a hand to her neck, as if she could still feel the chain. "It came off when I jumped overboard. I felt it slip away, but I couldn't stop to look for it. I had to get away from the boat."

"Do you want it back?" 

"Yes." 

"Then we'll have to meet again. When?"

"You could leave it for me at the yacht club."

"Do you really think you're going to get off that easy? You want the necklace, Ria, you'll have to talk to me. Can you meet me tonight?"

She shook her head. "No." 

"What about tomorrow?" 

She hesitated, indecision in her gaze. "I'm teaching most of the day. Weekends are busy. But if you want to meet me here at five o'clock, I should be done by then."

"All right. I'll meet you at five. And just so you know—even though you're not happy to see me, I'm very happy to see you. I'm glad you're not dead."

"I am dead, Drew. Ria Hastings, the girl you met, died in an explosion off the Isla de los Sueños. I'm Tory Harper now. New name, new start, clean slate. After tomorrow, we say goodbye, and we move on. Okay?"

"Why do you need a fresh start?"

"I can't tell you why. But it's important. So do we have a deal?"

He could see impatience in her gaze, a need to lock him down, have him make a promise not to threaten her new life, but he wasn't quite ready to do that. "I'll let you know tomorrow." 

It wasn't the answer she wanted. She bit back something, then turned and strode away, her body as stiff as a poker. She was furious, but more importantly, she was also scared. And it was the fear in her eyes that wouldn't let him say goodbye or promise not to ever bother her again. It was ingrained in him to help people who were in trouble. And Ria was in trouble. 

"Drew?" 

The irritated voice of his brother, Burke, drew his head around. Aiden and Burke were walking toward him. He'd forgotten all about them, all about the boat. He'd seen Ria and everything else had vanished. 

"Where the hell did you go?" Burke demanded, anger in his blue eyes. "We've been waiting ten minutes for you." 

"I saw someone I knew," he replied. 

"Yeah, you almost broke your neck getting off the boat," Aiden put in. "Who was that woman?"

"Someone I thought was dead." 

Enlightenment dawned in Aiden's eyes. "Wait a second. Is that the same woman you thought you saw before?"

He nodded. "Yeah, it turns out she survived. She's very much alive."

"Well, that's lucky."  

"Yeah, lucky," Burke echoed, an odd look in his eyes. "What's her story?"

"Not sure yet. We're going to meet tomorrow, and she'll fill me in." 

"Okay, so let's get back to the reason we came down here," Aiden interrupted. "Are you guys in or out?"

"I'm in," he said impulsively, trying to tell himself that the fact that Ria worked at the yacht club had nothing to do with his decision.

"Great," Aiden said with happy surprise. "Burke?"

"Why not? It's been too long since I let you talk me into something stupid, Aiden. I'm overdue."

Aiden grinned. "We're going to have a good time—we'll be the three amigos."

"If you call us that, I'm not going to do it," Burke said with a warning frown.

"Yeah, deal breaker for me, too," Drew agreed.

"Fine," Aiden said. "We should celebrate. Sara is tied up with Emma, so I'm free. Let's go to the bar at the yacht club. The first round is on me." 

 


Chapter Five

 

 

Emma walked into the apartment she shared with her fiancé and yelled, "Max?" When there was no reply, she turned to Sara. "He's not here." She held up the bag they'd gotten from the drugstore. "Time for the moment of truth."

Sara looked less than thrilled. "I feel sick to my stomach."

"Could be nerves or morning sickness. Only one way to find out."

"I don't know if I'm ready," she said as she reluctantly took the bag.

"Come on, get it over with, so we know if our next move is a round of drinks or a gallon of ice cream." 

"Okay, I'll do it. It's going to be fine, right?"

"Whatever happens," Emma reassured her. "It's not like you're sixteen and knocked up. You're an adult, an attorney, and you're engaged to the love of your life. Everything is good."

"Exactly. Everything is great, but I'm afraid a baby will mess things up. Aiden and I aren't married yet. And we weren't planning on having kids for a while. We wanted to figure out our career plans first. This is going to change everything, and I honestly don't know how Aiden will take it."

The fear in Sara's eyes reminded Emma of the little girl she'd grown up with, the kid who was afraid to do anything wrong for fear her father would hate her even more. Steven Davidson had really done a number on his daughter, and Emma still disliked him for that. 

"Aiden isn't your father," she said. "He loves you, and if you're pregnant, he's going to be stunned but thrilled. You always wanted a big family, Sara. Things are going to work out the way they're meant to work out. Now go take the test."

As Sara disappeared into the bathroom, Emma walked into the kitchen. She wanted to have wine and ice cream waiting. Depending on the outcome, they'd celebrate appropriately. As she passed by the kitchen counter, her gaze caught on the big binder she and Sara had put together for their double wedding. 

Max and Aiden both joked about the size of that notebook, but she and Sara had had a lot of fun putting together ideas for flowers, cakes, reception sites, and wedding venues. In truth, they'd started planning their weddings when they were twelve years old. Now, the idea of doing it together seemed unbelievable but also a little magical. Last week, they'd finally set the date, picked the church and put down a deposit for a reception in the garden of an old Victorian hotel. 

If Sara were pregnant, some, if not all, of their plans would change. It made her a little sad to think they might have to throw out the notebook and start over, but in the end she just wanted to marry Max. She could do that at City Hall and still be happy. Max had her heart, and she had his, and that's really all that mattered. 

She moved to the refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of white wine. She opened the freezer next and grabbed a quart of ice cream. She set both items on the counter and waited. 

A few minutes later Sara came out of the bathroom with a dazed but happy expression in her eyes. 

"Well," Emma demanded impatiently. "Wine or ice cream?"

A smile bloomed across Sara's face. "Ice cream."

"Oh, my God. You're pregnant?"

Sara nodded. "It was positive."

Emma moved around the counter and gave Sara a big hug. "I am so happy for you. And don't start crying, or I'm going to cry, too."

"You never cry," Sara said. 

"Well, I don't want to start now," she said with a sniff. 

"I didn't think I was going to be this happy," Sara said, wonder still in her eyes. "But I am. I'm going to have a baby. I'm going to be a mother."

"It's fantastic. I cannot wait. You have to call Aiden."

Sara hesitated. "I'll tell him when I get home. I don't want to do it over the phone. And he's with Burke and Drew right now."

"Probably a good idea. He'll be overjoyed, but you still might want to tell him when he's sitting down. This kind of news can shake anyone up." She paused as the front door opened. 

Max walked into the apartment. He looked tired. His tie hung loosely around his neck and the sleeves of his shirt were rolled up to the forearms. He'd been working a homicide case for two weeks that was giving him a lot of sleepless nights, but last night he'd made an arrest. Hopefully, that would be it. She walked over to give him a kiss. "Hi."

"Hi yourself," he said, giving her a loving look. Then he nodded to Sara. "How are you doing?"

"She's doing great," Emma said before Sara could answer. "Can we tell him? I know you want to tell Aiden first, but I'm not going to be able to keep it to myself for that long." 

"Tell me what?" Max asked. 

Sara held up the pregnancy test stick. "I'm pregnant."

"Well, that is great news." He crossed the room to give Sara a hug. 

"I'm hoping Aiden will feel that way, too," Sara said. "He doesn't know yet, and it wasn't exactly planned."

"He'll be happy," Max said with confidence in his voice. 

"I should go find him," Sara said, grabbing her bag. "Thank you, Emma, for forcing me to face my fears, the way you always do."

"Call me later and tell me what Aiden says. Maybe tomorrow we can go out and celebrate." 

"Sounds good."

As Sara left the apartment, Emma glanced over at Max. He had an odd expression on his face. "Are you thinking about how you'd feel if I was unexpectedly pregnant?" 

"You're not, are you?"

"Well, Sara and I do like to do things together," she joked. "But no, I'm not. If I were, how would you feel?" 

"Terrified. A little girl with your blonde hair, blue eyes and stubborn personality would probably kill me."

She smiled back at him. "You're just as stubborn as I am."

"True." He paused. "Do you want to have a baby right now, Emma?"

She smiled and shook her head. "No. I want to marry you and start our lives. I want to be a little selfish and have you to myself for a while."

"I feel the same way," he said. "But one day…"

"One day," she agreed. "In the meantime, we need to be a little more careful than Aiden and Sarah."

He laughed. "I'm always more careful than Aiden."

"True. I would really love to see his reaction when Sara tells him he's going to be a father."

 

* * *

 

"I must admit this is one of your better ideas, Aiden," Drew told his brother as he raised his beer glass to his lips.

"The beer or the boat?" Aiden asked.

"Both," Drew said with a laugh. He set down his glass and glanced around the restaurant bar at the yacht club. The far wall was one large window that ran from floor to ceiling and overlooked the bay and the bridge. On the other two walls were television screens playing a variety of sporting events. A few men sat at the bar talking about the wind conditions out on the bay, and another larger group of people had commandeered one of the larger tables. "Nice place."

"We'll be spending a lot of time here," Aiden said.

"Unless we decide to dock the boat somewhere cheaper," Burke put in.

"The Eleanor has always been here," Aiden said. 

"Because Grandpa had money, and this is the best spot in the city," Burke said. "But there are cheaper locations I'm sure."

"We don't need to worry about that right now," Aiden said, dismissing Burke's concern. "When can you guys get me a check?"

"Monday for me," Burke said. "I need to move some things around."

"Monday works for me as well," Drew put in. 

Aiden nodded. "I'll let Grandpa know. He's going to be thrilled that we're keeping the boat in the family. It's a sad situation for him and Grandma, but we're making it a little easier."

"Grandma didn't even recognize me at the party," Drew said, remembering the fearful look in her eyes when he'd approached her. "That's the first time she hasn't known who I was."

"There are a lot of us," Burke said quietly. "Don't take it personally."

"Hard not to take it personally when your grandmother forgets who you are."

"She usually thinks I'm Grandpa," Aiden said. "She talks to me about stuff as if I'm her husband, and I have no idea what she's talking about."

"Maybe we can get them both out on the boat again," Burke suggested. "One last ride around the bay."

"That's a good idea," Drew said. 

"Absolutely," Aiden agreed. He turned his attention to Drew. "Now, let's get back to your mystery woman. Where did you meet her? What was the relationship?"

Drew took a sip of his beer, then said, "I met her about a year and a half ago, on Isla de los Sueños. I went there for a week with Tim right after I got out of the Navy. She was working at the beachside bar as a bartender."

"And you hooked up," Aiden said with a nod. 

"Yeah. It was the last night I was there. It wasn't supposed to be anything, just a beautiful woman on a hot tropical night, but…" His voice drifted away as he searched for the right words. "It was more than I expected. She was more than I expected. The next morning, I woke up and she was gone. I later found out she was on a boat that caught fire and exploded. There were supposedly no survivors." He drew in a deep breath as the painful memory ran through him. 

"So how did she survive?" Burke asked curiously.

"She said she swam for hours and ended up on some small deserted island. I don't know if I believe her. When we spoke just now, she was nervous, wary, evasive. And she mentioned that she wanted to start over, new name, new start."

"She changed her name?" Aiden asked, concern entering his eyes. "She sounds like trouble, Drew, and you don't usually go looking for trouble. That's my department." 

"Well, you're getting married, so someone has to pick up the slack," he said lightly. 

"She's on the run," Burke interjected. "No one changes their name unless they're trying to hide."

"I agree," Drew said. "I'm hoping to get more information when I see her tomorrow."

"You're seeing her again?" Burke asked with a frown. "Is that smart?"

"Maybe not. But I have her necklace, and I want to give it back to her."

"You want to see her again, because you aren't ready to let her go," Aiden said. "You're hung up on her." 

"I'm curious," he said, knowing that the word didn't begin to explain his complicated feelings towards Ria. 

"My advice is to give her the necklace and say goodbye," Burke said. 

"Or you could give her the necklace, sleep with her again, and then say goodbye," Aiden put in, a sparkle in his eyes. "Get her out of your system."

He liked Aiden's advice a lot better than Burke's, but he doubted Ria would get back into bed with him when at the moment she didn't even want to talk to him. 

"I'm going to order some nachos; I'm hungry," Aiden said. "I'll be right back."

As Aiden walked over to the bar, Drew turned to Burke. His older brother seemed lost in thought. "Everything okay, Burke?"

His brother shifted in his seat. "Yeah."

Silence fell between them. Drew wanted to say something, but he'd always had a harder time connecting to Burke than to Aiden. Burke was so much more closed off. He kept everything inside. And he'd gotten more distant since he'd lost his fiancé in a fiery car wreck. And unlike Ria, Hailey couldn't come back from the dead. 

"I'm sorry," he said. 

"About what?" Burke asked. 

"Hailey."

Burke drew in a sharp breath and his eyes darkened. "I don't want to talk about Hailey. Why would you bring her up now?"

"This situation I'm in, discovering someone isn't dead, must remind you—"

"Everything reminds me of Hailey," Burke said, cutting him off. 

"I understand."

Silence followed his words, then Burke said, "You need to be careful Drew. This woman didn't want to talk to you today, and she ran away from you the first time you saw her. You've never had any patience for liars or fakes, and she seems to be both."

He frowned at his brother's assessment. "You don't know her."

"It doesn't sound like you know her, either."

"I thought I did."

"After one night of sex?" 

"I know it sounds crazy, but we had a connection that was more than physical. And I need to know what happened on the island. I haven't slept in a year and a half because of her. She's not out of my life until she answers my questions," he said with determination.

"All right. I hope you like the answers."

"So do I."

"Look what I got," Aiden said, appearing back at the table with a heaping plate of chips, cheese and peppers. "Dig in."

As they ate nachos and ordered another round of beers, the conversation drifted into other channels: the boat, the upcoming sailboat races, and finally to Aiden's wedding plans. 

"Do you have a date yet?" Drew asked as he washed down the last chip with a swig of beer. 

Aiden nodded. "August second, some church in the Presidio, and I forget where the reception is."

"Don't let Sara hear you say that," Burke said dryly.

"I won't," Aiden said with a grin. "Sara and Emma are having a fantastic time planning stuff, and the good thing about a double wedding is that I don't have to be involved. Sara goes to Em for advice on flowers and cakes. And vice versa. Max and I just sit back and say yes."

"Not bad," Drew said with a nod. 

"Is Sara's dad happy about calling you his son-in-law?" Burke asked. "As I recall, he wasn't one of your bigger fans when you were growing up." 

Drew was curious to hear Aiden's answer. It was no secret that Aiden's father-in-law- to-be, Steven Davidson, had never been friendly to any of the Callaways. The families had lived next door for two decades, but Steven had always kept to himself, even more so after Sara's mother died. 

"He's surprisingly happy about it," Aiden said. "Although, I think that's partly due to the fact that I'm taking Sara off his hands."

"I thought they were getting along better," Drew said. 

"They are. Steven is trying to be a father, which means a lot to Sara. She's always wanted more of a family."

"Well, she's going to get more family than she wants when she marries into the Callaways," Drew said dryly. 

"Damn," Aiden said, his gaze now on the television screen. The Giants had just blown their chance in the bottom of the ninth. They were going into extra innings. "Miller can't hit for shit this season."

"He'll be back," Burke said, shifting his chair so he could get a better view of the game. "He hit .360 last year."

"What has he done for me lately?" Aiden asked.

"You always give up on people too fast," Burke said. 

"And you'll ride a losing horse all the way back to the stable." 

Drew smiled to himself as Burke and Aiden jumped into an argument over the Giants' starting lineup. He'd mediated a lot of their battles, but today he was going to let them fight it out on their own. His mind was on Ria. 

If she worked for the yacht club, maybe he could get some information about her from the office. 

"I'll be right back," he muttered, although neither Aiden nor Burke were paying attention to him. 

He left the restaurant and walked down the hall to the office. The receptionist gave him a friendly smile. 

"Can I help you?" she asked.

"I was wondering about your sailing lessons." 

"We have lessons to fit every ability level. Are you a beginner?"

"Intermediate. I think I saw a female instructor out on the docks…"

"That was probably Tory Harper. She's excellent and a seasoned sailor. She's sailed all over the world."

"Sounds perfect. Does she have any openings?" 

The woman moved to her computer. "Let's see. When would you want to take the lesson?"

"What is the first available?"    

"Tomorrow afternoon at four o'clock. It's an hour slot."

"I'll take it."

"Name?"

He paused, wondering if Ria would check the schedule. He decided to play it safe. Since she'd used a fake name, he would, too. "Tim Roberts," he said, adding his own cell number to the reservation. 

"Great. Tory will meet you at the dock," the woman said with a smile. "Have fun."

"I intend to." He couldn't wait to see Ria's face when he showed up for his lesson. 

 


Chapter Six

 

 

She'd handled Drew all wrong, Ria thought, as she got off the bus and walked down the street to her apartment building. She'd been so shocked to see him, she'd veered from the script she'd so carefully composed and instead lied like an amateur. He'd immediately seen through her, and she wasn't surprised. His intelligence and quick brain had been one of the things that had drawn him to her, not to mention his sexy smile and strong, masculine body. 

She drew in a deep breath in an attempt to calm her racing heart. But the adrenaline rushing through her veins was overwhelming and her instinct to flee was taking over. Leaving San Francisco today was her best option, but there was no way Megan would leave before the prom. It was one week away, and it would break her heart to miss it. Megan had already had too much heartbreak, and the last thing Ria wanted to do was make her niece unhappy again. 

So she would wait, at least until after the prom. Then she would reevaluate and have a long heart-to-heart talk with Megan, because she was coming to realize that the shy, terrified fifteen-year-old who'd come to live with her a year and a half ago was not the increasingly more confident sixteen-year-old who seemed to have locked her past away along with her old name. Megan wanted to be normal. And she was doing everything she could to forget that her life was anything but routine. 

Ria knew it was probably a coping mechanism and a part of her wished she could compartmentalize so well, but she couldn't. Megan might be able to put away the fear, but she couldn't, because it was her job to protect Megan. She had to stay vigilant and get rid of any threats to their safety, which meant she had to get rid of Drew.

A little sigh escaped her lips at that thought. In any other time, any other place, she would have loved to see him again. She'd never forgotten their night together, and today she'd been reminded in glorious detail just how attractive he really was. His brown hair was longer now, and he'd lost the painful shadows in his eyes that had been so prevalent the night they'd met. He'd been getting out of the Navy then, leaving friends and memories behind to move forward. Apparently, that step forward had been a good one for him. Standing on the docks, he'd looked vibrant, alive, sexy as hell. 

It had physically hurt to look at him, to lie to him, and then tell him to go. But she'd done what she had to do, and apparently she would have to do it again tomorrow. She could skip the meeting, but she wanted her necklace back, and he already knew where she worked. Her jacket had been a dead giveaway. 

So her new plan was to meet him, get her necklace, try not to act so wary or scared, and hope that he would just accept that there was nothing wrong. She knew her story had triggered his protective instincts, and as much as she would like a protector, she couldn't do that to Drew. She would protect him by keeping him as far away as possible. 

With that resolve, she walked up the steps to her apartment building and inserted her key in the lock. As usual, she glanced over her shoulder before making her way inside the building. There was no one else out on the quiet street, no one sitting in a car, no one who appeared to be watching her. 

She paused in the lobby to open her mailbox. There were only a few pieces of junk mail, all addressed to previous tenants. She tossed them into a recycle bin. As she turned toward the elevator, the front door opened, and Amelia Barrows walked in. An attractive brunette in her mid thirties, Amelia was her next-door neighbor and was a widow with a twelve-year-old daughter named Beth. Beth suffered from chronic asthma and respiratory infections, and Amelia worked two jobs to pay for all the medical bills. 

While Ria had tried hard not to make friends, Amelia had been insistent on getting to know her and Megan. They'd bonded over the pressure of having to raise girls on their own. Ria had told Amelia that Megan was her younger sister, and that their parents were dead. It wasn't as big a lie as the others, but it was necessary. She didn't want anyone coming around asking about an aunt and a niece. 

"You okay?" Amelia asked, her sharp gaze raking Tory's face. "You're pale. I hope you're not getting that stomach bug that's going around."

"No, I'm fine," she said, but as she closed the mailbox, her hand shook. 

"You don't look fine." Amelia paused. "You can talk to me, Tory. I know that you like to lead a very private life, and I respect that, but if you ever need a friend, you have one. I hope you know that."

"Thanks," she said, seeing the kindness in Amelia's eyes. "I just ran into someone I wasn't expecting to see, but it's going to be fine."

"Is he the person you're running from?" Amelia asked.

Surprise shot through Tory. "What do you mean?"

"Okay, I know I just said I'd respect your privacy, but I've been thinking for a while that you're hiding out from someone. Maybe someone who hurt you or Megan."

Apparently, she wasn't as good a liar as she thought. "Why would you think that?"

"Because you're always looking over your shoulder. When we get coffee, you sit so you're facing the door. When your phone rings, you tense."

"This man didn't hurt me," she said, not addressing the rest of Amelia's statement.

"So what's the problem?"

She shrugged. "It wasn't the right time when we were together, and it's not the right time now. I was startled to see him, that's all."

"Did you love him?"

The question hit her hard. She'd been reluctant to analyze her feelings about the man who showed up in so many of her dreams. "I wouldn't go that far," she said slowly. "I liked him. I liked him a lot. But we really didn't know each other."

"Maybe it was love at first sight."

"I don't know if I believe in that."

"I do. When there's magic, you know it, right from the start." Amelia gave her a long look. "So why isn't it the right time now? You don't have anyone in your life that I've seen. And you deserve to be happy. Just because you're raising your little sister doesn't mean you can't have a man, too."

"A man would complicate things." 

"Maybe in a good way. You haven't gone on a date since you moved in here." 

"I'm off men for the moment." She pushed the button for the elevator. 

"Well, I'm not. I had a great first date last night."

"Megan said you came home in a good mood." Megan had babysat for Beth the previous evening, which had been fun for both of the girls. Beth got to hang out with an older teenager, and Megan got to make a little of her own money and just be a normal teen for a few hours. Of course, Ria had kept a very close eye on both of them. 

Amelia smiled. "It was easier than I expected. We didn’t have any of those awkward silences. I probably talked way too much, but you know me. I can't shut up, especially when I'm nervous." 

"I'm glad it went well," she said as they stepped on to the elevator. 

"So well it scared me a little. It's been three years since Carl died, and I've only slept with one other guy in all that time, and that was a disaster. But when I was with Steve last night, I was—interested."

Ria smiled. "Interested is good, isn't it?"

"If he calls me again," Amelia said as they got off the elevator and walked down the hall. 

"I'm confident that he will call." She stopped in front of her door. "I'll see you later." 

"Sure. Can I just say one thing, Tory?"

"What's that?"

"There's never a right time to fall in love. Sometimes you just have to let it happen. Risk your heart." 

Unfortunately, there was a lot more than her heart at risk.  

 

* * *

 

Ria spent Sunday trying to concentrate on her sailing lessons and not think about her upcoming meeting with Drew. For the most part, it worked. She loved sailing, and it was a beautiful day on a bay that was crowded with boats, so she had to pay attention. But as she prepared for her last lesson of the day, she couldn't seem to quiet the uneasy, nervous feeling of anticipation that ran through her every time she thought about Drew. 

She grabbed her schedule and checked the name of her next student in an attempt to distract herself. It was a new student, which meant more time at the dock going over instructions and less time on the water. But new students turned into repeat customers, so she would make sure he had a great experience. 

She glanced down the docks, seeing a man approaching. As he drew closer, her nerves tightened both in warning and in anticipation. It was Drew dressed in faded jeans, a gray t-shirt and a black jacket. He had on aviator glasses and damn if he wasn't the sexiest man she'd ever seen—a real heart breaker. 

He had the cocky, confident walk of a man who knew what he wanted and knew how to get it. Which was exactly what he'd said about her at their first meeting. He hadn't been wrong, but what she wanted to do with him and what she needed to do were two different things. 

"You're early," she said, as he hopped aboard. "We're not meeting until five. I have a lesson now."

"I'm your next lesson."

"You're not Tim Roberts." 

"I thought you might find a way to push me off on another teacher if you knew it was me, so I gave my friend's name."

She frowned. "What's this about, Drew? I said I would meet you at five."

"I wanted more time, so I bought an hour. I want to talk to you."

"I can't use this boat to talk. It belongs to the yacht club."

"Then I'll take a sailing lesson. It will probably come in handy anyway. My brothers and I are buying a sailboat, and it's been a long time since I sailed."

She frowned, considering her options. "Find another teacher." 

"Why?" he challenged. "Aren't you good enough to teach me?"

"I'm a great teacher, but it will be awkward."

"You know what's awkward?" he asked, taking a step closer to her.

She had to fight the urge to back up. "What?"

"This conversation." He took off his sunglasses, and gave her a hard look. "Let's not pretend we're strangers, Ria."

"I agreed to meet you so you could give me my necklace. That's it."

"You get your necklace back after we talk. What's the big deal? You're here to give a lesson. I'm here to take one." He paused, cocking his head to the right as he gazed into her eyes. "Why are you afraid of me? We had a good time together. It was actually better than good; it was amazing." 

"I'm not afraid of you. I've just moved on," she said, trying to force a casual note in her voice. She'd told herself she would play things differently today but cool and casual had gone out the window when Drew surprised her by showing up early. That was the problem with the man; he was always knocking her off balance. 

"Okay, you've moved on," he said evenly. "Do we need to be enemies?" 

"Do we need to be friends?" she countered. "We spent one night together. We barely know each other."

"I thought we got to know each other pretty well."

She swallowed hard as his gaze swept across her face and fell to her breasts. She couldn't help moving the clipboard in front of her chest. She needed some sort of barrier. 

His eyes met hers. "Too late. I've seen every inch of your beautiful body."

Her cheeks warmed with remembered intimacy. "Don't make this so hard."

"You're the one who's doing that. So let's get this boat out on the water. I'm sure you don't want to tell your boss why you don't want to take me out."

She was cornered and they both knew it. "Fine. I'll give you the lesson, but for the next hour, I'm only answering questions about sailing. Take it or leave it." 

"I'll take it."

 

* * *

 

Drew smiled with satisfaction as Ria gave in to his request. He'd just bought himself an hour of her time—literally, and he intended to make the most of every minute. Despite his agreement not to ask questions about the past, he wasn't leaving today without a better understanding of what had happened to her on the island, and why she'd needed to make a new start. 

"So how much do you already know about sailing?" Ria asked. 

"The basics. My grandfather used to take me out on his boat when I was a kid, the same boat my brothers and I are buying. He's decided his days on the bay are over."

"Why is that?" 

"My grandmother has Alzheimer's. and my grandfather spends most of his time taking care of her."

"Oh, I'm sorry. That's too bad."  

He heard the distracted note in her voice and knew she wasn't paying him any attention; she was still trying to come up with a way to get him off of her boat. "Are you?" he asked.

"What?" She gave him a confused look.

"Are you sorry? Are you even listening to me or are you planning your escape?"

Her gaze met his. "You mentioned something about your grandmother."

"Yeah, she's losing her mind. It's hard to watch."

This time he could see compassion in her eyes when she said, "That must be difficult." 

"It's unimaginable. My grandparents have been devoted to each other for more than fifty years. They can finish each other's sentences. They're each a half of a whole. One without the other doesn't work." As he finished speaking, he realized how true his words were, and he was assailed by a feeling of overwhelming sadness. His grandfather was already sinking. What would happen when his grandmother was all the way gone? 

"That's an amazing relationship," Ria said. "I've never known anyone who was married fifty years. That's quite an accomplishment."

"Neither one of them would ever walk away from their vows. It's not who they are."

"It doesn't sound like they were even tempted."

"Well, I don't know if I can go that far; my grandfather isn't the easiest man to be around, but she seems to handle his short-temper and demanding personality without a qualm. Anyway, I'm buying his boat with a couple of my brothers." 

"What kind of boat is it?" 

"It's a thirty-foot J boat. It has a sleeping berth, galley, and according to my brother made for cruising and racing."

"You're planning to race?"

"Possibly. Have you ever raced?"

"Lots of times," she said. "So your boat is much bigger than this one, but the basics are still the same. Let's start with the safety instructions. And don't try to tell me they're not necessary," she added, putting up a cautioning hand. "New students always get safety instructions. It's club policy."

"Instruct away," he said. 

As Ria went through her safety talk, Drew's mind began to drift. He was distracted by her mouth, her eyes, and her curves. She'd taken off her jacket and wore a white polo shirt with the yacht club logo over a pair of soft jeans that clung to her hips. Seemed a little thinner than he remembered, but she still had curves in all the right places. Her breasts swelled against her shirt, and he could still feel the weight of them in his hands.

He drew in a quick breath as desire swept through him. He'd wanted Ria from the first second he saw her and that feeling was back.  

He wished he could say he knew more about her now than he had before, but that wasn't true; he actually knew less. Because now he knew he couldn't take her at face value. She'd changed her name, but that begged the question—which name was really hers? Tory or Ria? Was who she'd been on the island a lie? Or was who she was now the pretense? Was she a victim or a villain? 

Sighing, he felt like he was a treadmill; he kept going around and around, but he couldn't get anywhere, nor could he get off. 

"If you're not going to take this seriously, then we can stop right now," Ria said abruptly. "You haven't heard a word I said." 

"I was thinking about the last time we were together."

She caught her bottom lip between her teeth. "We're not talking about that now. So either pay attention or get off the boat."

"Fine. I'm paying attention."

"Good, because sailing in the bay can be tricky with the winds and the currents, and I don't feel like going for a swim."

"I know how dangerous sailing can be. I'm the one who pulls people out of the water." 

"Right. I forgot about that," she murmured, her gaze narrowing. "You must have had some training on boats. You're in the Coast Guard, and you were in the Navy. Are you hustling me?"

"In the Navy, I landed helicopters on aircraft carriers in the sea. I didn't pilot the ship," he said dryly. "And in the Coast Guard, I fly well above the waves. But yes I have some knowledge of boating, and I understand how wind and lift work together, so with your guidance, I should be able to master the sails fairly quickly."

"Then let's do it. The sooner we get out there, the sooner this lesson will be over." She tossed him a life jacket. "Put this on. No life jacket, no lesson."

He smiled at both her annoyance and her directness. Her candor was one of the qualities that had drawn him to her. He'd liked her behind the bar, seeing people for who they really were, not buying into half-assed pick-up lines. But she'd been a lot more free-spirited on the island, not nearly so tense or so wary. Hopefully, she'd let her guard down and trust him a little. 

"The most important thing to sailing a boat like this is the wind," Ria said. "I know that sounds obvious, but it's important. This isn't a motorboat. You don't get to just sit back and relax. If you need to turn, you have to change the sails, same with going faster and slowing down. You want to be sitting on the side of the boat where the wind crosses."

"Got it," he said. "But I'm better at hands on learning, so can we get out there?"

"Untie the line, and we'll get started. I'll get us out of the harbor. Then I'll show you what to do."      

 


Chapter Seven

 

                 

It took about ten minutes to get past the harbor wall. Once in the bay, the real action started. For the next half hour, Drew wrestled with sails and the wind, feeling more than a little clumsy in his technique. 

Being on the water seemed to ease Ria's nerves. She lost her attitude towards him and was both patient and encouraging as she taught him how to turn, how to go faster, and how to slow down. 

As the wind and spray blew against his face, and the boat flew over the waves, he felt energized and excited to take on the sea. His competitive instincts kicked in, as well as his desire to impress Ria. He wanted to be good at this, as good as he was at flying, but logically he knew that might take some time.

Ria moved with agility and grace on the boat, no hesitation or doubt in any of her movements. She was in her element out here. Her cheeks were reddened from the sun and the wind, and there was a sparkle in her brown eyes. Her long brown hair was mostly pulled back in a ponytail, but every now and then a few more strands escaped the band to dance in the wind.

It was a great day for sailing, sunny, breezy, and with views from every angle. There were a lot of other boats out on the bay, and the sailors were quite friendly, waving, shouting hello, as they passed by. A few seemed to know Ria, or Tory, as they called her. And she was certainly friendly in acknowledging them. Her stiffness seemed to be reserved for him, and he knew that had something to do with the fact that he'd met her on the island under a different name. He needed to know more, but he was strangely reluctant to break the tentative truce between them. 

When they reached the Golden Gate Bridge, Ria had him turn the boat back towards the bay. She suggested he loosen the sails so they could slow down and get a better look at the city skyline. He followed her instructions and then sat next to her on the bench as the boat slowed to a gentle, bobbing cruise. 

"This is fun," he told her.

She smiled. You're a natural. I had a feeling you would be."

"I like things that move: cars, planes, boats…"

"I just like boats," she said. 

"You told me the sea was your escape." 

"And yours was the sky."

"You remembered."

"I remember everything," she said. 

Her gaze clung to his, and this time she wasn't trying to hide the shared memories. It was the most honest moment they'd had all day. He didn't want to ruin it, but he was on the clock, and he didn't know how long he would have her alone. "So do I. And the way you look now is the woman I remember. Your eyes are lit up, and your cheeks are pink, and you've got that reckless, fearless look in your eyes."

"That's because out here I'm not afraid."

"Another cryptic statement. What happened, Ria? Why the new name? Why the fear in your eyes? What's waiting for you back on land that makes you so guarded, so nervous?" 

"That's a lot of questions." 

"We can take them one at a time."

She let out a sigh. "If I let you into my life, I could put you in danger."

"So you're not talking to me for my own protection?" he asked, unable to keep the doubtful tone out of his voice. "I can take care of myself." 

"I pissed off some very important and dangerous people on the island," she said. "I had to disappear."

"Did you blow up that boat?" As he asked the question, he realized he already knew the answer. "You did. That's the only way you could get off without being injured. Was it some sort of remote-controlled explosion? Did you have a life raft?" 

"Does it matter how? I had to make it look like I was dead. So that's what I did." She licked her lips. "I honestly didn't know you would search for me. I thought you'd be long gone and that you'd never know anything."

"Would you have changed your plans if I wasn't leaving the island that day?"

She shook her head. "No. My plans were set. I had no other option."

"So when you came to my room that night, you knew you were going to disappear the next day." 

"I told you that, Drew. I said it was only for that night. You didn’t care."

He vaguely remembered her saying something about a night, but he'd been so caught up in her, he wouldn't have cared if she'd told him they had five minutes; he would have taken what he could get. 

"I was honest with you," she said. "I never led you on."

"I think honesty might be a word you want to stay away from," he said dryly. 

"Honest with you," she said pointedly. "I wasn't talking about anyone else."

"Then be honest with me now. Tell me why you had to fake your death, which is a pretty extreme measure." 

"If I hadn't faked my death, I'd be dead for real, and if anyone were to connect me to you and to the island, it could be very bad, not just for me, but also for you. They might think you helped me get off the island." She took a breath, her gaze very serious. "This is even worse than I thought."

"Who are 'they'?"

"I can't tell you." She blew out a breath. "I wish you hadn't made those calls when you saw me a few months ago. You could have triggered something."

"Like what? The people I spoke to still thought you were dead."

"Yes, but you might have planted a seed of doubt."

"Were you running away from Juan or Martin?" 

She immediately shook her head. "No. I actually liked both of them." 

"Then I doubt you have anything to worry about."

"Believe me, there's always something to worry about. Juan is very closely connected with some of the people on the island that I want to avoid. And I'm not sure who Martin is connected to these days. He was only supposed to be on the island a few months. He was taking a break from school. He's been there over a year."

"I guess he likes the island lifestyle."

"Yeah," she muttered, obviously distracted. 

"Ria—"

"Tory," she corrected, refocusing her attention on him. "That's my name now. Tory Harper. You have to remember to use it."

"Tory doesn't really fit you."

"Well, it is me," she snapped.  

"Why don't you go to the police?" 

"They can't help me. The threat is—international."

"Then what about the FBI?"

She shook her head. "Don’t you think I've already considered every option? I'm not stupid, Drew."

"Believe me, I never thought you were. Maybe I can help you," he suggested. "I am with the Coast Guard, and I have friends in other areas of law enforcement."

Her frown only deepened at his words. "No," she said flatly. "If you want to help, stay away from me. Forget you ever met me. You do not want to be in the middle of this situation."

"Is there anyone who's helping you?" he asked. "Because I find it difficult to believe you could blow up a boat, escape from the middle of the ocean, start over with a new name without having anyone to help." 

"I'm good at multi-tasking," she said lightly. 

"I don't believe you."

"I had help with the I.D.," she said. 

"What about your family? Where are they?" 

"Let's talk about something else."

"Ria—"

"I've already said too much," she said, putting up a hand. "I'm handling things, and at the moment everything is fine. My only problem is you."

He stared back at her. "Why am I a problem?"

"I already told you. I can't have any connections to the island, and you are a link. People saw us talking in the bar that night, and you helped in the search. If anyone thinks you really saw me…" Her voice trailed away. And then she said. "I wouldn't be the only one in danger then, you would be, too, and I really don't want that." 

Her gaze softened as she looked at him. "You don't deserve this kind of trouble, Drew. The night we met you were getting over something; I don't know exactly what. But there were shadows in your eyes, and you were tense when we first started talking. You told me you came to the island to rest and to forget, and I assumed you were referring to some dark moments in your Naval career. Maybe I was wrong about the reason, but there was pain in your eyes, and also loneliness." She frowned. "Maybe that's not the right word, but you seemed isolated from everyone in that bar. You weren’t with your friend or his party. You didn’t talk to anyone who approached you. You were your own island."

"And then you walked over," he said quietly, a little shaken that she'd read him so well. 

"What were you trying to forget?" she asked. 

"It wasn't any one thing, not a single moment or a single death; it was everything combined. I was tired, and even though I'd gone to the island to relax and blow off some steam, I couldn't get into the party mode. I couldn't waste time having meaningless conversation with people I didn't care about and couldn't relate to." He paused. "And then you walked down the bar."

"Because you were watching me."

"I couldn't take my eyes off of you."

"There were lots of pretty women in that bar," she said with a bit of a self-conscious smile. 

"But you were more than that. You were smart and funny, and you didn't let me get away with my lame pickup lines."

"They were pretty bad," she agreed. 

"I was out of practice."

"You said that at the time. I had a hard time believing it, because you know you're not bad looking."

He smiled. "Thanks."

"So how come you were out of practice?"

He knew she was using her questions to avoid his, but at the moment they were talking, and that was a good thing. "I was focused on my career in my early twenties, and then I was deployed for a long time. I lost some friends, and my life got a little dark for a while," he said, glossing over those bad years. "I didn't feel like I was in a position to start something with anyone."

"I'm sorry, Drew. I can't imagine what you went through, but I do know what it's like to lose people you care about."

"Who have you lost, Ria?" 

"Well, I lost my grandfather. He's the one who taught me how to sail. From the time I could walk, he had me out on his boat. He was a commercial fisherman in his day job, and on the weekends we would go out in his sailboat." She paused. "We lived here in San Francisco at the time, so this bay feels a lot like home to me. And it did to him, too.  His whole life was on the sea, which is probably why he ended up divorced. His wife said the sea was his mistress. And he used to tell me that my grandmother wasn't really wrong. He was always happiest on the water."

"Like you. It sounds like you were close." 

"We were. My grandfather was my anchor. My parents didn't get along well. I'm not even sure why they got married in the first place. All I remember is them fighting. They got divorced when I was eleven. And the next year my grandfather died. That time was a little dark for me," she said, using his own words. 

"But you still continued to sail after your grandfather passed."

"Yes, I joined some junior sailing clubs so I could get back on the water. No one else in the family had a boat, so that was my only option." 

"And now you sail for a living. Not a bad job."

"I'm lucky to be able to do what I love. It doesn't pay a lot, but enough." 

"Do you still bartend?"

"Sometimes. What about you, Drew? When did you decide to become a pilot?" 

"When I was fourteen. My dad's friend took us up in his small plane, and I was hooked. The first time I took the controls, I knew that's what I wanted to do for the rest of my life."

"And did you always have your eye on flying for the Navy?"

He smiled. "My first goal was to fly the fastest planes I could find. Fighter jets seemed the best option. But once I got in the Navy, there was more of a need for helicopter pilots so I changed directions. I liked the fact that helicopters require the pilot to really fly them, and the stealth factor was appealing. I could set down in remote locations. I could go where no one else could."

"You have an adventurous spirit."

"Yeah, kind of like you." 

"Did you ever get shot at?"

"Lots of times. I only had one hard landing."

She gave him a knowing smile. "Is your idea of a hard landing equal to someone else's idea of a crash?"

"Possibly," he conceded. 

"When you left the Navy, did you ever consider a civilian job, maybe flying tourists around Hawaii or something? You had certainly already done your duty." 

He shook his head. "Way too boring. The Coast Guard is perfect for me. And it's a family tradition to serve the community or the world. My great-grandfather started it, and just about everyone since then has taken up a career that gives back in some way." 

"That sounds like a burden."

"More of a guidepost. At least that's the way I looked at it. Some of my siblings have a different take. Did you grow up with any family traditions?"

"Not really. Although my grandfather used to tell me that a pessimistic person complains about the wind, an optimist expects it to change, and the realist simply adjusts the sails. I think he stole the quote from someone, but it's the way he lived his life. And I try to live my life that way, too." She paused for a moment, giving him a long, thoughtful look. "Can I ask you something, Drew?"

"Shoot."

"Why are you so interested in me? Is it because I'm not interested in you? Do you want what you can't have? Is it the chase that makes me more exciting?"

He gazed back at her with a thoughtful expression. "First of all, I don't believe for a second that you're not interested in me. I know when a woman is attracted to me, even when she's pretending not to be."

"That's a cocky statement." 

"It's true. And I don't need a chase to find you exciting, although I must admit I'm both intrigued and a little wary."

"You should be less intrigued and more wary," she said dryly. "Look, Drew, I had a great time with you on the island. But it's over. I'm not that woman anymore. And I can't be connected to you."

"Why don't you just let me help you, Ria?"

"I can't." She took a breath. "I'm not the only one involved and the secrets don't belong just to me." Glancing down at her watch, she added. "Your hour is up. Time to go back."

"We can't leave it like that."

"We have to. I know you're curious and frustrated and probably pissed off, but you have to let this go. You have to let me go."

A rough wave of disappointment ran through him. He wasn't ready to say goodbye yet, but she was already on her feet, adjusting the sails. "Let's see if we can find some of that speed you love so much," she said, giving him a bright smile that barely covered what looked like sadness. She might be determined to be alone and on her own, but she wasn't feeling that great about her decision. And neither was he. In fact, he was nowhere near done with her, but he'd save that statement for a later date. 

The last thing he wanted her to do was run again. So he'd be patient, bide his time, and wait for his opportunity.

As they sailed back to the harbor, Ria let the boat run at full speed, and Drew reveled in the ride. All too soon, they were back at the dock. 

After securing the lines, Ria held out her hand. "My necklace, please."

Drew pulled a baggie out of his pocket and handed it to her. As she took out her necklace, her eyes filled with moisture, and her hand trembled. "I never thought I'd see this again."

He was surprised by the show of emotion. "That necklace must mean a lot to you."

She nodded. "My sister gave it to me a very long time ago."

His nerves tingled. "You never mentioned a sister before."

Ria stiffened, as she realized she'd given something away. "It doesn't matter. Will you help me put it on?"

He took the necklace as she turned around and lifted her hair. 

As he stepped behind her, the curve of her neck, the wisp of hairs around the sweet shell of her ear called out to him. He wanted to put his mouth on that soft skin and bury his face in her hair, and pull her body up hard against his, so she could feel how much he wanted her. 

"Drew," she said. "Are you having trouble with the clasp?"

He was having trouble all right, but it had nothing to do with the clasp.

He focused on getting the necklace hooked. Then he forced himself to step away. She turned to face him. 

"Thanks for bringing it back, Drew."

He stared into her eyes. "I think I was meant to see you again, Ria."

"You don't believe in fate."

"Maybe I do. Do you know the odds of me being the one to find that necklace in the water? It has to be millions to one." 

She licked her lips. "I'm just glad you found it." 

Her cell phone rang, and she frowned, then pulled the phone out of the pocket of her jacket. Fear ran across her face as she saw the number. "Megan? Is something wrong? Where are you?" She paused. "You have to stop crying. I can't understand you." Another beat. "Okay, I'm coming right now. I'll be there as fast as I can." She hung up the phone. "I have to go."

"What's happened?" he asked, concerned by the worried light in her eyes. 

"I have to go to the hospital."

He didn't like the sound of that. "I'll take you."

"No, I can get a cab," she said, as she hopped off the boat and walked briskly down the block.

"On a Sunday—in this area? It will take you a half hour. My car is in the lot."

She hesitated, her desire to get to the hospital obviously warring with her reluctance to spend any more time with him. Finally, she nodded. "All right. Thank you." 

"No problem."  

As they walked toward his car, he couldn't help thinking that maybe fate wasn't ready for them to say goodbye, either.

 


Chapter Eight

 

 

Ria tried to stay calm on the trip to the hospital. Megan was not in the hospital because of the danger that constantly surrounded them. In between sobs, she'd mentioned something about a softball hitting her in the face. So this incident was not life-threatening, nor connected to their past. It was just an accident. 

Despite the mental pep talk, her heart was still beating too fast. Megan was her responsibility. She was supposed to protect her. She never should have let Megan go to the park with her friends, or at the very least she should have told her to stay in the outfield. Megan was not the most athletic kid on the planet. 

But she was always saying no to her niece, so sometimes she forced herself to say yes just to avoid complete and utter rebellion.

"Do you know what happened?" Drew asked as he stopped at a light. 

She shook her head.

"Is it someone in your family?"

She nodded, hoping the questions would stop there. 

"Is it serious?" he asked. 

"I don't think so," she said shortly. "I don't know. I just want to get there."

"We're almost there." 

A few minutes later, he pulled into the circular lot by the emergency room of San Francisco General Hospital. "I'll wait for you."

"Don't," she said, her hand on the door. "It could be hours. You know how emergency rooms are. I'll get a cab." She stepped out onto the sidewalk. "Thanks," she added. Then she shut the door and hurried through double doors of the hospital. 

Ria checked in with the nurse, who quickly found Megan's name on the computer and had someone take her to examination room three. When she walked into the small room, Megan was sitting up on the table, an ice pack to her face. There was blood on her shirt and jeans, but Ria didn't see any other injuries. 

When Megan saw Ria, she burst into tears. She lowered the ice pack to reveal an incredibly swollen nose and two cheeks that were purple and black. 

"My life is over," Megan said dramatically. 

Ria put her arm around her niece's shoulders and patted her back. "It's going to be okay." 

"It's not going to be okay," Megan wailed. "I look like a freak." 

Ria stepped back. "It's not so bad," she said, trying to downplay the swelling. "What happened?"  

"I was playing softball and the second baseman had to leave early, and they asked if I could do it. And I said yes," Megan ended her explanation with a sob. "I tried to field a grounder but it bounced off the dirt and hit me in the face. I think my nose is broken." 

"Actually, there's just a small fracture," the doctor said as he came into the room holding an x-ray. He gave Megan an encouraging smile. "There's no displacement, so while your nose will be painful and swollen for a few days, I expect you to make a full recovery." 

Ria felt an enormous rush of relief. "That's good news. Can I take her home?"

"Yes. The nurse will be in soon with the discharge papers. I gave Megan some pain medication, so she should take it easy for the rest of the day."

"I'll make sure of that," Ria promised.

He paused at the door and glanced back at Megan. "Maybe stick to the outfield in the future." 

"I'm never playing again," Megan vowed as the doctor left the room.

"See, it's going to be all right," Ria said. 

There was nothing but disbelief in Megan's eyes. "By next Saturday night? There's no way Eric is going to want to take me to the prom looking like a hideous monster."

"You are not a monster, and you'll look a lot better by then," she said, hoping that was the truth. 

"I hate my life," Megan wailed. 

Ria wasn't too thrilled with their lives, either, but at least the injury wasn't serious. 

The nurse came in a moment later. Ria signed the appropriate forms, knowing with each signature that she was creating a paper trail, but that trail was tied to their new identities, so hopefully it wouldn't be an issue. 

"Let's get you home," she said after the nurse left.

"I can't get on the bus like this. Everyone will look at me."

"We'll take a cab," she said. But as they walked out of the examining room into the waiting room, she saw Drew standing by the door. Her step faltered. She'd hoped he'd gone home. 

Drew came forward, concern in his eyes. 

"Everything okay?" he asked, his glance moving from her to Megan. "Hi," he said. "I'm Drew Callaway. I'm a friend of—Tory's," he said, stumbling over her name. 

Ria appreciated the effort, even though the last thing she wanted to do was introduce him to Megan. 

Megan shot him a suspicious look, and why wouldn't she? Megan knew better than anyone that Ria didn't have any friends. 

"He is a friend," she told Megan. "This is my sister, Megan, Drew." 

"Who's this?" Megan asked, a suspicious note in her voice. 

"Your sister?" Drew echoed in surprise, shooting her a quick look. "The one who gave you the necklace?"

"No," she said quickly. "I need to get Megan home."

"That's why I waited. I thought you might need a ride." He glanced at Megan. "It's nice to meet you." 

"Is it?" Megan asked grumpily. "I look like a freak."

"Can I ask what happened?" he questioned tentatively.

"Megan took a softball off her nose," Ria explained. 

An understanding gleam entered his eyes. "I've been there. I took a hardball off my face in the tenth grade. Last time I was put at shortstop." He cocked his head to the right as he considered her injury. "Yours doesn't look so bad." 

"How long did it take for the swelling to go down when you got hit?" Megan asked. 

"About three days. I had a shiner for a while though."

"Great, that's just great," Megan said with a sigh.

"My car is not too far away," Drew said. "Shall I bring it around or—"

"We can walk," Ria said, wanting to get away from the hospital and home as quickly as possible. 

She got into the front seat of Drew's SUV while Megan climbed into the back. When Drew asked for her address, Ria had another small panic attack. She would have preferred that he not know where they lived, but that was impossible now. She gave him the address and Drew started the engine.  

"So you're a softball player, huh?" Drew asked Megan as he drove out of the parking lot. 

"Not really. This was only my second time. Last time I was in the outfield. I should have stayed there," Megan said. "But Shari had to leave early and there was no one else who wanted to take her spot. I thought I could do it. Mom used to play softball, and she was really good." 

Ria stiffened at the reference to Megan's mother. So far, Megan hadn't given away anything, but who knew what was coming next? The doctor had given her niece painkillers that had obviously loosened her already loose tongue. "Just rest," she told Megan. "Talking won't help the swelling." 

Drew shot her a sideways glance that told her he knew exactly why she didn't want Megan to talk any more. 

She ignored him and glanced out the window. It was after six now, and dusk had settled over the city, a beautiful purple pink glow along the skyline. It would be pretty out on the water now, the stillness of twilight. 

But she couldn't escape to sea. She had to be a mom tonight, and even though she'd been in the role for a year and a half, it still didn't quite fit. She was only twelve years older than Megan, and sometimes it was difficult to be aunt, mom, sister and friend all at the same time, especially since Megan had started to push back. She was going through typically rebellious teenage years, which would have been hard enough to handle, but Ria had more than just Megan's hormones to worry about. She had to keep her niece alive. And whatever that required took precedent over teenage angst, at least most of the time.

"I'm hungry," Megan announced. "I didn't have lunch."

"I'll make something when we get home."

"But how am I going to eat anything? My jaw hurts, too."

"I'll make you a smoothie," she suggested.  

"I already had a smoothie for breakfast. I could eat some noodles. Can we stop at the Hot Wok on the way home?"

"I'll call in an order after we get home," Ria replied. 

"It will take over an hour. They're super slow for delivery," Megan reminded her. 

"I'm happy to stop," Drew offered. 

"I'm sure you'd like to be on your way," she said. 

"I have nowhere to be, and I'm hungry, too. Sailing worked up an appetite. Where is this place?"

Deciding that an argument would take longer than stopping for food, she said, "Turn left at the next corner. It's on the right side of the street." Megan was in pain, and getting her something she could eat was the least Ria could do. "It's hard to park, so if you want to wait in the car, I can run in and order. It usually doesn't take too long to pick up. Delivery is a different story."

"No problem." Drew pulled over to the side of the road in front of a loading zone. 

"Is there something you like?" she asked. 

"Whatever you order is fine with me."

As Ria opened the car door, she realized she was leaving Megan alone with Drew, and that probably wasn't a good idea. But Megan wasn't going to go in with her, and Drew had to stay with the car. She just needed to make this stop as fast as possible.

"Don't worry," Drew said, catching her eye. He gave her a knowing smile. "Megan and I will get better acquainted."

That's exactly what she was afraid of.

 

* * *

 

Drew put the car into park, then turned in his seat so he could see Megan. The girl's face was swollen and bruised, but there was still beauty in her features. She had dark hair and dark eyes and an olive skin tone. She didn't look at all like Ria. Half-sister, he wondered, or maybe even step-sister? Or was she a relative at all? At this point, he wasn't sure of anything where Ria was concerned. 

He had a lot of questions he wanted to ask Megan, but seeing the hazy pain in her eyes, he couldn't bring himself to take advantage of her weakened state. Well, maybe he could just a little. 

"How are you doing?" he asked. 

She sighed, taking the ice pack away from her face. "My life sucks."

He bit back a smile. He'd heard those exact same words come out of his sisters' mouths a million times. "You're having a rough day."

"Not just today," she muttered. Before he could question that statement, she added, "How do you know Tory?"

He wasn't sure if it was wise to mention the island to Megan, so he said, "We met a while ago, and we ran into each other by the yacht club yesterday. Today she gave me a sailing lesson."

Megan gave him a suspicious look. "She never mentioned you to me."

"She never mentioned you to me, either." 

Silence fell for a moment, and then Megan said. "So do you like her?"

He smiled. "Yeah, I do."  

"She's not going to date you. She doesn't go out at all."

"Why is that?" he asked curiously.

"She just doesn't," Megan said. "She works a lot."

"Maybe she should take some time for fun."

"She's forgotten how to have fun." Megan sighed and settled back against the seat. "She used to laugh all the time. Now, I hardly ever see her smile."

"Why is that?"

Megan shrugged. 

A moment of silence passed, then he said. "You two aren't very close in age. Do you have the same parents?"

Megan frowned, and then winced at the pain that followed. "That's a weird question," she said, a grumpy note in her voice. "I'm her sister. We would have the same parents, right?"

"I was thinking maybe there was a second marriage or a divorce or something."

"Oh. Well, you should ask Tory."

"She's not very talkative," Drew said.

Megan acknowledged his comment with a nod. "Trust me, I know. I talk all the time, way too much. It used to drive my mom crazy. She said I had an endless number of questions. And now it makes Tory crazy, too."

"Questions are good. It's the only way you learn anything."

"I think so, too. So what do you do?"  

"I fly helicopters for the Coast Guard."

She sat up in her seat, new interest in her eyes. "Seriously? That's cool."

 "It is cool," he agreed. "Have you ever been in a helicopter?"

"No, but I want to. My mom and dad took a helicopter tour in Hawaii, and they flew into a volcano. They said it was really exciting. Have you done that?"

"I haven't done that yet."

"You should," Megan said, ending her words with a yawn. "So where did you meet Tory?" 

"In a bar." He figured he wasn't giving anything away with that answer. 

"My mom met my dad in a bar," she said sleepily. 

"Yeah?" 

"My father told me that his heart literally stopped when he saw my mom; she was so beautiful. He knew right then that she was going to be his wife," Megan said, a dreamy note in her voice. "I want someone to fall in love with me like that."

Her words took him back to the island, to the moment that he'd set eyes on Ria. His heart had stopped, too. He hadn't called it love; he'd been much more comfortable with desire. Because physical attraction he understood and could handle. The emotional component had always eluded him. 

"My mom said my dad swept her off her feet. She fell madly in love, just like they do in the fairytales." She took a breath. "But she didn't get her happily ever after."

Drew's gaze narrowed as Megan ended her words on a sniff and then quickly blinked away tears. 

"Did something happen to your mom, Megan?"  

"She died. So did my dad. It's just me now."

"You and Tory," he said. 

"Right. It's just me and Tory, and I shouldn't talk about my parents." 

Considering how many times Megan had already brought them up, Drew found her words to be a bit ironic. But he wasn't going to question a teenager about her dead parents. 

After a moment of quiet, he said, "I lost my mother when I was five years old. She died of cancer. I don't have a lot of memories of her, but one that has always stuck with me is the lavender smell of her perfume. Whenever I smell lavender, I think of her."

Megan stared back at him. "My mom smelled like gardenias. She loved flowers. She'd spend hours in our greenhouse, and at night when she'd tuck me in, I'd smell gardenias in her hair." She paused, a guilty look flashing through her eyes. "Don’t tell Tory I told you that."

"I won't. But can I ask why?"

"It makes her sad." 

He nodded. "I can understand that."

"I missed my mom today," Megan confessed. "When I was waiting in the hospital by myself, I really wished she was still alive so that she could hug me and tell me everything would be okay." Megan sniffed again. "I can't cry because my nose is going to get all stuffy," she added, a desperate note in her voice. 

"Don't cry," he said quickly. "It's going to be okay."

"My prom is on Saturday night. And I look like a monster. How is it going to be okay?"

He didn't know the answer to that question, but he felt a little more comfortable with the change of topic. "Makeup can hide a lot." 

"How do you know that?" she asked suspiciously.

He smiled. "I have three sisters. And they all seemed to have facial emergencies before the prom. I remember when Emma got a big zit in the middle of her forehead. It looked like a volcano crater. She was going to call her date and tell him that she had the flu, but my sister, Nicole, talked her into some makeup rehab. By the time Nicole was done, you could hardly see it. Emma went to the prom and had a great time." 

"You can't cover a nose the size of a grapefruit with makeup."

"The swelling will go down by then, and I'm sure you can hide the bruising." 

"I hope so." She gave him a thoughtful look. "You're kind of cool. Maybe Tory should give you a chance."

"Maybe she should," he agreed with a smile. 

The car door opened, and Ria got in with a large bag of food. 

"That smells good," he said, his stomach starting to rumble. 

"It is good." Ria gave him a wary look. "What were you two talking about?" 

He smiled and decided to give her a taste of her own medicine. "Wouldn't you like to know?"

"Drew—"

He saw the worry in her eyes. "Relax. Megan didn't give away any of your secrets."

"He's right. I didn't tell him anything," Megan added with way too much fervor. 

Ria sighed. "I feel so much better." 

Drew smiled. "I thought you would. Now, let's get to your house so we can eat. I'm starving."

 


Chapter Nine

 

 

"So this is your home," Drew said, as they walked into her apartment a few minutes later. 

Ria nodded, knowing that Drew's sharp eyes wouldn't miss the fact that there was only one bedroom, and that room was decorated in typical teenage fashion. And if he missed that, the pillow and blanket on the back of the couch would no doubt suggest that at least one of them slept on the couch. The blank walls would reveal nothing about her past, but that would probably only reinforce the idea that she was in hiding. 

There was nothing she could do about his assumptions. He was inside, and she had to deal with that fact. 

She wasn't ashamed of the small one bedroom apartment. It was all she could afford. The neighborhood was safe, and no one could get into the building without being buzzed in—at least theoretically speaking. She hoped that her neighbors would never let anyone in without knowing who they were, but there were sixteen apartments in the building, and the only person she knew was her neighbor, Amelia. 

"This is it," she said shortly, heading over to the secondhand table she'd put up next to the small galley-type kitchen. She set down the bag of food and then moved around the counter to grab plates and silverware. 

"Not much on decorating, are you?" he said, as he took off his coat and tossed it over the back of a chair. 

"I've been busy."

"How long have you lived here?"

"A while," she said, setting out plates. "Why don't you start opening up cartons?"

"And shut up?" he asked with a knowing smile. 

"You said it; I didn't." 

"We're so in sync, I can read your mind." 

She rolled her eyes but refrained from making a comment as Megan slid into a chair at the table. Ria grabbed sodas and juice out of the fridge. Then she sat down next to Megan and across from Drew. It was surreal to be sharing a meal with him and Megan, she thought. In all the dreams she'd had about him, she'd never imagined this scenario, but ever since she'd run into him again, her day had been one surprise after another. 

"This looks good," Drew said as he helped himself to the broccoli and beef dish. 

"It's the best in the city," Megan said, as she carefully ate some noodles, wincing as she swallowed.

"How's the pain?" Ria asked.

"It's a little better," Megan said. "Do you think the swelling is starting to go down?"

Ria could see no change whatsoever, but that wasn't what Megan wanted to hear. "I think so." It was one lie she wouldn't feel guilty about. "Do you have homework tonight?"

"Not much. I did most of it already."

"That's good. You can get to bed early."

"I don't know if I can go to school tomorrow," Megan said doubtfully.

"We'll figure that out in the morning." 

"It's not like school is that important," Megan added. "I'm not going to go to college."

"Why not?" Drew cut in, curiosity in his eyes.

Megan hesitated. "Well, it costs a lot. And we don't have the money."

"There are scholarships," he pointed out. "A college education is important."

"Tory doesn't have one," Megan said. 

That piece of news took him by surprise. Ria could see the discomfort in his eyes, but she wasn't about to make it easy for him. He'd butted in for no reason; now he could figure a way out. 

"I didn't realize," he said slowly, turning to her. "Why didn’t you go to college?"

"I was sailing around the world. I learned a lot more on my travels than I would have learned in school."

"And you have no regrets?"

"About skipping college?" She shook her head. "For me, no, but I think Megan should leave her options open. Certain jobs require degrees."

"Exactly," he said. "Until you know what you want to do, you should keep everything on the table." He glanced back at Megan. "Do you have any idea what you want to be when you grown up?"  

Ria stiffened. While the question was one most high school juniors were asked over and over again by helpful relatives and school guidance counselors, for Megan, there was no simple answer. 

"I don’t know," Megan said. "I'd like to do something adventurous. But I don't like boats as much as Tory does. Maybe I could fly helicopters like you do."

"You could, but that would take some education."

"Are there a lot of female pilots?" Megan asked.

"Not a lot, but quite a few, and I've worked with some excellent female pilots," he answered. "I can introduce you to some of them if you ever want to know more about the job from a woman's point of view." 

The last thing Ria wanted was for Megan and Drew to start developing a relationship, but that relationship had obviously begun while she'd left them in the car alone together. 

"Megan has a long time to decide what she wants to do," Ria interjected. 

"Not that long. Doesn't she have to start applying for college in the fall?"

"Does she?" Ria asked in dismay. She hadn't realized college would be coming up so soon. 

"Sure. And there are all the tests you have to take as a junior," Drew continued. "I'm sure Megan's counselor has gone over all that."

"She has," Megan said, taking a sip of juice. "She keeps bugging me to sign up or take a prep class."

"You didn't tell me that," Ria said, feeling like a bad parent for not making sure Megan was on the college track. She'd been so busy concentrating on their safety that she'd let a lot of other things slide. 

"It's not a big deal."

"Maybe it is," she murmured, realizing she needed to focus a little more on the future as well as the present.

"I'm going to lay down," Megan said, pushing back her chair as she stood up. "I'm tired."

"I'll check on you in a while," Ria said. 

"You don't have to check on me; I'm not six." Megan turned to Drew. "Maybe you could give me a ride in a helicopter some time."

"I could definitely do that," he agreed. 

Megan took her plate to the sink then headed into her bedroom. 

"Nice kid," Drew said when they were alone. "How come she gets the bedroom?"

"She needs privacy more than I do. She's a teenager. And, no, I couldn’t afford a two-bedroom apartment." 

He set down his fork. "Megan told me your parents are dead. Is that why you're raising her?" 

She couldn't believe Megan had told him that, but at least he still thought Megan's parents and her parents were one and the same. "Yes, I'm raising Megan now, and as you've already noticed I'm not doing the greatest of jobs. I had no idea college applications started so early. I need to make sure Megan isn't missing any important dates."

"So you do want her to go to college and not follow in your wandering footsteps?"

"Megan and I are different people and my choices were very different than hers. Megan is smart, and I want her to have all the tools to do whatever she wants in life. And some of those tools can only be acquired with more formal education."

"Did your parents raise a fuss when you decided not to go to college?" he asked curiously. 

"I'm not sure they even noticed."

He tilted his head to the left, his expression contemplative. She had a feeling he was putting things together, and they weren't making sense. 

"So, I'm confused," he said. "You said your parents divorced when you were eleven. Megan told me her parents had the greatest love story of all time." 

"Is that what you were talking about in the car?"

"Among other things. You have to be at least ten years older than Megan, maybe more. So I'm thinking you and Megan are not full siblings. Did one of your parents remarry? Is Megan the product of a second marriage?" 

"Do you want some ice cream?" she asked, as she got to her feet to clear the table.

"You're going to ignore me?"

"I'm going to try."

"More mystery," he mused. "I'll figure it out, Ria. I don't think it will be that difficult."

She set their empty plates on the counter, then said, "Megan and I aren't full siblings. But I love her and she loves me, and that's all that matters." She gave him a pointed look. "Satisfied?"

"For the moment. It's very generous of you to step in and raise her." 

"We're family. End of story."

He smiled. "I'm sure you'd like that to be the end of the story, but we both know it's not. Is Megan the reason you needed a clean start?"

"Partly," she admitted. "I'm not going to tell you anything else, Drew. I think you should go home now."

"I thought you said something about ice cream." 

"Really? You're still hungry?"

He nodded. "What kind do you have?"

She opened the freezer. "Cookie dough."

"My favorite."

She hated to admit it was her favorite, too. She was trying to find reasons why she and Drew didn't go together, not why they did, but ice cream was the least of her problems. 

She scooped out ice cream for two bowls and then carried them to the table. Before she handed him his bowl, she said, "One condition."

"What's that?"

"No more prying questions for the duration of the ice cream."

"You're always setting boundaries for us, Ria. What happened to the free spirited girl who sailed around the world instead of going to college? The one who lived on an island in the middle of nowhere, who took a chance on a stranger on a warm, tropical night?"

She knew he didn't intend to hurt her with the questions, but the reminder of who she used to be was more than a little painful. 

"Can you agree to the rule or not?" she asked. 

"Since you're holding my favorite ice cream hostage, I agree."  

She pushed the bowl across the table. "Great."

"So," he began.

She sent him a pointed look.

"I wasn't going to ask about you," he said, as he spooned ice cream into his mouth. "Do you like Megan's boyfriend?"

"I wouldn't call Eric a boyfriend yet, but he seems like a good kid. He's a little shy, which I think is a good quality in a teenage boy. I'd be more worried about a cocky jock. They're always trouble."

"Are you speaking from experience?"

Although he'd once again veered into her personal territory, she decided to answer. "I dated one of the star football players junior year. He thought he was God's gift to girls, and most of us girls agreed. We went to the prom together. He got wasted, threw up on my shoes, and then got into a fight with one of his friends. It was a disaster. I'm hoping Megan's prom date is not as disappointing. 

"So was that your type?" Drew asked. "The cocky jock?"

"Apparently I still have a weakness for that kind of man," she said pointedly. 

"Hey don't put me in the same category as football vomit boy." 

She didn't think he was anything like her prom date, but it was hard not to put him in the category of God's gift to women. He was very attractive with his thick wavy brown hair, intelligent eyes and strongly defined features. He was also intelligent and funny and he didn't take himself too seriously. He had a cocky edge, for sure, but that only made him more appealing. She liked a man who knew what he was doing, and Drew had already proven to her that he knew exactly what he was doing when it came to making a woman happy. She blushed at the thought and reached for her water glass. 

"Getting hot in here?" he asked with a teasing smile. "I usually get cold when I eat ice cream."

"Let's talk about your for a change."

"What do you want to know?"

"Tell me about your prom date."

"I went with my girlfriend, Laurel. She was a runner. We were on the track team together. We were great pacing partners. Unfortunately, when we stopped running, we found that we didn't have a lot to talk about."

"And talking was important in a high school relationship?" she challenged.

"Maybe not so much," he admitted. "She was hot."

"I'll bet. How long were you together?" 

"Until summer. She met someone else at a running camp, and I was happy to call it quits. I'd moved on from running to flying, and every spare minute I had went into flying lessons and getting enough hours so that I could get my license." 

"When did you get that?" 

"At sixteen. I got my driver's license and my pilot's license within three months of each other."

"Isn't it expensive to take flying lessons?"

He nodded. "Yes. I worked at the supermarket to help pay for it. But I also had a little help from my grandfather. He was a pilot, and he loved having someone to share his love of flying with. Kind of like your grandfather sharing his love of sailing."

"I thought you said your grandfather was a firefighter," she asked. 

"Other grandfather. This was my biological mother's father."

"I need a family tree," she complained. 

"It is a little complicated. I told you that my biological mom died when I was really young."

"I don't think you did," she said with a shake of her head.

"Oh, right. It was Megan I told."

"Why would you tell Megan that?"

"We were bonding," he said lightly. "Anyway, my mother's father was the pilot. He used to give me airplanes when I was little and talk about soaring into the sky. I loved listening to his stories."

"Do you still see him?"

"I try to stay in touch," Drew said. "There's a lot of family to keep happy." 

"It sounds like it." She let out a breath, knowing she was getting too comfortable talking to Drew. "I should clean up." 

"I'll help you."

"It's not a big deal. It will take me two seconds," she said, as she got to her feet. "You've done enough, and you should go home." 

He stood up, blocking her way into the kitchen. "Every time I think about leaving you, I get the crazy feeling that I might never see you again, that you could disappear at any minute, without any explanation."

"That's not so crazy," she said meeting his gaze. "I have to protect Megan, Drew. And if that means I have to leave San Francisco, then that's exactly what I'll do." She paused. "But I'm not going anywhere soon. Megan couldn't possibly miss the prom."

"I want to help you, Ria," he said, a serious note in his voice. "Why don't you let me?"

His offer was tempting. She'd been carrying the burden for a long time. But she couldn't bring him into her mess. "There's nothing to do at the moment," she said, hoping the vague answer would be less challenging to him than an outright no.

"Are you sure?"

"Yes. Now can you move out of the way, so I can wash these bowls?"

He took the bowls out of her hand and set them on the counter. Then he put his hands on her waist. A shot of desire swept through her at the purposeful look in his eyes. 

"What—what are you doing?" she asked, hating the breathless note in her voice. But with Drew holding on to her, with his body calling out to hers, with the memories of how good they were together flooding through her mind, she was feeling more than a little off balance. 

"I'm going to kiss you, Ria." 

"No."

"Yes. I've been thinking about it all day, and I think you've been thinking about it, too. We were good together."

"For one night a long time ago, and maybe it wasn't that good," she added desperately.

"Only one way to find out." 

His deep, rich voice sent more shivers down her spine. And then his mouth came down on hers in a hot, demanding kiss that made her head spin. She felt like she was going back in time. She was on the island again. The tropical air smelled like flowers, and the heat of the night mixed with the heat between them. There was no yesterday, no tomorrow, just the moment, the night. 

She opened her mouth for a much needed breath, and Drew took that opportunity to slip inside, his tongue sweeping against her teeth, as he took possession of her mouth in a way that made her entire body melt. Her mind made a feeble effort to resist the need rocketing through her, but her brain was no match for the strength of her desire. 

She slipped her hands around his waist, under his shirt, letting her fingers roam the warm, rippled muscles of his back. He was a strong man, and she needed that strength supporting her, surrounding her, inside of her. The need to have him ran so deep she could feel the ache. 

Drew groaned against her mouth, as if he could feel it, too. He pulled her up against his hard body as he devoured her mouth. And it still wasn't enough. They were wearing too many clothes. She wanted his skin against her skin, no more barriers between them. 

Drew must have read her mind, because he was pushing her jacket off of her shoulders, his hands slipping under her knit shirt.

 Her breasts felt heavy, full, tender, and as his fingers caressed her stomach, she ached for those hands on her breasts, all over her body. 

A crash broke them apart. She stared at Drew, then her gaze moved to Megan's door. "Megan," she called.

Her niece popped her head out of the bedroom. "Sorry, I knocked my books off the shelf." She paused, giving them a curious look. "Everything okay out here?"

"It's fine," Ria said, hoping Megan couldn't see how rattled she was. 

"All right," Megan said.

As the bedroom door closed again, Ria stepped back from Drew. Her face felt like it was on fire. A few hot kisses, and she'd forgotten everything, including where she was and what she was supposed to be doing. 

"Don’t say that was a mistake," Drew warned. 

"It was a mistake." She crossed her arms in front of her chest, ignoring the tingling feeling in her breasts. "I can't do this with you. I have a kid now."

"Ria—"

"No more talking, please." She was holding on to her willpower by a thread. "Please go."

His lips drew into a tight line. "I'll go, but we both know we're going to end up right back here. One of these days you have to trust me."

"Trusting you is only a small part of it." 

She slipped around him and walked over to the door. She opened it and waited. After a minute, he grabbed his jacket off the back of his chair and met her in the doorway. 

"Just so you know," he said. "If you leave, I'll look for you. I'm not going to spend another year wondering where the hell you are, if you're dead or alive."

"I never asked you to wonder. You wanted one night. I gave it to you. That was supposed to be the end of our story."

"Well, it turns out it wasn't the end. It was just the beginning."  

She pushed him into the hallway, shut the door, turned the deadbolt and fixed the chain. Then she leaned against the solid wood and drew in a deep breath, her heart still thudding against her chest. She put a hand to her mouth, her lips tender from the onslaught of his kiss. It had been exactly like the last time, fast, hot, intense, passionate… 

But the last time she'd known she was leaving the next day. There would be no tomorrow, so she could live for the night. 

Now she had to think about the future, about Megan, and about staying alive. 

 


Chapter Ten

 

 

"Thanks for letting me stay home from school today," Megan said to Ria as they ate breakfast together on Monday morning. 

Ria gave her niece a sympathetic smile. "Your face looks a hundred times better, but I do remember high school and mean girls. I think you can miss a day."

"My friends aren't mean. Well, Lizzie is a little mean," Megan amended. "But that's because she likes Eric, and Eric likes me."

Ria laughed at the smug expression on Megan's face. There was nothing like a little male attention to build a woman's ego. 

"At least, he used to like me," Megan said, a little doubt in her voice. "He hasn't seen me yet. He asked me to text him a photo, but I said no."

"Good, because we have a rule about texting photos, don't we?" 

Megan made a little face at her. "What does it matter if I send my friend a picture of me? He knows what I look like."

"Because, it's not that simple. I know you don't understand why I'm being so careful, but it's one thing to look at you and another to have a photo of you that could get into the wrong hands."

"Eric is just a kid. He's harmless. He's never even been out of California." 

"Did you tell him you've been out of California?"

"No, I'm not stupid," Megan retorted. "I even pretend not to understand what they're saying in Spanish class." 

"Good, I'm glad to hear it. No photos, okay?"  

"I already said no," Megan said grumpily. "Relax already." 

Ria could barely remember what it felt like to be relaxed. 

"And I was the one who was trapped on that island, not you," Megan reminded her. "So I know what's at stake. But it was a long time ago, and I don't want to live my whole life being afraid of every shadow."

"Then let me be afraid of the shadows. You just concentrate on your life." She paused. "I was thinking last night about college. I would like you to go, Megan. I'm sorry I wasn't paying attention. I hope you haven't missed some important admission tests."

"It doesn't matter, Ria. I won't be able to get into a university. My grades are okay this year, but we told them that I was home schooled, and we don’t have transcripts for all of my high school years."

Ria frowned. Megan was right. She was a bright girl, but it would be difficult to create an educational background for her. 

"It's fine," Megan continued. "I don't have to go to college. I should get a job anyway and help you pay for stuff."

"Maybe community college," Ria suggested. "It won't be a problem to get in there. You can do two years there, establish your educational credentials and then transfer."

"I suppose."

"We'll talk more about it. I want you to be able to do whatever you want in life." 

"If I'm ever free to do it," Megan grumbled. 

Ria wanted to tell her that she would be free one day, but how could she make that promise? Instead she said, "Your mom loved school. She was a straight-A student."

"But she didn't finish college. She met my dad, fell in love, and had me."  

"And she was very happy about that choice. Don't ever doubt that Megan."

Megan sighed, her eyes filled with pain. "I miss her and Dad. Will it ever stop hurting?" 

"Probably not, but you'll learn to live with it." She took a breath. "We can talk about her more, if it would help."

"Really? Because you don't usually like to talk about her."

"I just didn't want to make you sad. And maybe I didn't want to make myself sad."

"What happened between you?" Megan asked suddenly. "I didn't even know I had an aunt until I was ten years old. I didn't know I had a grandfather until we went to his funeral that same year. I asked Mom, but she said she wasn't close to her family. That's it. That's all she would say. But then suddenly she's calling you and telling you our problems and begging you to help."

"We were sisters, no matter the distance or the time." 

"But what happened? And don't tell me nothing," Megan warned. 

"I'll tell you the whole story, but not right this second." She ignored Megan's groan. "I have to go to work."

"It's Monday. Why are you working; it's your day off."

"I'm covering the office today. Janine has some personal business." She paused. "My family drama is not earth-shattering. It just involved a lot of angry people and hurt feelings and disappointment, and it happened a long time ago. I will tell you everything one day."  

"Fine," Megan said, her sullen expression returning. "I won't hold my breath." 

Ria stood up. "Okay, you're going to hate what I'm about to say next, but I have to say it anyway. I don't want anyone here while I'm gone. You can stay home, but no one comes over until I'm back."

"Everyone is at school." 

"Yeah, but you have open lunch, and I can see your friends coming over to say hello, so tell them that you're going to the doctor or something. Whatever excuse you want. But no visitors."

Megan sighed. "I don't know what the big deal is. They're my friends. I see them every day. And they've all been in this apartment before. There's nothing here that would make anyone suspicious." 

"This is just another one of those rules you have to follow." 

"Fine. But I still get to do the all-night party after the prom, right?"

Ria had been fighting that battle for a couple of weeks and had finally given in. Megan's group of friends was renting a hotel room for the night, because according to Megan and her best friend, Lindsay, that's what everyone did. Finally, Ria had said yes rather than risk pushing Megan into doing something stupid and more dangerous. 

"You can still do the after party," she agreed.

Megan looked relieved. "Good." A sparkle of mischief filled her eyes, "Maybe you should go out on a date Saturday night, too."

"I don't think so," she said, as she grabbed her keys and bag. 

"Why not? Drew is hot." 

"Drew and I are not dating."

"He wants to date you. He told me so in the car."

She frowned. "What else did he tell you?"

"Not much. How come you never told me about him?"

"There was nothing to tell," she said quickly. 

"He's the guy, isn't he?" Megan asked with a gleam in her eyes. "You said you started something with someone that you couldn’t finish. It was him, wasn't it?"

"Yes," she admitted. "But I'm no longer interested in Drew."

"Are you sure? I thought I interrupted something last night." 

"Megan, please, let it go," Ria said, feeling uncomfortable with the conversation. "I don't want to talk about Drew, especially with you."

"I'm the only one you can talk to, and I don't see why you can't go on a date. It's been over a year and a half. We're supposed to be living a normal life. I hate that you're always working or staying home because of me."

"Don't worry about me, Megan."

"You gave up a lot for me. I want you to be happy, too." 

"Maybe I could go out with someone new, someone that I meet now. But Drew is part of my past, and I've told him so many lies, there's no way I can untangle them all. Plus, I can't risk a connection to the island and that's where I met Drew."

"You met him on the island?" Megan asked in surprise.

"Yes, right before we left." She held up her hand to stop any further questions. "I'm leaving now. Remember, no visitors."

Megan made a face at her and tossed her crumpled napkin in her direction. "Go to work." 

"Don't forget to—"

"Lock the door after you. I've got it."

Ria left the apartment, pausing in the hall until she heard the dead bolt slide into place, then she headed to work. 

 

* * *

 

Drew worked seven a.m. to four p.m. on Monday, flying shore patrol, searching for disabled vessels and possible threats to homeland security. As he flew over the bay, he was reminded of his sailing lesson with Ria, and how different the view of the city had looked from the water. Ria had been different on the boat, too. She'd been relaxed, happy, two emotions that had quickly vanished with the urgent phone call from Megan.

He still couldn’t believe Ria was now raising a sixteen-year-old, but he was beginning to understand that her situation was much more complicated than he had initially imagined. He wasn't sure what he was going to do about her, but after their kiss at the end of the night, he knew there was no way in hell he was going to just walk away, not with so many unanswered questions. 

After work, he headed down to the marina, to meet up with Aiden and Burke, and to drop off his check for his share of the boat. 

He couldn't help looking for Ria when he got to the docks, but she was nowhere in sight, and the boat she'd used the day before was in its slip. No surprise, really, it was almost five o'clock on Monday; there were few boats left on the bay. 

When he hopped on to the Eleanor, he found Aiden alone on the boat. He was sitting on the bench and seemed to be lost in thought. 

He hadn't seen his brother this contemplative in a long time. "Hey. Is everything okay?" he asked, sitting across from him.

Aiden straightened. "Yeah, it's all good. Or it will be if you brought your share of the money." 

"I've got it. Where's Burke?"

"He gave me his check earlier today. One of his crew fell through the roof on a fire last night and ended up in the hospital with a broken leg. Burke wanted to spend some time at the hospital."

"Understandable." 

"Sure."

"Okay, what's wrong?" Drew asked, as Aiden once again seemed to lose track of their conversation. "You're never this quiet. Are you having second thoughts?"

"Not exactly."

"What does that mean?"

Aiden met his gaze. "Sara is pregnant. She told me last night. It wasn't planned, but it's great news." 

"Okay," he said, not sure what else to say since Aiden's words didn't match his expression. "That's wonderful. You're going to be a father."

"What the hell do I know about being a father? I spent most of my own life trying not to follow my father's lead."

"I think something locks in when you have a kid. You just do what you have to do. You're going to make a great dad. But what's even better is that you're going to have a kid with the woman you love. You're starting a family."

"I do love Sara. Sometimes, I can't believe I didn't see how phenomenally great she was at fifteen."

"Sara was shy, and she always had her nose in a book back then. I remember her sitting on her porch reading while the rest of us were playing tag in the street. You two were universes apart back then."

Aiden ran a hand through his hair and let out a sigh. "Am I crazy to buy a boat when Sara is pregnant?"

He shrugged. "Without knowing your finances, I can't answer that."

"It won't kill my bank account, but it will take a hit. I thought we would have more time, but we weren't careful enough."

He grinned. "Big surprise." 

Aiden smiled back. "What can I say—Sara is hot."

Drew conceded that point. "Look, about the boat, if you don't want to do this now—"

"We have to do it. I told Grandpa last night and that grumpy old man got all choked up when he knew the boat would stay in the family. I don't want to let him down."

"I might be able to kick in a little more cash," Drew suggested. He didn't have a wife or kids to worry about. 

"No, it should be equal partners. It will be fine. I'll figure it out," he said. "I just have a lot to figure out."

"Are you definitely done with smokejumping?"

"I thought I was, but maybe I should reconsider. Or I should think about Burke's offer to join the department here in the city." 

Drew didn't know what Aiden had gone through in his job, but he did know that smokejumping was dangerous and grueling work, and he could totally understand why his brother would want a change. "What about construction?" he asked.

"Uncle Kevin has been great, but he has a lot of people on his crew. I don't know if there's enough work." He paused. "Sara has a good job, but she'll probably want to be home with the baby. And I want her to be able to do that if she wants to. I'm supposed to be the provider." 

"You'll make it work," Drew said, having every confidence in his brother. Aiden might be a rebel and a little on the reckless side, but he also had a strong work ethic and was extremely loyal to family and friends. "You won't let Sara down."

"I hope not." 

As Aiden finished speaking, his phone rang. "It's Sara." He answered the phone. "Hey, babe." His expression paled as he listened. "That doesn't sound good. I'll be right there."

It was the second time in two days that Drew watched someone take what was obviously a disturbing call. "What's wrong?" he asked.

"Sara isn't feeling well. Apparently, the baby is making her nauseous." He frowned. "Damn. I'm supposed to take the checks to Grandpa tonight."

"I'll do it for you."  

"That would be great." Aiden handed over his check and Burke's. He glanced around the boat. "I still think this will be a good investment in the long term."

"So do I. And your kid is going to love it, too."

Aiden smiled. "My kid—never thought I'd use those words."

"How do they feel?"

"They're not sounding as terrifying as they were a few minutes ago."

"Tell Sara, congratulations," Drew added as Aiden headed off down the dock.

He followed more slowly, deciding to stop in at the yacht club before heading home. Once inside the building, he headed down the hall to the main office. He saw Ria locking the door, and his heart skipped a beat. Every time he saw her, he felt like he took a punch to the stomach. 

Surprise flashed in her eyes. "What are you doing here, Drew?"

"I had to meet my brother at the boat. But I figured I'd stop in here before I left and see if you were around."

"I'm just heading home." 

"How's Megan? Has the swelling gone down?"

"It was better this morning. Hopefully by tonight there will be even more improvement."

"Is she still in pain?"

"Not too bad. She stayed home from school, but that was because she didn't want anyone to see her face. I checked in with her at lunch, and she felt well enough to babysit for our neighbor tonight, so I think she's on the mend."

"I'm surprised you let Megan babysit." From what he'd seen Ria kept a tight hold on Megan. 

"It's just next door and only until eight."

"It sounds like you're free then," he said, latching on to an impulsive idea. "Why don't I give you a ride home?"

She hesitated. "Drew, we can't keep doing this."

"Doing what?"

"I told you I didn't want to see you again."

"Well, too late for that. I'm here. You're here. And I'm saving you from the bus. It's just a ride." 

She stared back at him. "If I take the bus, are you going to be waiting at my building when I get home?"

"There is that possibility," he conceded.

"Fine, I'll take the ride." 

"Great." As they walked out to the parking lot, he said, "How was your day on the bay?"

"I wasn't on the bay today. We don't offer lessons on Mondays or Tuesdays. They're usually my days off, but the receptionist in the office is away, so I agreed to fill in and pick up some money."

"Office work doesn't sound like your style."

"It's not my first choice, but whatever pays the bills." 

He opened the car door for her and was surprised when she gave him an odd look. "What?" he asked. 

"Nothing." She slid into the seat. 

He shut the door and walked around to the driver's side. As he fastened his seatbelt, she said, "I can't remember the last time anyone opened a door for me."

"My father drilled manners into me at an early age. Always open a door for a lady. Always pull out her chair. I don't even think about it; I just do it."

"It's nice. Your dad sounds like a good role model." 

"He is. He's bigger than life. A hard act to follow." 

"Really? Even for a daredevil helicopter pilot?"

"I'm not a firefighter. He would have preferred I follow in the family tradition."

"Why didn't you?"

"My heart was in flying," he said simply. 

"How did your dad take it when you told him?"

"He tried to hide his disappointment. It helped that both Burke and Aiden were already firefighters. And Emma was also on her way to becoming a firefighter and then a fire investigator, so he gave me his guarded blessing."

"I'm sure he was proud of your service, Drew."

"Yeah, he was." As he drove down the street, he added, "By the way, we have to make one quick stop." 

"Where?"

"My grandfather's house. It will take less than two minutes." 

"I don't want to meet your grandparents," she said, her brows knitting together in a frown.

"Why not? They're nice people."

"I'm sure they are, but my goal is to get you out of my life, not to get myself into yours." 

"My goal is to get you to trust me. Once you meet my grandparents, and you see the kind of solid stock I come from, you'll have no choice but to trust me."

She sighed. "I told you it wasn't just about trust."

"That's the first step."

"Is it really only going to take two minutes?" 

"Five minutes at the most," he assured her. 

 


Chapter Eleven

 

 

Five minutes had turned into ten, with no end in sight as Ria and Drew waited for his grandmother to appear. A middle-aged woman named Doris had let them into the two-story, three bedroom condo on Lake Street and explained that Patrick had run to the store. Eleanor was just getting up from a nap and would be with them shortly. 

Doris had left them in the living room, and up until now, Ria had been sitting patiently on the couch. But she was starting to wonder just how long this quick stop was actually going to take. 

"Drew—"

"I know. I'm sorry," he said apologetically. "My grandfather should be home soon. He doesn't like to leave my grandmother alone for long. Just to warn you, she drifts in and out of reality. Sometimes she makes sense, and sometimes she doesn't. She might not even know who I am."

She saw the pain in his eyes and felt a wave of compassion. She hadn't lost anyone to Alzheimer's, but she did know what it felt like to lose family. 

"We were very close when I was growing up," he added. "She was always there when we came home from school. There were so many of us kids around that my mom couldn't give everyone the attention they needed, so Grandma filled in the gaps. She had a great sense of humor. She was always smiling, laughing, and she never let the little stuff bother her. I remember one time when she was babysitting, she let us put up a tent in the attic. We got our sleeping bags and pretended to have a campout. I think she even made s'mores." He smiled at the memory. 

"She sounds wonderful."

"But she doesn't smile like she used to, and she's often confused or scared. When I saw her the other day, she acted like she was afraid of me." He got up and paced restlessly around the room. "I want to help her, but I don't know what to do."

Ria was beginning to realize that Drew couldn't stand by when something was broken and not try to fix it. "It doesn't sound like there's anything anyone can do," she commented. She stood up and walked across the room. Since they weren't going anywhere soon, she might as well learn a little more about the Callaways. 

On the mantel were several framed photographs. "Who are all these people?" she asked.

"Callaways," Drew said, coming over to join her. He pointed to an old black and white photo. "Those are my grandparents, and their six kids. My father, Jack, is right there. He's the second oldest in the family." He paused and pointed to the next photo, which was in color and appeared to have been taken by a lake. "That was the last family reunion, two years ago up in Lake Tahoe."

"I don't see you anywhere." 

"I was still deployed. I don't think they missed me. There were at least seventy-five people there."

"Huge family."  

"Everyone in my dad's generation had a bunch of kids, and some of their kids had kids, so it's a crowd. We rent four houses on the lake now. Actually, one of them belongs to my grandfather, so that's the home base, and we try to snap up anything else that's close by."

As she looked at the family pictures, she was struck by the feeling that she'd come up really short in the draw for family. "It looks like fun," she said, unable to keep the wistful note out of her voice.

Drew gave her a speculative look. "You sound sad." 

"Do I? I'm just tired." 

"And maybe a little lonely," he suggested. 

"I'm not lonely. I have Megan."

"Who else do you have?" 

She was saved from having to answer by the arrival of Drew's grandmother. 

Eleanor was a petite and pretty, white-haired blonde with beautiful light blue eyes. She wore gray slacks and a pink sweater, both of which hung loosely on her thin frame. Doris helped her to the couch, then left them alone. 

"Hello, Grandma," Drew said. He sat down on the couch next to her. "How are you today?"

"I'm fine, Drew. Who's your friend?"

Drew seemed to visibly relax when she called him by name. "This is Ria," he said.  

She inwardly sighed at the use of her old name, but there was no one in this living room who cared. 

"Ria, that's a pretty name for a pretty woman," Eleanor said with a friendly smile. "Are you Drew's girlfriend?"

"No, we're just friends," she said quickly, taking a seat in the chair next to the couch.

Eleanor laughed. "Oh, I can't believe that's true."

"I'm working on changing her mind," Drew said. 

"I suspect so," Eleanor said. "What brings you here tonight, honey?"

"I have to talk to Grandfather. He went to the store, I guess."

"He loves to go to the store. It gives him a reason to get out of the house. Sometimes I make him as crazy as I am," she said.

Eleanor's disarming candor was very appealing, Ria thought. Maybe she wasn't always lucid, but when she was, she seemed to at least know that something was wrong.

"You're not crazy," Drew said quietly.

She patted his leg. "You're a sweet boy to lie to me, but I know I'm losing my mind. I wish it wasn't so, but I can't seem to stop it. The doctor says it's going to be worse on Patrick than on me. I'm not going to know when I'm out of it, but he will. That's what I hate the most. I don't want to think about him looking at me like I'm a stranger, even if that's how I'm looking at him. That man is the love of my life, and I'm his. I never thought we might end up not knowing each other." 

"Grandpa is a strong man. And he loves you," Drew said with a fierce note in his voice. "He'll help you through this, and you'll never be a stranger to him, Grandma."

"Time is so fleeting, Drew. You think it's going too slowly at times. I remember when I was a young mother, and I was stuck at home with six babies. I was changing diapers every other minute and helping kids with multiplication problems and breaking up fights over the last Oreo cookie, and I used to think—will they ever grow up? Will it ever get easier? And then one day, I looked around, and everyone was gone. The house was so quiet. Some days I'd give anything to go back to those loud, noisy, exhausting years."

"If you want loud noise, you know where to find it, Grandma," Drew said. "You're always welcome at our house." 

She smiled. "Even your house is getting quiet now. And that little Brandon; he's such a gentle soul, but so lost. I worry about Nicole. She thinks she can pull off a miracle, but I don't know if that's possible. We seem to be in short supply of miracles these days. Although, I'd give up my mind if it would mean Brandon could get his back."

"My nephew has autism," Drew said to Ria. "He was diagnosed when he was three; he's six now." 

She nodded. "I'm sorry to hear that." The Callaways might be a big, loving and close family, but they still had their problems. 

"Nicole reminds me of myself," Eleanor said. She paused for a moment, the sparkle in her eyes growing dim. "I know what it's like to worry about your child. I remember when Jack came home with a bloody nose, two black eyes and a broken hand. I wanted to kill the guys who had hurt my boy."

Drew's brows knit together. "When did Dad get beat up?" 

She gave him a startled look. "What did you say?"

"I asked when Dad got beat up," he repeated.  

"Your dad? Jack?" she asked in confusion.

Drew nodded. "Yes, Jack. When did he get hurt?"

"I'm not supposed to talk about it." Panic entered her voice. "Patrick says we must never talk about that day. It's dangerous. If Patrick doesn't do what they say, then next time it's going to be worse. It won't just be a warning. Someone is going to die."

"What?" Drew asked sharply.

Eleanor grabbed Drew's arm. "I told him to go to the police, but he says he can't. He says I don’t understand. You won't let anything happen to Jack, will you?"

"I won't," he said. 

"Do you promise?"

"I promise." 

Drew shot Ria a pained look, and her heart went out to him. She'd never seen anyone go from perfect clarity to confused fear. 

"Can I get you some water, Grandma?" Drew asked.

She blinked a few times and then said. "What did you say?" 

"Would you like something to drink?"

"No, I'm fine. Tell me how you and your friend met," she said, glancing over at Ria, then back at Drew. "Was it love at first sight?" 

Ria was curious to hear Drew's reply, and she had to admit to being a little amused by how his grandmother's question had shaken him up. Drew had her off balance the last two days. Now he was the one who had to find his feet. 

As he searched for an answer, Ria decided to help. "Was it love at first sight, Drew?"

He gave her a wry smile. "Was it for you?"

"I think your grandmother asked you the question."

He glanced back at his grandmother, who also seemed amused and back in perfect control of her senses. "You're trying to get me into trouble, aren't you?"

"You've never brought a girl to meet me. I'm curious."

"I like her," he said. "A lot," he added, turning his gaze on Ria. "And I think she feels the same way. Don't you, Ria?" 

Shivers ran down her spine at the look in his eyes. She'd tried to turn the tables on him, but he'd flipped them right back at her. 

Before she had a chance to answer, the front door opened and closed, then a tall, gray-haired man walked into the living room. He had a ruddy complexion and blue eyes, that weren't as light or as bright as his wife's but were penetrating and intelligent.  

"Drew, what are you doing here?" he asked.

"Grandpa," Drew said, getting to his feet. "Aiden couldn't make it, so he sent me. This is my friend, Ria, my grandfather, Patrick Callaway."

"It's nice to meet you," Ria said, inwardly adding yet another person who now knew her name was Ria. 

"You, too," Patrick said. "Why don't we go into the kitchen, Drew? Maybe your friend could chat with Ellie?"

"It's fine," she said, in answer to Drew's unspoken question. 

As Drew and his grandfather left, she smiled at Eleanor. "You made Drew very uncomfortable."

"I know," Eleanor said with a smile. "He's always so private, I have to tease him now and then, or I'll never get any information." 

"Was he always that way?" she asked. "Even when he was a child?"

"Oh, yes. Drew keeps everything inside. I've tried to tell him that's not healthy, but he always says that’s just the way it is. I know he went through some hard times in the Navy. I could see the shadows in his eyes, the grief in his expression when he thought no one was watching. There was a heaviness about him when he first came home, as if he had the weight of the world on his shoulders." She paused. "But today he seems lighter, more relaxed. Maybe that's because of you, dear."

"I doubt that. We're really not together."

"Why not? You like him. He likes you."

"It's complicated."

"The best things always are," Eleanor said. "And it's fine to make Drew work for it. Then you'll know if he's serious. The Callaway men have too much charm for their own good. Sometimes they get caught up in their hype, if you know what I mean. When Patrick first asked me out, I said no. And I kept saying no for the next month. Finally, I agreed to have coffee with him." She smiled. "You would have thought he'd won the lottery. Do you know what I told him on our first date?"

"I can't imagine." 

"I said I'm not playing hard to get, Patrick, I am hard to get. And if you want me, you're going to have to work for it."

"I'll bet he took that as a challenge."

Eleanor's eyes twinkled. "He absolutely did. He went out of his way to prove that he was the one and only man for me."

Ria smiled. "I think Drew has a lot of his grandfather in him."

"He definitely has his stubbornness. But Drew is more of a thinker, and he guards his heart like it's made of pure gold."

"Why do you think that is?"

"I've never been sure. Maybe losing his mom when he was a small child made him a little wary of love. Or maybe it was a broken heart somewhere along the way. Like I said, Drew doesn’t confide in me. But there's something about Drew that sneaks up on you. If you're not careful, you'll wake up one day and realize you're in love with him." 

Her nerves tingled at Eleanor's words. "I better be careful then."

Eleanor laughed. "I like you, Ria."

"I like you, too," she said. 

"You know I may not remember you five minutes from now."

"I know. But I'll remember you."

"That's what keeps me going," she said. "Knowing that my family will remember the woman I used to be."

"I think the woman you are now is pretty great, too," Ria said. 

Eleanor met her gaze. "You'd make a fine Callaway."

"I told you—"

"I know what you said, but my grandson is very good at getting what he wants."

Where was her grandson? Ria wondered. Drew's five minutes had now turned into half an hour. 

 

* * *

 

"Are you sure you want to sell the boat?"  Drew asked his grandfather as they sat at the kitchen table together. 

"Positive." Patrick took out his reading glasses. He looked at the checks and then nodded. "You boys are going to have a great time with that boat. I know I did."

"You can still come out on it," Drew said. 

"Those days are long gone."

"Grandma seems pretty good tonight. She's making sense. At least most of the time."

"Don't worry about what she says, Drew. Random thoughts pop into her head, and she gets things mixed up."

"She told me about some time where Dad got beat up. She implied that it was some form of blackmail. That someone wanted you to do something." As he finished his statement, his grandfather's jaw tightened and anger filled his eyes. 

"She has Alzheimer's, Drew. I can't unravel every story she tells you. And I'm damn tired of trying. You and your brothers and sisters need to stop trying to make sense of things that don't make sense."

"Okay, sorry," he said, seeing the weariness in his grandfather's eyes. "Is there anything I can do to help?"

"No." He pulled off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. "I just want to savor the good moments now, let everything else go. Because one day there won't be any more good moments."

Drew hated to think about that day. 

"I'll put these checks in the bank in the morning. But here are the ownership papers and the maintenance log," Patrick said, pushing a binder across the table. "I kept track of everything. A few of my friends have used the boat in the past few months and said everything was in good shape, but you should get it checked out from top to bottom. I probably should have dry-docked the boat, but I kept thinking that I'd get Ellie back out there. She always loved to sail."

"It's not too late. Any time you want to go out, you can."

"I couldn't take the risk that she'd get confused or scared out there and put herself in danger."

"Do you really think that would happen?"

"Anything is possible. Sometimes she gets combative. It's just fear, and I know that, but it's hard to see the woman I love jerking away from me as if I was going to hit her."

"Is there any treatment?"

"The drugs she's on now seem to be working better, but I don't know. Anyway, you don't need to worry about it." Patrick stood up. "We better get back in there. Lord only knows what Ellie has told your friend." 

 

* * *

 

"What did you and my grandmother talk about?" Drew asked, as he drove Ria back to her apartment. 

Ria smiled. "She said you're a charmer like your grandfather. Personally, I had a little trouble seeing your grandfather's charm behind his gruff exterior, but I guess I'll take her word for it."

"These days, I'm not sure you should take her word for anything." 

"She seemed focused most of the time, except for those few minutes when she was talking about your father getting beat up. Do you know what that was about?"

"I have no idea. I asked Grandpa, and he just blew me off. My dad has never mentioned anything, and he's big on sharing stories of his life. I can't imagine why he'd leave something like that out."

"Maybe there's a reason he didn't tell you. Your grandmother made it sound like it was some sort of warning or form of retribution."

"She might have made the whole thing up, Ria." His hands tightened on the wheel. 

"Or not. Every family has secrets." 

"Are we talking about your family or mine?" 

"Just saying you may not know everything there is to know about your father or your grandfather."

"I know both of them pretty well," Drew said defensively. But this wasn't the first time that his grandmother had made vague references to some secret event in the past. Emma and Aiden had both come to him with similar stories. 

As he turned down Ria's street, he saw a parking spot near her building, so he grabbed it. 

"You don't have to park," she said quickly. 

"It's almost seven. I was hoping I could bum some food off of you." He gave her a pleading smile.

"I doubt I have much in the fridge."

"I'll have whatever you're having."

"That's a risky statement. I could be having peanut butter and jelly."

"I love peanut butter and jelly," he said, as they got out of the car. 

As they walked down the block, he caught Ria taking several glances over her shoulder, and before she inserted her key into the front door of the building, she took another look around.

"We're alone," he said. "No one is following us." 

"Not this time," she said. "But I have to be careful."

They walked into the building and Ria pushed the button for the elevator. "Your grandmother told me that she loves to sail. I guess she doesn't know that Patrick is selling her boat to her grandchildren."

"He doesn't want her to know. He doesn't think it's safe for her to be out on it anymore. I really wish I could do something to make things easier."

"You're lucky to have had your grandparents for so long," Ria said as they got on the elevator. "But I know it's never long enough."

"You said your grandfather died and your parents and your sister," Drew said, his gaze narrowing on each word. "That's a lot of death for anyone to handle."

"It is," she said tightly.

"Is there anyone else left in the family?"

"No, it's just me and Megan."

They stepped off the elevator and walked down the hall. Ria opened the door and set down her bag. "I'm going to check on Megan next door. Then I'll see if I can find some food for dinner."

"We can always order take-out. My treat," he said. 

"I think I can find something to make if you're not too picky." 

As she left the apartment, Drew walked around the living room, noting the contrast to his grandmother's place. There were no personal photographs anywhere. A few fashion magazines were on the coffee table, but he didn't see any books anywhere. No personal or sentimental type items. He doubted there was anything in the apartment that Ria couldn't leave behind at a second's notice, and that thought bothered him. 

A cell phone began to ring, and it took him a moment to realize it wasn't his phone. He walked over to Ria's bag and grabbed her cell phone. As he thought about taking it to her, the phone stopped ringing. It was a cheap throwaway phone. He was almost surprised that she had a phone; she was so secretive. Then again, she had a kid to stay in contact with. 

The voice mail lit up with a message, and he battled a very strong urge to see who was calling Ria. 

It was a total invasion of her privacy. But damn…

His curiosity overrode his conscience, and he played back the message.

A female voice said, "It's your mother. Call me."

His gut tightened. Her mother? She'd told him her mother was dead. Megan had said the same. He was staring at the phone when Ria re-entered the apartment. 

She turned white when she saw him holding her phone. "What the hell are you doing?" 

"I thought you said you didn't have any family. So do you want to tell me why your mother just left you a message?"

 


Chapter Twelve

 

 

"You had no business answering my phone," Ria said, fury and fear running through her at the same time.  

"I didn't answer it. I just listened to the voicemail."

She grabbed the phone out of his hand. "And that's supposed to be better? Get out, Drew."

"No. Not until you tell me why you lied about your mother."

"I don't have to tell you anything. What is wrong with you? Do you really think it's all right to listen to someone's phone messages?"

"You're what's wrong with me, Ria—you and your secrets. I can't stop thinking about you. And now when I think about you, I worry about you. I wonder why you had to change your name, why you let people think you were dead, why you look over your shoulder every three minutes." 

"I never asked you to worry about me."

"You didn't have to ask. You and I have been connected since our night together on the island. Maybe if you hadn't died so suddenly, what was between us would have run its natural course. But the shock and tragedy of your death hit me hard. You were so alive, so passionate, so vibrant, and then you were gone. What was I supposed to do with that? Did you really think I could just forget you?"

"I told you I didn't know you thought I was dead." 

"Well, you know now." 

"Yes, I do."

They stared at each other for a long minute.  

There was a depth of caring in Drew's words and in his gaze. She felt herself weakening, wanting to let him in to her secrets, but how could she do that? 

"You still had no business listening to my messages," she said. 

"I know. You should call your mother back. It sounded important." 

She could not call her mom back with Drew in the room. "I'll do it later."

"Where is your mother, Ria? Why did you tell me she was dead?" He paused. "Is anyone actually dead? Or do people in your world just start over with new names?" 

Before she could answer, the front door opened, and Megan walked in. "Hey, Drew," she said with a welcoming smile. "I didn't know you were coming over."

Drew forced a tight smile on to his face as he gazed at Megan. "How are you feeling? Your face looks better."

"Except for the black eyes that make me look like a raccoon." She paused, looking from Ria to Drew and back again. "What did I miss?"

"Nothing," Ria said.

"Only the fact that your mom called," Drew said. 

Megan gasped. She sent Ria a shocked, questioning look, and Ria knew that Megan was about to give away something, if not everything.  

"My mom," she told Megan. "Drew listened to my phone messages."

"That's not cool." Megan gave Drew a wary look. "Why did you do that?"

"Because I'm worried about you and your sister, and no one will tell me anything." He turned to Ria. "Why did you just say my mom when you and Megan are sisters? Why don't you have the same mother?"

"Because we don't." She took a breath, glancing over at Megan. "Would you give us a minute?"

"Sure." Megan stopped by her bedroom door. "If you trust him, I trust him," she said. 

"Thanks. I'll get dinner going soon," Ria promised.

"Okay."  

As Megan disappeared into her bedroom, Ria knew she was facing a pivotal moment. Whatever decision she made now could be the difference between life and death, maybe for all of them. But Drew wasn't going away, and she was out of lies. 

"Megan is my niece," she said finally. "Her mother, Kate, was my sister. Kate died two years ago in a car accident." 

Drew's gaze was dark, unreadable. "Is that the truth?"

"Yes. My mother is still alive. That's who called me."

"Where does she live?"

"Massachusetts, and no, I can't be more specific. She's remarried, has a second family, and is far removed from anything going on with me and Megan."

"Not that removed if she has the phone number to what I'm sure is a disposable phone."

He had her there. Drew didn't miss a thing. "I update her periodically. Megan is her grandchild." 

"What about Megan's father? Your father? Where are the men?"

"They are both dead. My father died of cancer when I was twenty-one, and Megan's father was killed in the same accident that took Kate's life." 

Drew paced around the room and then sat down on the couch, kicking up his feet on the coffee table. "Go on."

She sat down in the chair across from him. "What else do you want to know?"

"Why are you and Megan living like you're in the underground?"

"Megan's mother, Kate, was involved with some dangerous people. Before she died, she made me promise to take care of Megan. I'm trying to keep that promise." 

Drew blew out a breath that was filled with frustration. "Dammit, Ria. Do we have to play twenty questions? I'm tired of going around in circles. Tell me what's going on."

"I just did, Drew."

"You said before you couldn't go to the police. But nothing you've just told me explains that comment." 

She thought for a long moment, debating how best to phrase her answer. "In order to save Megan, I had to break the law. If I tell you what I did, you might feel compelled to turn us in, and I can't take that chance."

He stared back at her with shock in his eyes. Whatever he'd been expecting her to say, it hadn't been that. 

"You're a man who's used to defending right against wrong," she continued. "You've spent the last decade living by a code of ethics and honor. I can't believe you would throw all that away for a woman you met in a bar one night." 

Silence followed her words. Apparently, she had finally found a way to halt Drew's endless list of questions. 

"You're more than a woman I met in a bar, Ria," he said slowly. "If you weren't, I wouldn't be here right now. And you know it."

The intense look in his eyes made her swallow hard. "And you're more than a man I just had a one-night stand with, which is why I think you should go home and forget we ever met again. You may not believe me, but I'm not just trying to protect myself, I'm also trying to protect you." 

"I can take care of myself."

"When I tell you the same thing, you don't believe me," she said dryly.

The tension in his jaw eased. "I know," he admitted. "But that's different."

She sighed, then got to her feet. "I should get dinner started. Megan is probably hungry."  

"I'd like to stay." 

"Why?"

"Because we're not done yet."

"I'm done answering questions for now. If you want to stay for dinner, fine, but it won't be much." 

"I don't need much."  

"I have to call my mother back first." She picked up the television remote and handed it to him. 

"Ria—I'm sorry I listened to your message. That was wrong."

"Thank you, but I probably would have done the same if our positions were reversed," she admitted. She took her phone into the bedroom and closed the door. 

Megan was sitting on the bed with her computer in front of her and headphones on. She pulled out the earpieces and gave Ria a questioning look. 

"I told Drew that you're my niece, that your parents were killed in an accident, nothing else," she said.

"That's a lot," Megan said, surprise in her eyes. 

"I had to say something. He's relentless."

"He likes you. And he seems like a good guy." Megan frowned. "Although, he did spy on your phone, which is weird."

"I made him way too curious." Ria sat down on the edge of the bed. "I don't know what I'm going to do about him. I know you don't want to hear this, but the best thing for us to do would be to disappear."

Megan immediately shook her head. "No way."

"After the prom," she said. 

"No. I'm not leaving San Francisco. I want to stay with my friends and with Eric. I want to graduate from the school I'm in now. I don't want to start over again from scratch. We have a life here, and I don't think Drew would do anything to hurt you or me." 

"He's a link to my past. And even if he didn't do anything intentionally, if anyone put us together—"

"Who would do that?" Megan challenged. 

"I don't know," she admitted, but she couldn't shake the feeling that keeping Drew in her life was a dangerous idea. 

"Maybe you're just afraid you're going to like him too much," Megan suggested. "Maybe that's the real reason you want to run."

Her niece had a point. 

"Would it really be so bad if you let yourself care about someone?" Megan asked.

"We may not be able to stay here, Megan. I know you don't want to face that fact, but it's there. And while I want you to have as normal a life as possible, I need to stay vigilant, and I might not be able to do that if I let myself get distracted."

"Drew is distracting," Megan said with a smile. "I mean, seriously, Ria, have you ever dated someone that attractive before?"

"He would be at the top of the list, but that's beside the point."

"I think you should give him a chance." She paused. "Is he gone?"

"No, I had promised him dinner before he picked up my phone. So I'm going to keep my promise. But I need to call my mother back, so can you entertain him for a few minutes? Preferably without any stories from the past?"

"Sure. What do you think your mom wants?" 

Ria heard the edge of bitterness in Megan's voice when she emphasized the word your, and she couldn't blame her niece for having hard feelings towards her grandmother. Megan had never met her grandmother, but obviously Kate had filled her daughter's head with long lists of her mother's flaws. Kate had picked sides in their family a long time ago, and her sister's side had always been with their father, not their mother.

"I don't know what she wants, but we agreed to speak only every three months, so I need to make sure nothing is wrong." 

"I'd tell you to say hello for me, but I don't think she'd care."

"She does care, Megan, and the fact that you've never met her is not all her fault."

"I don't want to talk about it." Megan slid off the bed and left the room. 

After she closed the door, Ria punched in her mother's number. "It's me," she said when her mom answered. "Is everything okay?" 

"I'm not sure," her mother said. "I might just be being paranoid."

Her stomach tightened. "Tell me."

"I've seen a car a couple of times in the neighborhood. This afternoon there was a man in the front seat and he was talking on the phone. I got a license number, and I asked a friend of mine's husband if he could check it out for me."

"What friend is that?"

"A woman I play tennis with. Her second husband is a police officer. I told her I'm part of a neighborhood watch group, and I'm trying to be vigilant."

"I hate to get the police involved."

"Well, I have other children to worry about, and I need to make sure this car is not connected to you."

"I understand. Let me know what you find out."

"How's Megan?"

"She's doing well," Ria said, realizing it was true. Megan had really begun to blossom in San Francisco. She was finally living the kind of life she was supposed to live. "She's going to the prom on Saturday." 

"Really?" her mother asked in surprise. "You're letting her go out?"

"I don't have a choice. She's trying to be normal, and normal kids go to the prom. We bought a dress the other day, and she looked gorgeous. She has Kate's smile. I just wish Kate could see her." 

"I do, too," her mom said with a sigh. "I remember when Kate went to the prom. It was right before your dad left, before everything turned upside down, and she decided that she hated me. It seems like a different life now."

"It is a different life. I can barely remember when it was the four of us together. And now it's just me and Megan."

"You've acted with great courage, Ria. You're saving Megan's life. I'm very proud of you."

Ria was shocked at her mother's complimentary words. She didn't think she'd ever made her mother proud. Most of her decisions, like not going to college, had filled her mother's eyes with disappointment. "Thank you," she said slowly.

"I know we haven't been close in a long time, and a lot of that is my fault. But I do love you, Ria. And I love Megan, too, even though I don’t even know her."

Her mom paused, and Ria could hear her talking to someone, telling them they couldn't have ice cream unless they ate their green beans. One of her half-siblings, Ria thought, feeling both connected and disconnected to the woman on the other end of the phone.    

"I have to go," her mom said.

"Call me if you find out anything."

"I will."

Ria closed her phone and returned to the living room. She'd expected to find Megan talking Drew's ear off, but instead the two of them were on their feet playing an interactive videogame called Street Fighter. Drew seemed to be frustrated with the game, which didn't surprise her. Megan was an expert player. 

After they'd first left the island, they'd had to stay out of sight for weeks at a time, and videogames had been their sole entertainment. At first Ria had shied away from the battle games, but she'd soon come to realize that Megan gained confidence and strength by defending herself, even if it was only in the virtual fighting world.

"What the hell," Drew muttered, looking down at his controller. "Mine is broken."

"It's not broken. I'm kicking your ass," Megan said.

"Don't feel bad," Ria interjected. "She kicks my ass on a regular basis." 

As Megan gave Drew a few tips to improve his performance, Ria moved into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. She had eggs and vegetables, so it was going to be omelets for dinner. Megan would appreciate not having anything tough to chew, and if Drew didn't like it, he could certainly find his own dinner somewhere else. 

She sautéed vegetables in a pan, then whipped up the eggs and folded in the vegetables. She cut up some fruit, made toast, and set out plates on the small table. "Dinner is ready," she said a few moments later.

"Gotcha again," Megan said, a triumphant note in her voice. Then she set down her controller and headed to the table. 

Drew followed more slowly. "Well, that was fun," he said dryly. "I used to be good at videogames."

"Really?" Megan asked doubtfully.

"Yeah, really," he said. "I used to beat all my brothers."

"How many do you have?" Megan asked.

"Four brothers and three sisters," he replied. 

"That's crazy," Megan said. 

"That's the way I'd describe it."  

"Are you the oldest?" Megan asked.

"No, I'm right in the middle. And my family is getting bigger every day. My sister, Emma, and my brother, Aiden, are both engaged. Emma and Aiden's fiancé, Sara, were childhood friends, so they're planning a double wedding in August. And I just found out today that Sara is expecting a baby. I'm not sure how that will affect the double wedding, but there's certainly a lot of action in the Callaway family." 

"Weddings and babies," Ria murmured, thinking how lovely it all sounded. How nice to be in a family with no bigger problems than that. 

"A double wedding is so romantic," Megan said. "I would love to get married on the same day as my best friend, Lindsay." 

"You wouldn't want your own day?" Ria asked. 

Megan shook her head. "Double the wedding, double the fun, double the presents." 

"I guess that's true," Ria said with a laugh.

"Good eggs," Drew murmured as he quickly worked his way through his omelet.

"I told you it would be nothing fancy."

"I'm not picky when it comes to food. Growing up in a big family, you learn early to eat whatever is there and eat it quickly." 

"I always wanted a brother or a sister," Megan said, a sad note in her voice. "I don't know why my parents didn't have more children." 

Ria didn't know why, either. Kate had always talked about having more than one, but that was probably before she realized just what kind of family she had married into. 

"So where is this double wedding?" Ria asked, wanting to get off the subject of Megan's parents.

"I have no idea. I try not to pay attention when the women start talking weddings," Drew said. "I don't know why anyone wants to spend so much money and time on a party."

"It's not a party; it's a wedding," Megan said. "It's the most important day of your life."

"Don't argue with a sixteen-year-old," Ria advised. "Especially when it comes to romance and love. You will lose." 

He smiled. "Are you speaking from experience?"

"Absolutely." 

Megan rolled her eyes, then took her empty plate to the sink. "Can Lindsay come over for a while? We want to work on our English project together."

"Sure." 

As Megan left the room, Ria glanced over at Drew and caught him staring at her with a more serious and thoughtful expression than their recent conversation should have elicited. "What?"

"You don't like it when Megan talks about her parents. Are you afraid she's going to give away your big secret?"

"It's painful to talk about my sister, and, yes, I'm always afraid that Megan will give something away. She thinks that we're safe now." 

"You've allowed her to think that way. You don't want her to live in fear. So you take it all on," he said. "I admire that, Ria. But don't you ever want to share that burden?"

She shrugged. "I'd only be making someone else's life as difficult as mine."

"What did your mother want?"

"She was just checking in."

"And…"

"She noticed an odd car in her neighborhood. She's going to check it out with the local police."

"So your mother can go to the police, but you can't?" 

"She can talk to the police about an odd car in her neighborhood. That has nothing to do with me."

"Obviously, she thinks it might. Why doesn't she have Megan?"

"My mother has another family. She has young children to worry about."

"Your family is getting bigger by the minute, too," he said with a wry smile. "So much for it's just me and Megan."

"It is me and Megan. I honestly don't think of my mother's second family as mine."

"How many kids in her second family?"

"Two boys; they're eleven and twelve."

"Not much younger than Megan," he commented. 

"Kate was nineteen when she had Megan. And my mother was forty when she had my brother. It's weird. We're quite the dysfunctional group."

"Not that weird. I have a blended family, too. My father had four boys. My stepmother had two girls. Together they had twins. I know what it's like to merge two families."

"We didn't merge, Drew. My mom got remarried and started a new life that didn't include me. She met her second husband when I was thirteen. I had agreed to live with her instead of my dad, because I didn’t want her to be alone. Two years later she wasn't alone. She was in love. And I was the third wheel. They got married and started having babies when I was in high school As soon as I graduated, they wanted me out of the house so they could have more room."

"That's when you decided to sail around the world."

"I had some friends who were crewing on some luxury yachts. I decided to sign on, and from there I jumped from one gig to the next. I rarely made it home for anything, and it didn't seem to bother anyone that I was gone. I think in some ways I was a reminder to my mother of her first failure. It was easier when I was away."

He frowned. "I'm not getting a great vibe on your mom."

"She's not a bad person. She loves me. She just doesn't show it much."

"How does she treat Megan?" 

"She doesn't have contact with Megan, but she cares about her in an abstract way. And that is enough about my family," she said decisively, as she got to her feet. "You've had dinner. Time to go home."

He rose, blocking her way, and she had the same feeling they were about to repeat last night's goodbye kiss.

"Drew, I can't do it again."

"Do what?" he asked with mock innocence.

"You know," she said, wishing his smile didn't melt her resolve every single time.

"One kiss," he glanced towards Megan's door. "A quick one."

She doubted that would be the case, since time ceased to exist whenever he put his mouth on hers. "Lindsay is on her way over."

"Well, that's a new excuse."

"I don't need an excuse. I'm saying no." She couldn't help the little sigh that punctuated the end of her sentence.

"I feel the same way," he said quietly, and before she could react he pressed his mouth against hers in a warm, tender and brief kiss. "See, that wasn't so bad."

No, it wasn't bad. It was a tempting little appetizer, and she wanted more. But she couldn't have more. "Goodnight Drew."

"Ria, before I go—"

"No more questions tonight. You need to understand that I've told you all I can. I don't want to put you in danger, and I don't want to put you in a position where you have to compromise your ethics or your integrity."

"That's my choice, Ria. But I think your main concern is whether I'm going to turn you in for whatever it is you did."

"Yes, it is. I don't know what you're going to do next. You're a wildcard and that bothers me."

He gave her a long look. "Honestly, I don't know what I'm going to do next, either. It occurs to me that maybe you're just trying to find another way to get me out of your life by playing the I've done something horrible card. Or you could be doing exactly what you said, trying to keep me away from a bad situation. Or—"

"There's another scenario?" she asked wearily.

"Or," he emphasized. "The truth lies somewhere in between. I don't have enough facts to come to a logical conclusion."

"You're not going to get any more facts until you can promise whatever I tell you stays between us." 

"Would you believe that promise if I made it?" he challenged.

She nodded. "Yes. I believe you're a man who keeps his promises. And I think the reason you haven't pressed me for the rest of my story is that you're not sure you can make the promise I'm asking of you."

He frowned. "I feel like we're talking in circles."

She felt much the same way. "I never asked you to get on this treadmill with me. You jumped on, and so far I can't seem to get you off. I don't know what the problem is. Most men would have run for the hills by now."

"You don't know what the problem is?" He moved over and framed her face with his hands, his heat burning through her skin. "The problem is you. You're sexy, beautiful, intriguing, irresistible." His gaze fell to her mouth. "I want to kiss you. I want to strip these clothes off of you and make love to you the way I did before. I want to know if it was as good as I remember or if it's better."

Her heart started to race. "Drew—"

He shook his head, cutting her off. "I know. I need to stop. Megan is in the next room."

"Even if she wasn't, we couldn't—we shouldn't. It was a mistake the first time."

"No, it wasn't." He paused for a long moment, his fingers sliding through her hair. "I like you, Ria, and I'm concerned about you. I think you're into something way over your head. I suspect it involves Megan, and knowing the threat is international, I can't help noticing the fact that Megan's looks are not exactly all-American. She has an exotic beauty, one that reminds me of some of the native women I met on the island."

She swallowed hard, Drew's words reminding her that the very intelligence she liked about him could unravel everything. 

"Nothing to say?" he asked.

She shook her head and stepped away from him. "No. I can't tell you anything more without your promise. Can you make it?"

The length of time it took for him to answer was her answer. 

"That's what I thought," she said, feeling suddenly sad. 

"Hold on."

Before he could say anything more, Megan opened the bedroom door and came back into the living room, her dark eyes sparkling with excitement. "I just had the greatest idea."

Ria had the distinct feeling that whatever was coming next was not going to be great at all. 

"I have to write an essay on someone who makes a difference in the world, and I couldn't really think of anyone I could actually talk to, and then I thought, wait a second—Drew works for the Coast Guard. He saves lives. That's making a difference in the world. What do you think?" 

"Uh, sure," Drew said distractedly. "You can interview me if you want."

"I need more than an interview. I need photos, too. Maybe of you in your helicopter." She gave him a hopeful smile. "Could I come to the Coast Guard Station and see you at work, maybe take a ride in a helicopter?"

"You can definitely get a tour of the station, and you can sit in the helo, but I can't take you up unfortunately. We only take civilians up for very special reasons."

"It would still be cool," Megan said. 

"I'll check my schedule tomorrow and see if I can set it up." 

"That would be awesome. The paper is due on Monday, so this week maybe?"

"Got it."

"Great." Megan skipped back into her bedroom.

"Sorry about that, Drew," Ria apologized. "Megan put you on the spot. You don't have to do it. It's too much trouble."

"It's not too much trouble. I'd like to show Megan around the Air Station. As I said before, you need to stop trying to make decisions for me, Ria." 

"Fine."

He stared back at her. "Are you going to come with Megan?" 

The last thing she wanted to do was set up another date with Drew, and she had a feeling that Megan's request for a tour was not just based on her need for an essay subject. She was determined to get them together. 

"If you can do it tomorrow afternoon, I can make it," she said. "The rest of the week will be busy with work." 

"Then let's plan on tomorrow afternoon. I get off at four, so come then." He paused. "How are you going to get there?"

"We'll take a bus or a cab. Don't worry about that."

"I'll give you a ride home afterwards." 

"All right," she said, knowing it was pointless to argue. 

"Give me your number in case something changes," he said. 

As she rattled off her number, she couldn't help thinking that the more she tried to push Drew away, the closer he seemed to get. 

Drew slid his phone into his pocket and grabbed his coat. "I heard what you said, Ria. I need to think about everything you've told me. Because you're right; I won't make a promise I can't keep." He gave her a long look. "Just give me a little time, all right? Don't disappear on me."

She stared back at him. "I won't make a promise I can't keep, either." 

 


Chapter Thirteen

 

 

Ria and Megan arrived at the San Francisco Coast Guard Air Station just after four o'clock on Tuesday. The sight of a security gate and armed guards sent a little chill through Ria's body. She hadn't really thought of Drew as law enforcement, but rather as a pilot. In truth, he was both. She'd been crazy to tell him she'd broken a law. He wouldn't be able to forget that, and he probably also wouldn't be able to commit to keeping her secrets. With any luck, he'd come to realize that the less he knew the better. 

The Air Station was located just north of San Francisco Airport, and Drew met them just outside the main building. He was in uniform, wearing a navy blue shirt and matching slacks. On the chest pocket was his name Commander Drew Callaway. 

Ria had a hard enough time not finding him sexy in normal clothing; the uniform put her over the top, and she couldn't help but feel a bit of pride to be with him. 

"Perfect timing," Drew said. "I just got back."

"Did you rescue someone?" Megan asked, her brown eyes lit up with excitement. 

"Not today. We flew a training mission. We practice a lot to keep our skills up." He paused, glancing at Megan. "Your bruises are almost gone."

"I know. I'm so happy," she said with a big smile. "I can cover a lot with makeup now. So what are we going to see today?"

"I'll give you the grand tour, starting right here." He waved his hand toward a bright red helicopter sitting on the tarmac. "That's an H-65 helicopter, what we call the Dolphin," he said. "It can fly in any weather, night or day. A typical crew includes two pilots, a flight mechanic and a rescue swimmer. I'll take you inside the hangar so you can actually sit in the helicopter." 

"This is so cool," Megan said. "You have the best job."

"I love what I do. It's not only a great job; it's an important job."

"What else do you do besides rescue people from the water?" Megan asked as they walked toward the large helicopter hangar.

"I'm glad you asked," he said with a smile. "We do a lot more than most people realize. The objectives of the Coast Guard are not only search and rescue missions, but also homeland security, maritime enforcement, which includes drug smuggling, and we also get involved with environmental protection." He paused, glancing over at Ria. "You've probably had some dealings with the Coast Guard during your sailing days."

She nodded. "Yes. For most boaters, the arrival of the Coast Guard is a welcome sight."

"Unless you're doing something wrong," he said dryly. 

"Right," she said, meeting his gaze. 

He opened the door and waved them into the large hangar. "This is the helicopter hangar. The building next door houses our fixed wing aircraft." He took them over to the helicopter and allowed Megan to hop into the left seat. Then he proceeded to explain the console and controls, talking briefly about the basics of flight. 

Ria was surprised at how interested Megan was in Drew's talk. Even when he got technical, Megan seemed to follow along, often asking very intelligent questions. Her niece had never shown that much interest in boats. But apparently helicopters were more exciting to her. 

"Do you ever get scared?" Megan asked. "Have you crashed?"

"I've had a few harrowing moments," he admitted. "A few months ago we were looking for a boat in trouble off Bodega Bay. The fog layer was below a hundred feet, and we need to hover around fifty feet. We were completely blinded on the way down, and the ship's mast was about thirty feet tall on pitching waves. If we missed by just a little, we could hit the mast and take everyone down."

"What happened?" Ria asked, caught up in his story.

"We made it through the fog, rescued the fishermen, and headed for home."

"Do you ever have to abort?" Megan asked. "Leave someone behind, because it's just too dangerous?"

"We try not to. The motto of the Coast Guard is Semper Paratus, which means Always Ready. And The Coast Guard's Rescue Swimmer motto is So Others May Live." He paused, his gaze somber. "I can't lie and say we haven't lost people, but we save everyone we can save. As a pilot, I have to protect my crew as well as the people who are in trouble. Sometimes it's a tough call." 

Ria thought that call would be extremely difficult for Drew to make. He wasn't a man who was comfortable with failure. He set high standards for himself and probably everyone around him. 

Drew took them through the engine and prop room next, then gave them a peek into the operations center and dispatch. As he exchanged hellos and introduced them to his coworkers, Ria could see how well liked Drew was and how well respected. 

"So that's it," Drew said as they completed their tour. "I wish I could take you up for a ride, give you the true experience."

"This has been more than enough," Ria said. "I'm sure Megan has lots of material for her report."

"I do," Megan said. "But I might have some questions when I start writing."

"I'm always available."

"I need to change clothes, then I'll give you a ride home," Drew said. "You can wait here. There's water, coffee, a restroom."

"We'll be fine," Ria assured him. 

As Drew left, she and Megan moved into the lounge. One wall was covered with grouped photographs, each group showing a different decade in Coast Guard history that started around World War II and ended with the present. 

"This is seriously more interesting than I thought it would be," Megan commented. 

Ria appreciated the interest in Megan's eyes. While her first priority with Megan was keeping her safe, her long-term goal was to give Megan what she needed to live a happy life. 

Megan paused in front of the most recent group of photos. "There's Drew," she said. "It looks like he's getting some kind of award."

Ria took a closer look. Drew was in full dress uniform, and he was shaking hands with the Mayor of San Francisco. The accompanying article talked about the bravery displayed by Drew Callaway during a search and rescue mission. His rescue swimmer and another male were trapped in a sinking vessel. With no other available swimmers, Drew turned over command of his helo and went into the water to save both people. 

"Wow," Megan murmured, reading the article over Ria's shoulder.

Ria met her niece's gaze. "Wow," she echoed.

"Do you really think you're going to find someone better than Drew?" Megan asked. "He's like a superhero." 

Ria smiled. She couldn’t argue with that.

"You're like a superhero, too," Megan added. "You saved my life. I think you and Drew would be perfect together. And you're crazy if you don't think so, too." 

 

* * *

 

Ria was still thinking about Megan's words when they piled into Drew's car and headed back to the city. She didn't think she could do better than Drew, but she thought he could probably do much better than her. Another time, another place, another lifetime—maybe they could have finished what they started, because she liked him so much. But it was ridiculous to think that they could have a future in the life she was living now. Maybe Megan could let herself get caught up in the romance of it all, but Ria didn't have that luxury. She had to guard everything and that included her heart. 

"Did you have a good time?" Drew asked.

She nodded. "I'm very impressed."

"Well, that is partly why I became a pilot—I figured it was a good way to get girls," he said with a smile.

"It definitely is," Megan put in from the back seat. 

Ria laughed. "Sixteen-year-old girls," she said. 

"I know. You're a tougher nut to crack, Ria."

"I'm impressed, too. Megan and I read an article about one of your rescues."

"I forgot that was still on the wall. No big deal," he said with a shrug. "It's what anyone on the crew would do when faced with a similar situation."

"Did the other pilot want to make the rescue attempt?" she asked. 

"I was in the right seat that day. Tim was in control of the helo."

She stiffened at the mention of Tim. The name set off warning bells from a long time ago. "Tim," she muttered. "He was the guy on the island with you, wasn't he?"

He shot her a quick look. "Yes."

"And he works with you now?" Her stomach turned over. "Was he there this afternoon? Did he see me? Did he see us?" She didn't remember seeing the attractive blond from the island, but there had been a lot of men milling about the air station. 

"Relax. He left at four. He didn't see you." 

She blew out a breath. "You should have told me that I might run into him."

"I knew you wouldn't. That's why I didn’t tell you."  

"But someone might tell him we were there."

"I introduced you as Tory," he reminded her. "And what would anyone say? That I showed a woman and a teenager around? That's hardly big news."

"Who's Tim?" Megan asked. 

She glanced back at her niece's curious face. "He was with Drew on the island when we met." 

"He thinks you're dead, Ria," Drew said, drawing her attention back to him. He placed his hand on her thigh. "There really isn't anything to worry about." 

She looked into his eyes and felt reassured by the confidence she saw there. "I hope not." 

"So I'd like to treat you to dinner," he said, as he turned on to the freeway. 

"I'm starving," Megan immediately put in. "So I'm in."

"What about you, Ria?" he asked.

"I could eat. What did you have in mind?"

"The best spaghetti in the city." 

"I like spaghetti," she admitted. "Is it on the way?"

"It is."

There was something about the way he wouldn't look at her that made her think there was something else about to happen besides a meal out. Ten minutes later she knew she was right when he turned into a residential neighborhood. 

"Drew?" she questioned. 

He parked in front of a two-story house. "It's spaghetti night at the Callaways." 

"This is your house?"

"It's my parents' house. We're celebrating Aiden and Sara's big news tonight."

"Then you should go. Megan and I can catch a bus home."

"Don't be silly. I want you to meet my family. And my mom really does make the best spaghetti in town." 

"It's a private celebration. Megan and I will be intruding," she protested.

"At the Callaways, it's always the more the merrier." 

Ria glanced back at Megan. "What do you think?"

"It sounds good to me," Megan said with a shrug. "Drew's family sounds cool."

Everything having to do with Drew seemed to be cool in Megan's eyes. 

"Well, I survived meeting your grandparents, so I guess I can survive this, too," she said with a sigh. 

He laughed. "I'm thrilled you're so enthusiastic. You'll have fun. Trust me."

 

* * *

 

Midway through the spaghetti feast, Ria realized she was having fun, and so was Megan. The Callaways had welcomed them like family. In fact, Drew's mother and two of his sisters had given her big hugs upon arrival. She'd been so closed off from people the last two years; she'd almost forgotten the pleasure that came from a simple hug.

And Drew was right; there were no strangers in the Callaway house. After an initial round of introductions, in which Drew absentmindedly called her Ria instead of Tory, it was a free for all as far as conversation was concerned. While Ria wasn't happy with his slip on her name, she was pleased that he'd made no mention of their previous encounter on the island and had simply referred to them both as friends. 

While Drew got caught up in a conversation with his brothers, Ria was more than happy to sit back and observe. Megan also seemed a bit in awe of the big, loving family, but when Drew's younger cousin asked Megan if she wanted to watch a video upstairs with her, Megan went right along. 

Ria glanced up as Sara joined her in a corner of the living room. 

"How are you doing?" Sara asked, giving her a warm smile.

"I'm great. Congratulations on the baby." 

"Thanks. It still doesn't feel quite real. Actually, I take that back. It feels very real when I'm throwing up in the morning."

"Morning sickness?"

"And afternoon and evening," Sara said. "Just looking at the spaghetti made me queasy. But it was really nice of the Callaways to have a party for us." She paused. "You look a little overwhelmed." 

"That's because I am," she admitted. "I come from a very small family."

"Me, too. I grew up next door, and my house was as quiet as a church. I'd come over here to hang out with Emma and feel like I'd landed in the middle of a tornado. But it was nice to have a second family."

"And now you're an official Callaway," Ria commented. 

"Another fact I still can't quite believe. I had a mad crush on Aiden as a teenager. He actually broke my heart back then. We didn’t see each other for a decade, and then last fall I came back to see my father, and there was Aiden. It was finally the right time for both of us. And I'm glad that we had our time apart. We both needed to grow up," she added with endearing honesty. "So tell me about you and Drew."

"We're friends." 

"Just friends? Because the way Drew looks at you—"

"It's complicated," she said, her cheeks burning at the knowing gleam in Sara's eyes.

"Love is always complicated." 

"I don't know if you'd call it love," she said immediately, but then she wondered if that wasn't exactly what she'd call it. Neither one of them had said I love you, but she couldn't deny that there were deeper feelings brewing below the surface, at least on her side. "I'm raising a sixteen-year-old," she added, seeing the curiosity in Sara's eyes. "I'm sure Drew could find any number of women not carrying around that kind of baggage." 

"I could see Drew as a father," Sara said. "Growing up, he was always nice to the little kids in the neighborhood. Burke was always demanding, impatient. He was the leader. Aiden wanted to win at all costs, but Drew tried to make sure everyone played—everyone got a chance. I always liked that about him." 

"Are you talking about Drew?" Emma interrupted. "Because I have lots of stories."

Ria smiled at the mischievous sparkle in Emma's eyes. From what she'd seen so far, Emma was a firecracker, pretty, funny, and outspoken. She also seemed to be in everyone's business. 

"Don't scare her off," Sara said. 

"Yeah, don't scare her off," Drew echoed, coming up behind Ria. He slung a casual arm about her shoulders and gave her a smile. "What have my sister and sister-to-be told you?"

"We were just getting started," she said, feeling both very comfortable and a little awkward with Drew's arm around her. So much for trying to look like just friends. 

And she wasn't used to being part of a couple. It had been years since she'd met anyone's family. In fact, she couldn't even remember the last time. Her relationships had been brief and very transient from the end of high school on. She'd never stayed in one place long enough to get serious about anyone. Nor had she met anyone who'd made her want to stay. Funny, Drew had said pretty much the same thing about his romantic past. In some ways, they were a lot alike. 

"I could tell you about the time Drew threw my doll off the roof," Emma said. 

"She had a cape. I thought she could fly," Drew put in.

"He was always trying to make things fly," Emma said with a laugh. "You don't know how many paper airplanes hit me in the back of the head."

Drew laughed. "That's true. You were a good target. Where's your better half tonight?"

"Max is working," she said. "And I think I'm his better half."

"Of course you do," Drew said. 

Ria smiled at the teasing conversation, her normal tension dissipating as Emma and Sara shared stories about Drew. It was so nice not to have to guard every word, to just be normal for a while. She was beginning to realize how addicting that sense of normalcy was and she could understand better why Megan didn't want to leave her friends. It was much more tempting to believe that the danger was over, and they were free now, but was that true? She couldn't quite bring herself to believe that. 

A half hour later, Drew asked her if she was ready to leave, and she reluctantly said yes. Spending time with his family had been a nice respite. But she had to get back to her real life, a life that didn't include Drew by her side, acting very much like her boyfriend. 

After driving them home, Drew insisted on walking her and Megan upstairs. Even though there wasn't the constant threat of danger, she doubted he would have acted any differently. And now, having met his family, she could see the influence they'd had on him. 

Once inside the apartment, Megan mumbled a quick goodbye and headed into the bedroom. 

Ria lingered at the door. "Thanks," she said. "For everything."

"You're welcome. It was fun."

"It was fun," she agreed. "Your family is amazing. You're very lucky." 

"They didn't scare you off with their stories?" he asked, taking a step closer to her. 

"Unfortunately, no," she said, drinking in his warm, musky scent as he put his hands around her. She wanted what was coming, wanted it more than her next breath. "Kiss me," she whispered. 

He answered with his mouth, with a sensuous kiss that went on for several long minutes, their lips clinging together, tasting, touching, wanting…

Finally, he lifted his head, his breath coming fast. "I really want to get you alone, Ria. Any chance that could happen any time soon?"

She hesitated for a long moment, then said, "Saturday is the prom. Megan will be gone all night."

Desire flashed through his eyes. "I like the sound of that. But Saturday is too far away." 

"Only four days."

"Feels like a lifetime."

She had to admit it felt that way to her, too. On the other hand, she should probably use the time in between to come up with a reason not to see him again. Nothing was resolved. There was still a big secret hanging between them. 

"I'll see you Saturday," he said. "Don't come up with a way to ditch me."

"I might have to try. I feel like we're too close."

"Really? Because I feel like we're not close enough." He gave her a kiss. Then left her with tingling lips and an aching heart. 

 


Chapter Fourteen

 

 

The rest of the week passed both slowly and also too quickly, Ria thought, as Saturday dawned. But she had no time during the day to worry about her date with Drew. She was too busy getting Megan and Lindsay manicures, hairstyles and makeovers. By the time four o'clock came, Ria was more than ready to send the two incredibly primped girls on their way. 

 A knock came at her door at half past four. It was her neighbor, Amelia, and her daughter, Beth, wanting to see Megan in her prom dress. While Beth went into the bedroom to join the girls, Ria gave Amelia a tired smile. "Getting beautiful is exhausting."

Amelia laughed. "I'm sure it is. Big night for Megan."

"I just hope it won't be a let-down. She's built it up so much in her mind, that anything short of fantastic might be a disappointment."

"She'll have a great time. She's really come out of her shell the past few months. I remember how quiet she was when you first moved in. Now she's very outgoing."

"And never shuts up," Ria said. "But she's happy, and that makes me happy."

"Is Megan's improved mood the only thing making you happy?" Amelia asked with a gleam in her eyes. "I saw a very good-looking man leaving your apartment last night."

"That was Drew."

"And Drew is…"

"I'm not sure. We're figuring that out."

"I hope you're having fun doing the figuring." 

"We're going out tonight," Ria admitted. 

Amelia gave an approving nod. "Good. It's about time you thought about yourself for a change. Not that I don't admire what you're doing for Megan, because I do. I just know it's difficult to be a single mom. And you have to take care of yourself, too. Megan will be happier if you're happier. So suck it up, let down your hair, and have some fun."

"Well, if I have to," Ria said with a smile. 

"I know, it's going to be a real hardship," Amelia returned. "If you don't want him, send him my way."

"I want him," she said, surprising both herself and Amelia with her candor. "I just wish I didn't."

"Why?"

She could have fallen back on her usual answer—that her life was too complicated for a relationship—but for the first time in a long time the truth slipped through her lips. "I'm afraid he could break my heart." 

Amelia gave her a sympathetic look. "Love is always a risk. That’s why they call it falling in love. You never know where you're going to land. But if you pick the right guy, he'll catch you, and together the ride will be amazing." 

 

* * *

 

Ria was still thinking about Amelia's words when she opened the door for Drew a half hour later. Amelia and Beth had left, and Megan and Lindsay were breathlessly awaiting the arrival of their dates. 

But when she saw Drew, the furthest thing from her mind was the upcoming prom. He wore tan slacks and a dark brown knit shirt, and he must have recently stepped out of a shower, because his brown hair was damp, and his cheeks were cleanly shaven. He looked good enough to kiss, and her heart speeded up at the thought of the evening ahead. They were finally going to have some time alone together, and she was both terrified and exhilarated by the thought. 

But first she had to get Megan and her friend off. 

As Drew stepped into the room, he waved his hand in the air and coughed at the thick smell of perfume. 

"Did you break a bottle or something?" he asked.

Ria laughed. "Or something. Try two teenaged girls and two battling scents of seduction."

"They want to dance with these guys, not kill them, right?" 

"Drew," Megan squealed as she came out of her bedroom. She struck a model pose. "What do you think of my dress?"

"You're beautiful." 

She blushed under his compliment. "I wouldn't go that far."

"I would. Your date is going to be knocked out. And yours, too," he added, turning to Lindsay, who was standing in the doorway. "You must be Lindsay."

"And you must be the pilot," Lindsay said, a touch of awe in her voice. She glanced at Megan. "I see what you mean." 

 Megan nodded. "Told you."

As the girls returned to the bedroom, Drew turned a quizzical eye in Ria's direction. "Do I want to know?"

"All you need to know is that you're a hit with the teen crowd."

"I'm more interested in being a hit with you." He gave her a quick kiss. "How soon are they leaving?" 

Before she could answer, the buzzer pealed.

"Right now," Ria said, then buzzed in the boys. 

The next few minutes were a blur of corsages and boutonnieres and lots of pictures. Every time Megan smiled for the camera, Ria felt a twinge of fear, but she told herself she was being foolish. And since there was no way she could stop it, she needed to just let the worry go. 

Eventually, the kids made their way downstairs where a limo was waiting. Eric's father had paid for their ride to the prom. Ria stood at the window, watching as they got into the car. She felt suddenly emotional, wishing Kate could be here to see her daughter.  

Drew peered over her shoulder. "Megan looks happy," he said. 

"So far it's the perfect night." She blinked the tears out of her eyes and glanced back at him. "I hope it ends up that way."

"And no one throws up on her shoes," he said.

She smiled. "Exactly. So what now?"

He smiled back at her. "I'd really like to take advantage of this empty apartment, but I've made plans for us."

"You have," she said, a little surprised. 

"I asked you on a date. That usually requires a plan." 

"What are we going to do?"

"Grab your jacket, and you'll find out."

"I'm not dressed up." She'd put on her nicest sweater and her best pair of jeans, but they were still jeans.

"You're dressed perfectly. But it's going to get cold later, so bring a warm jacket."

She moved over to the closet and grabbed her coat, wondering where they were headed. Drew looked smug and a little too proud of his plans. She had a feeling he had more in mind than dinner and a movie. 

"When is Megan expected back from the prom?" he asked as they walked out to his car.

"Tomorrow morning," she admitted, suspecting Drew was going to like her answer.

His face lit up. "Really? You're actually going to let her stay out all night?"

"Yes. I fought the battle, but I lost. They're staying at a hotel about six blocks from here. There are three couples, one room, so hopefully not a lot of—you know."

"Oh, I know," he said. "And are you that sure you've been given the right information?"

"Megan wouldn't lie about it to me."

"I lied to my parents," he said with a frank smile. 

"Yeah, I did, too," she said. "But Megan knows that she can't treat this like the other kids. I have to know where she is. And she has to tell me the truth."

His expression grew more somber, but all he said was, "Okay." 

She was surprised he'd let the subject drop so easily, but perhaps that was another hint that he still wasn't ready to know everything just yet. That was fine with her. She wanted time off from the worry and the danger. She just wanted to have some fun and be with Drew. Like Megan, she would pretend for a night that her life was perfectly normal. 

 

* * *

 

"Where are we going?" Ria asked.

"You'll see," Drew replied as he drove past the marina, the yacht club, and eventually over the Golden Gate Bridge. He couldn't wait to see her reaction when she realized what they were going to do. 

"Are we going far?" she asked. 

"That depends on your definition of far."

"And that's not an answer."

"Now, you know how I feel when you won't answer any of my questions," he retorted. 

"Funny."

"Relax, we're almost there. You're going to love it."

"You're awfully confident considering you don't really know what I love."

"I have a good idea about some things," he said pointedly. "Although, I might need a refresher course later on."

"We'll see how well the first part of this evening goes." 

A moment later, he took the first exit into Sausalito and drove down a winding road to the bay. At the end of the road stood a small building and a helicopter pad. A bright red four-seater helicopter awaited, along with his friend, Randy Cruz. 

"Oh, my God, we're taking a helicopter ride, aren't we?" she said.

"You're riding. I'm flying." 

"That's your helicopter?"

"No, it belongs to my friend. He flies helicopter tours over the bay, and he was happy to let me use his helo for our date." He paused. "You're not scared, are you?"

"I've never been up in one, but I'm game."

He'd known she would be. Ria wasn't one to shrink from a challenge. 

They got out of the car and headed over to the helicopter. Randy had it gassed up and ready to go. After introducing Ria to Randy, his friend handed her a two-way headset and helped her into the right front seat while Drew got in on the left. He adjusted his headset and said, "Everything okay?"

"I'm trusting you to let me know if it's not okay."

"You don't have anything to worry about. You showed me your world. I want to show you mine, and there's nothing like flying over the city when the night lights start coming on."

"What are we waiting for?" she asked.

And on that note, he took off. Ria gasped as the helo left the pad, and she seemed to have a good grip on her armrests for a minute or two, but as they gained altitude, she started to relax. 

"What do you think of the city from up here?" he asked her.

"Beautiful," she said, her gaze on the lighted skyline. 

He flew her around the city, past the skyscrapers and the Bay Bridge, around by the new Giants' Ballpark and McCovey Cove, and then he reversed the route, flying past the various islands in the bay, Treasure Island, Angel Island and Alcatraz. 

"I thought it would be louder," Ria said. "But it's quiet. It's like we're alone in the sky. Just you and me."

"Just you and me," he echoed, a warm feeling rushing through him as the words left his mouth. "And now for the grand finale."

"It's over already?" Ria asked with disappointment.

"Unfortunately, Randy could only give me thirty minutes," he said. "But no trip over the bay is complete without a fly under the Golden Gate Bridge."

"Fly under?" she echoed. 

He took the helicopter down, hearing her catch her breath again, and then flew her under the magnificent bridge, out towards the ocean. The skyline was a dark purple as twilight fell over the city, the fog bank miles off shore. 

He wanted to keep going. He wanted to stay in the air forever with Ria at his side, but reality forced him to turn back toward Sausalito. 

A few minutes later they were back on the ground. 

They got out of the helicopter, and handed their headsets to Randy who asked Ria how she'd enjoyed the ride. 

"It was awesome," she said, her face lit up with pleasure. "I only wish it was longer."

"We'll do it again," Drew said. "Thanks Randy."

"Any time," Randy said. 

When they reached the car, Drew moved to open the door for Ria, but she caught him by the arm. He gave her a questioning look. "What's wrong?"

"Nothing," she said with a smile. "Everything is perfect. The ride was perfect. And this is going to be perfect." 

She kissed him, her mouth warm in the cool evening breeze. He wanted to deepen the kiss, but she was already moving away.

"Thank you," she said. "That was an amazing experience. I can see why you love flying."

"That was just a taste. Next time we'll do it in the daytime. We can fly up to the Napa Valley or over to Lake Tahoe, really see the landscape."

"I'd like that." She paused, a question in her eyes. "So back to my place, or…"

"Not yet. The evening is just beginning."

"Really?" she asked with an arch of her eyebrow. "What's next?"

"You'll see."

"You're enjoying being the man of mystery, aren't you?"

"Every second," he said. "But mostly I'm enjoying being with you."

She met his gaze and gave a nod. "Me, too." 

 

* * *

 

Ria had been in sole control of her and Megan's life for the last year and a half, so it was refreshing to let Drew take the lead. After the breathtaking helicopter ride, she was already prepared to call the date a success. Anything more would just be icing on the cake. As they drove back over the bridge to the city, they were quiet, and it was the kind of quiet that felt right. They didn’t need words to fill the space. They could just breathe and be, and Ria let everything else go. 

After getting off the bridge, Drew drove them back to the marina, parking by the yacht club. "Your turn," he said. 

"I can't take the boat out now," she said, hating to disappoint him. But she could only use the sailboat when the yacht club was open.

"We don't need your boat. I have one."

"That's right, you do," she said, following him down the docks to the Eleanor. 

The large boat was beautiful, older, but well taken care of, and having met the original Eleanor, Ria could imagine all the wonderful times she and Patrick had had on this boat. She checked out the boat, the galley and sleeping berth, and thought Drew and his brothers were going to have a lot of fun in the upcoming years. 

"What do you think?" Drew asked. 

"It looks to be in pretty good shape."

"How do you feel about a moonlit sail?"

"Pretty good," she said with a smile. "Do you want to do the honors?"

"I'm happy to put you in charge." 

"Okay."  

It was a nice change to be at the helm of a bigger boat, and Ria enjoyed sailing the Eleanor out into the bay. "How far do you want to go?" she asked Drew as they passed Alcatraz.

"This is good for me," he said. "I think it's time for dinner."

"Out here?"

"Can you think of a more romantic restaurant?"

She really couldn't. "You put some thought into tonight."

"I put thought into everything I do."

That didn't surprise her. Drew might like to fly into the wind, but he wasn't the kind of man to take off without some sort of plan. 

He held up two wine bottles. "White or red?"

"White. What's for dinner?" 

"Crab salad, fresh rolls, and strawberries."

"Impressive." 

"Since you love the sea, I was hoping you liked seafood."

"How could I not? My grandfather was a fisherman."

"What about your dad?" he asked, as he handed her a glass of wine. "You've never really told me about him, except to say that he died, and that your parents didn't get along. What was your relationship like?"

"I adored my dad when I was little. But he didn't turn out to be the hero I imagined that he was."

Drew gave her an understanding look. "Most people don't. What did he do?"

"He cheated on my mom. It went on for over a year. He worked in sales and traveled a lot for his job. The affair was with his assistant, a lovely woman named Gwen. I really liked her until I found out she was screwing my Dad." She sipped her wine. "My father said that my mother froze him out, that after she had me she didn't want to have sex anymore. That he'd spent ten years watching her roll over to her side of the bed, and he couldn't stand looking at her back anymore. So they divorced. I went to live with my mom."

"Why did your sister stay with your father? It sounds like he was the one to blame for the divorce."

"I thought it was pretty clear cut, and I was only eleven. But Kate adored my father, and she was six years older than me. She said I didn't understand, that she'd heard the way my mother spoke to my father, and she didn't blame him. She put it all on my mom. She said my mother broke up the family because she wasn't willing to try." Ria paused. "My mom pretty much said exactly the opposite. Anyway, Kate was almost done with high school, and she didn't want to move, so that was part of why she stayed with my father.. I went to San Diego with my mother and then we eventually moved to the East Coast. I didn't see my father or sister again for a very long time." 

"Why?" he asked. 

"There was always a reason. Kate got pregnant young and had a baby, so her life totally changed. And my father just couldn't seem to work out any kind of visitation plan with my mother."

"Doesn't sound like he tried that hard." He stopped abruptly. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have said that."

"No, it's true. He didn't try that hard, and my mom didn't, either. I think they both wanted to move on, and I was the person who dragged them back to that time in their lives they wanted to forget. My mother told me once that she got pregnant with me to try to save the marriage."

"Why would she tell you that?"

"It just came out one night when she had too much wine. It actually made sense to me. But I'm making her sound worse than she is. She does love me, and we did have a relationship, just not the greatest one. It was a long time ago."

"I'm beginning to understand why you took to the sea."

"I wasn't just running away from family, I've always had wanderlust, always wanted to travel, and so I did." 

"I always wanted to travel, too, one of the reasons I joined the Navy. I just didn't expect to see so much hot desert." 

"I can't imagine living in a landlocked country or state. I'd go crazy in the middle of the country."

He smiled. "I think you would." 

"So where's that salad you were bragging about?" 

"It's in the galley. Do you want to eat down there or up here?"

"Up here. It's a beautiful night. And the stars are just coming out." Besides that, close proximity to the sleeping berth below was only going to put ideas in her head that she didn't want to think about right now. 

While Drew pulled dinner together, she gazed out at the water, thinking of a different sea on the other side of the world, of how many miles she'd traveled, how many lies she'd told, how lonely and scared she'd felt. But tonight, back in the city where she was born, and with a man who had freed her soul once before, she felt like she'd finally come all the way home again. 

Drew came up the stairs, juggling a couple of plates. While she set up a picnic on the bench, he went back down for the rest of the items. 

The crab salad was delicious and flavorful, and the freshly baked bread made a nice accompaniment to the meal. They ate quickly and quietly and finished off with a fresh fruit medley of berries, melon and orange slices. 

"That was perfect," she said, wiping her mouth with a napkin. 

"I picked it up at Giancomo's on Fisherman's Wharf."

"Then I guess you weren't bragging when you said you do good take-out." 

"I know what I'm good at." He gave her at thoughtful look. "There's something I've been wanting to ask you."

"What's that?" she asked, feeling wary about his tone.

"Where are your friends, Ria?"

"What do you mean?"

"It's not a difficult question. You must have had friends in your life."

"I've lost track of most people, but sure, I have friends. They're around."

"Not around here that I've seen."

"No, most of them are still working on boats at various ports around the world. And now I don't have time for friends, and even if I did what would I have in common with other twenty-eight-year-olds when I'm raising a teenager? They're hitting up clubs on the weekends, and I'm helping Megan get ready for the prom."

"You're sacrificing a lot for her."

"It's not a sacrifice. I love her. She's my family. And I'd give up on a lot more than friends for her."

He nodded. "I know you would." He looked up at the stars. "It's a clear night."

"And this is a great view," she said. "Although, we'd see more stars if we were further away from the city." 

"Did you ever get scared out in the middle of the ocean?"

"I've been through some bad storms, and I have a healthy respect for Mother Nature, but I never came close to being in real trouble."

"I guess you're not counting the boat that blew up."

She stared back at him. "Do you want to talk about that now?"

"No. Not tonight." He took a breath. "I don't want to talk anymore at all."

"Neither do I."

"I want to kiss you, Ria. And I don't want to stop there." 

"Neither do I," she repeated, smiling.

He smiled back at her. "You're beautiful."

"Thank you. But I thought we weren't going to talk." She'd barely gotten words out when he bridged the space between them and crushed his mouth against hers.  

 


Chapter Fifteen

 

 

The remnants of their dinner fell to the floor as Drew pushed her back against the cushioned bench. She went willingly, wanting everything he had to give. His tongue tangled with hers as he angled his head, making the kiss deeper, hotter, and hungrier. His passion set off the sparks that had been smoldering for weeks, months, more than a year. Every one of her nerve endings was on fire, each one calling out for a touch, a kiss, a caress. The time apart faded away. There was no yesterday, no tomorrow, just now. And now was all she needed. 

She thought she could kiss him for hours and still want more, so when Drew raised his head to look at her, she uttered a small protest. 

"Downstairs. Bed."

"Up here. Stars," she countered. She liked looking at him in the moonlight, the beams throwing shadows on his strong and handsome face, the desire sparking like gold in his brown eyes. "There's no one else around. Just you and me and the night sky." 

She put a hand on the back of his neck and pulled him back to her. She took the initiative this time, sliding her tongue across the seam of his lips, nipping at the corners of his mouth until he groaned with pleasure and urged her inside. He tasted like wine and strawberries, a delicious mix of heat and sweet. 

"You're killing me," he said, with a gasp for air.  

"Are you complaining?" she teased.

"Not for a second. But let's get more comfortable." 

He grabbed the cushions off the opposite seat and laid them on the deck of the boat, making a soft bed between the benches. Then he pulled her down next to him. She fell on to her knees, facing him. The look he gave her was dark, intense, filled with need, and it was all for her. She'd never felt so wanted. 

She took off her jacket and tossed it aside, then pulled her shirt over her head and placed it over the jacket. 

Drew's gaze moved to her breasts and the lacy black bra that barely covered them. Her nipples hardened, calling out for a touch, a stroke, and Drew answered that call, cupping both of her breasts with his hands, as he kissed her neck and slid his mouth down along her collarbone and the valley of her breasts. It seemed to take forever for his fingers to flick aside the scrap of lace. And then his tongue touched her nipple, and a shot of desire ran through her body. He lifted his head and looked into her eyes. 

She answered his silent question by unhooking her bra and taking it off. There might be secrets between them, but at least some of the barriers were coming down. She might not be able to give him the truth of her life, but she could give her body and maybe what was left of her heart.  

"Beautiful Ria," he murmured. "I've dreamed about this moment for a long time."

"You don't have to dream anymore." She reached for the hem of his shirt and helped him pull it over his head. His chest was broad with a smattering of dark hair that tapered down his muscled abs. She caught her breath at the male perfection. "Now, I'm the one who's dreaming."

He laughed. "I like your chest better." 

She smiled as they fell onto the cushions of their makeshift bed. It wasn't long before they stripped off the rest of their clothes and there, under a starry sky, they kissed and caressed and drove each other into a frenzy of need that could only be satisfied by the other. Drew filled the empty spaces in her heart and her soul, making her whole again, and when the climax came, she felt like she'd finally found what she'd searched the globe for, the place that was home. It wasn't a city or a country or a house. It wasn't even the sea. It was Drew. And she was going to hang on to him as long as she could. 

 

* * *

 

An hour later, the breeze kicked up a notch and Drew went downstairs to grab some blankets. When he came back, he stretched out next to Ria and pulled her into his arms, wrapping the blankets around both of them. 

Ria put her head on his chest, and he could smell the shampoo in her hair, the scent that had haunted him for over a year. "Orange blossoms," he said. 

"What?" she asked lazily, tracing circles on his chest with her finger. 

"Your hair smells like orange blossoms. When I woke up on the island, I could smell it on my pillow. 

She lifted her head. "I didn't know it was that strong. Sorry."

"Don't apologize. It's enticing—seductive. It suits you." 

"I like enticing and seductive."

"So do I," he replied with a smile. 

"You look happy right now, Drew."

"Well, that's because I am happy. How about you?"

"Deliciously exhausted."

"It was better than the last time," he said. "Better than all the memories."

"Was it? It seems good every time to me." She paused. "When I'm with you, I'm myself. I felt like that on the island, and I feel like that tonight. Somehow you strip away all my barriers, all my fears. In your arms, I'm young, fun, and free. It's like you release something inside of me."

Her words touched him deeply and scared him a little, too, because he felt much the same way. With Ria, he didn't seem to have his usual defenses in place. And he wasn't quite sure how to handle something serious. But he was going to have to learn quickly, because what he felt for Ria was serious and intense. He might bring out her fun side, but she brought out the side of him that wanted more than just a fling. 

"Nothing to say?" she teased. "I can hardly believe I've rendered you speechless."

"Just thinking," he said. "When I first met you on the island, I felt like I'd just walked into the sun after a long time in the dark."

"That's because I was blond then."

"It wasn't just your hair color. It was you. Your sparkling eyes, teasing smile, your smart mouth—"

"What?" she interrupted. 

"You gave me a hard time, Ria."

"You asked me to go to bed with you, and I didn't even know you."

"But I wanted to know you. I had to know you," he corrected. "That night, a feeling of desperation ran through me. I was afraid I would have to leave the island before I had a chance to talk to you, to touch you. Thank God you came to my cottage." 

"I'm not sure you should be grateful about that." She sighed and put her head back down on his chest.

He tightened his arm around her shoulders, loving her soft curves alongside his body. "It was the best night of my life."

"Mine, too," she murmured. 

She'd no sooner finished speaking when a spray of water hit him in the face. "What was that?" he sputtered. 

Ria sat up, wiping water off of her face. She glanced at the tall ship passing not too far away from them and smiled. "We caught some of the wake. Maybe it's a sign that we should go back to the harbor."

"It's gone now."

"But the wind is picking up." 

"That's a good thing," he said.

"Why?"

"Because I'm in the mood for a wild ride. What about you?"

"Absolutely," she said, throwing one leg over his hips. "And this time I'm going to be on top."

"Honey, you can be wherever you want to be." 

 

* * *

 

Ria woke up to the early morning sun on her face. A glance at her watch said it was just after six. She wrapped the blanket around her as she stood up, knowing there would be fishing boats going out for the day. Then she grabbed her clothes and went downstairs to use the restroom and get dressed. 

There were no supplies in the galley, so coffee would have to wait until they got back to the harbor. 

Drew came down the stairs with a blanket wrapped loosely around his hips. "There you are," he said, swooping in for a kiss. "I was getting lonely."

"You were asleep when I left."

"Yeah, and you really have to stop leaving before I wake up."

Despite his smile, there was an edge to his words, and she realized that he was thinking about the first time she'd left him. 

"I never wanted to hurt you, Drew. If you can't believe anything else I say, I hope you'll believe that."

"I know you didn't leave because of me. I just can't forget the ground moving beneath my feet when your boat blew up and the terror that followed me all the way out there. You weren't supposed to mean anything to me, Ria. I was shocked at how shattered I felt."

"You weren't supposed to mean anything to me, either." She put her hand on his face, caressing the rough stubble along his jawline. "But you do—mean something. I just don't know what I have to offer you." 

He put his finger against her lips. "Hush. It's too early for this conversation."

She wondered if it wasn't too late. 

"I need coffee," he added. 

"We should get back," she agreed. "Megan will be home in a few hours. I'll get the boat going while you get dressed." 

Twenty minutes later, the Eleanor was back in dock. Ria felt sorry that the night was over, but as the sun moved higher in the sky, she could no longer live in the world of beautiful illusion that she'd felt the night before. Her real life was about to get started again. 

When they got back to her apartment, Ria made coffee and pancakes while Drew flipped through the Sunday morning news programs. She knew she should tell him to leave, but she kept putting it off. They wouldn't have too many more minutes together, and she wanted to make the most of each one. 

As she flipped pancakes on to a plate, she got a text from Megan. 

"Eric's dad's car got a flat tire. We're waiting for roadside service. Home soon. Had a great time!"

Ria blew out a breath of relief. Megan was fine. The prom was over, and so was the all-night party—one less problem to worry about. 

"Everything all right?" Drew asked, as he turned off the television and joined her at the table. 

"Megan is running late. Eric's father's car got a flat tire."

"But she's safe."

"Yeah. I'll be happy when I see her face though. She said the prom was great."

"You both had a good night," he said with a grin. 

"Well, I hope she wasn't doing what I was doing," she said dryly. "I don't even want to think about that."

"She's sixteen and quite the romantic."

"She's smart, too," Ria said. "And we've been open with each other. I guess I have to trust her."

"Trust is hard for you."

"Yes," she admitted.

"And not just because of this situation," he added. "I think your trust issues go back to your father and maybe your mother, too."

"Are you my shrink now?"

"Sorry. Those pancakes smell good."

"Sit down. They're ready." 

"Wonderful," he said between mouthfuls. "There's no end to your talents."

She smiled. "Don’t I know it."

"There's that smart mouth I like so much." He leaned across the table and kissed her. "Maple syrup," he said, licking his lips. "I like it. I could think of a few other places I might like to drizzle that syrup."

Her face warmed at his sexy words. "Stop that, Drew. Megan is going to be home any second, and I don't need either one of us to be hot and bothered."

He grinned. "When you're around I'm always hot and bothered." 

She popped the last bite of pancake into her mouth and then said, "I'm going to take a shower. You can do the dishes."

"Or I could take a shower with you," he suggested.

"Not going to happen," she said, tossing her napkin at him, and then she went into the bedroom and shut the door. 

When she got into the bathroom, she caught sight of her face in the mirror, and she was actually surprised at her reflection. She couldn't remember the last time she'd looked so alive, so happy. Actually, she could remember the last time. It was a year and a half ago, right after she'd climbed out of Drew's bed. 

Moving away from the mirror, she turned on the shower and didn't wait for the water to heat up. She could use a little cold water on her face. She needed to get her head together. Today was a new day.

 

* * *

 

Drew cleaned up the breakfast dishes and tried not to think about Ria naked in the shower. The ringing of his cell phone provided a welcome distraction. 

"Tim," he said in surprise. "You're up early on a Sunday." 

"I picked up a shift last night for John. His wife went into labor."

"That's great news. What did she have?"

"Don’t know yet. Apparently, the labor is still going on. Anyway, I wanted to let you know that I spoke to my friend on Isla de los Sueños." 

His stomach turned over. He'd forgotten all about Tim's offer to look into Ria's boat accident. And Tim didn't know that he'd met up with Ria again. He'd thought about mentioning it, but Ria was so afraid he'd reveal her whereabouts that he'd kept quiet. 

"Drew? Did you hear me?"

"Yeah. What did you find out?" 

"Your bartender wasn't the only one to die in that explosion. Apparently, the niece of Enrique Valdez was also on that boat as well. Her bodyguard was supposed to be with her, but he overslept and didn't make the trip. He ended up dead two weeks later. Valdez blamed him for his niece's death." Tim paused. "Valdez is rumored to be the head of a large criminal organization. Most people on the island speak his name in hushed tones." 

Drew sat down at the kitchen table, the pieces falling into place. Valdez's niece had to be Megan. "What was the girl's name?" he asked. 

"Marguerite Valdez. My friend said that no bodies have ever been found, but that he's sure he would have heard something if your friend or Valdez's niece had turned out to be alive. Many, many people spent days looking for them because of Valdez's money and power. Everyone wanted to be the hero, the one to bring his niece home." 

"Okay," Drew said, wanting to end the call before he said too much. 

"I can keep asking questions," Tim said. "In fact, I might be headed down there in a week or two. They're having a poker tournament on the island. Maybe you'd like to go with me."

"I don't think so."

"Yeah, I figured you'd say that. Sorry I don't have better information."

"It's fine. And you don't need to ask any more questions. I'm going to move on."

"Well, that's good news. Do you think you can finally let her go, stop trying to save her?"

That was a million dollar question, Drew thought, and he still didn't have an answer. "I'll see you next week, Tim."

"Yeah, see you then." 

Drew hung up the phone, his pulse pounding way too fast. He'd been afraid to push Ria to the end of her story, worried that whatever line she'd crossed would be one too many for him to overlook. Now he knew exactly what she'd done. It was so clear he couldn't believe he hadn't realized it before. 

Ria walked back into the living room, her hair wet from her shower. When she saw his face and the phone in his hand, she stopped abruptly, giving him a wary look. "What's wrong?"

He got to his feet and walked over to her. "I'm going to ask you a question, and I want the truth." His gaze locked with hers. "Did you kidnap Megan?"

 


Chapter Sixteen

 

 

 

Ria stared at Drew, her blood pounding through her veins. Apparently, he'd made his decision, and now she had to make hers. She would tell him her story, but she wouldn't necessarily wait around to see what he would do with the information. The prom was over. If she had to leave, she would. 

"Megan came with me willingly," she said. "Does that sound like a kidnapping?"

"But you don't have custody of her, do you?"

"No, I don't. Her uncle has custody, but he is a dangerous criminal. Megan was not safe with him. So I stepped in." 

"Start at the beginning," he said. 

"That's going to take some time. Megan will be home soon."

"And I assume she already knows the story." He walked back over to the kitchen table and sat down. "Talk."

A moment later, she took the seat across from him. "I've told you a lot of it already, but here's the rest. Kate was eighteen when she went to study abroad in Spain. Like me, she also had wanderlust in her soul; she just didn’t care to see the world by boat." Ria took a breath, trying not to get sidetracked by sad thoughts of her sister. 

"Anyway," Ria continued, "Kate was only in Spain for six weeks when she met Reynoldo Valdez. He was twenty-five years old and a young lawyer, very handsome, sophisticated. He'd been educated in the U.S., so he spoke perfect English. They fell in love. When her semester of study was over, Kate couldn't bring herself to leave. She signed up for another year. A few months later, she became pregnant. She dropped out of school and married Reynoldo."

"And your family had nothing to say about that?" he asked.

"My family was scattered to the winds. My mother was having her own love affair. I was fourteen and trying to make my way through my first year of high school. My dad was doing his thing, whatever that was. Everyone was thinking about themselves."

"At least two of those people should have been thinking about you," he said quietly.

"Well, this story isn't about me, at least not yet. Both of my parents tried to talk to Kate, but she was headstrong and in love. She was still angry with my mother, so she didn't give a damn what my mother had to say. Kate convinced my father that she was having the time of her life with her rich, handsome husband. After Megan was born, Kate sent me a picture of the two of them. She looked happy, and the baby had all this beautiful dark hair. I really wanted to see them both, but I was a kid. I couldn't get myself to Spain. Kate had no interest in returning to the States."

Ria cleared her throat. "For the next several years, I had little contact with Kate," she continued. "I wrote to her a few times, but she rarely wrote back. Then one day she sent me an email and asked me to stop writing her. She said she would be in touch with me when she could. I thought that was weird, but our relationship was so distant by then, I didn't care anymore."

"I doubt that you didn't care, Ria."

"Well, I tried not to care. After I left home and started traveling, I didn't really think about Kate. When I was twenty-two, my father got really sick. He was dying, and he wanted to see me. I could hardly believe it," she said, thinking about how shocked she had been at the time. "I was angry that ten years had passed since our last visit, but I was also touched that he remembered me at all. So against my mother's wishes, I flew to his house. He was living in Texas at the time with some woman I didn’t know. That's when I saw Kate again. She had Megan with her. Megan was ten years old. She was the cutest thing. We were together a week before my dad passed away."

"Ria, are we getting to the kidnapping part soon?" he asked impatiently.

"You wanted the story from the beginning, so sit back and be quiet."

"Fine."

"During that week Kate and I bonded again as sisters. She confided in me that her husband's family was not what she had thought. She loved Reynoldo, and he was an honorable man, but she believed that many of the family businesses were fronts for organized crime and that his brother Enrique was the ringleader. She was fearful for Reynoldo and also for herself, because people who challenged Enrique tended to disappear." Ria thought back to that long ago conversation that had changed so many lives. "I didn't completely believe her. Kate loved drama. I should have taken her more seriously." 

"It's always easier to see things when you're looking back," Drew said. "What happened next?"

"Nothing happened for a while. Kate told me that the reason she'd asked me not to contact her was because she didn't want anyone to know about me. After my father passed away, the Valdez family thought she was an orphan. She'd apparently told Reynoldo at their first meeting that her mother was dead, because to all intents and purposes she was dead to Kate. The next time I saw my sister was three years later—in France. I was in a sailboat race, and she and Megan came to see me. I guess she had a friend who lived in the area, so she was able to get away from the family without anyone knowing she was coming to see me. Megan was thirteen, and I could see the changes in both of them." 

"Like what?" 

"They were tense, quiet, nervous. Kate told me she thought Enrique was having her followed. He'd taken charge of the family a few months earlier when Reynoldo's father died. Kate was afraid that Reynoldo was standing in Enrique's way. She was planning an escape. She'd already gotten fake papers set up for her and Megan and Reynoldo, but she had yet to convince Reynoldo to leave his family and his home. He thought he could handle his brother, but Kate didn't believe that. She said her husband was too kind; he saw the good in people instead of the evil. She made me promise that if anything happened to her, I would find Megan, and I would get her away from the Valdez family."

"What did you think at that point?" Drew asked curiously. 

"I believed her. She showed me evidence that Enrique wasn't just a criminal; he was also cruel. He'd hurt people. He'd hurt women especially. And she said that for some reason he seemed to think she was his property, even though she was married to his brother." 

"If she and Megan were away from the family at that point, why didn't they stay away?" 

"Because Kate loved Reynoldo, and she didn't want to take Megan away from her father. Reynoldo wasn't ready to admit defeat yet." 

"Over the next few months Kate would use random phones to call me to let me know about the plans she was making. She was a few weeks away from her escape when she and Reynoldo were in a car accident. They were driving down the steep hills by their house when the brakes failed. They were killed instantly. Megan was put under the guardianship of Enrique."

Drew let out a breath. "And that's where you came in."

"It took me a while to find Megan. Enrique moved her to the island. I guess he was afraid that she would talk to the wrong people and he wanted to keep her under his thumb."

"So you went to the island to get her."

"Yes, but I couldn't do anything right away. I had to build an identity that wasn't suspicious, and then I had to find a way to contact Megan. She was rarely out of the house, and when she was, she had bodyguards with her. After a few months, Enrique rarely came to the island, and the guard grew more complacent. Megan began to be seen in town more often. One day I followed her in to a ladies' room in the back of a restaurant. That's when we saw each other again."

"How did she react?"

"She started crying. She said she'd been waiting for me to come for her. That her mother had told her I would save her. She cried harder when I told her we were going to have to take our time, come up with a plan. She was scared of Enrique and tired of being a prisoner. We set up a way to meet once a week for a few minutes. Eventually, we put the plan in motion. Megan would convince her handlers to let her take a sailing lesson." She let out a weary breath and waved her hand in the air. "You know the rest."

"Not exactly. How did you get explosives to blow up the boat?"

"I saved fireworks from the Fourth of July. I went on the Internet and learned how to make a timer. It was rough, and I wasn’t sure it would work, but it did. I had a life raft on board, and I used that to get us to another boat that I'd stashed on a nearby island. For days I thought someone would catch us. I knew Valdez would have an army out looking for Megan, but we managed to get away."

"Where did you go?"

"We moved around a lot the first few months. Megan was pretty shaken up. It took a while for her to start breathing more freely. We took some self-defense classes, so she'd feel like she wasn't so vulnerable. I even learned how to shoot a gun, but I was afraid to keep one in the house, so that didn't do much good. I knew I wasn't going to win in a gun battle against Megan's uncle, so I concentrated on staying hidden." She paused, trying to get a read on what Drew was thinking, but he wasn't giving much away. "I couldn't go to the cops, because Enrique is Megan's guardian, and to answer your original question, in the eyes of the law, I kidnapped her." 

Drew sat back in his seat, his gaze reflective, thoughtful. "Did Enrique hurt Megan?"

"Not physically. She told me that he scared her, that he threatened her. He said if she didn't want to end up like her mother, she needed to be loyal to him." She paused. "I forgot to mention that Megan saw her parents' car go off the road. She was looking out her bedroom window, watching them leave. I guess Kate had decided at the last minute to go with Reynoldo to meet his brother. But, of course, they didn't make it. Megan said she started screaming and went running down the hill, but no one would let her get to her parents. I thank God for that. I wouldn’t have wanted her to see them like that." 

He shook his head, his jaw tight. "That's too much for a kid to see." 

"Yes. And for a long time she had nightmares, but she's better now."

"She speaks perfect English without a trace of an accent. Surprising for a kid who grew up in Spain, in what I assume was a Spanish-speaking household."

She nodded. "Kate wanted Megan to speak perfect English and perfect Spanish. She worked a lot with her. She felt certain that at some point they would be back in the States, and she wanted to be sure that Megan could fit in. Megan hasn't spoken Spanish since the day we left the island. Sometimes, I forget that's her first language. And since she's been spending so much time with kids her own age, I only occasionally notice a trace of an accent."

"What did you do to the bodyguard so that he wouldn't show up on the boat?" Drew asked, returning to the events that occurred on the island.

"Megan put sleeping pills in his coffee."  

"You should have killed him. You would have saved Valdez the trouble."

Her eyes widened. "Wait. What do you mean I would have saved Valdez the trouble?"

"The bodyguard was stabbed to death two weeks after you left the island." 

"Juan told you that? You didn’t mention it before," she said, suddenly suspicious about his new information. 

"It wasn't Juan; it was Tim. I just got off the phone with him."

Anxiety shot through her as she stood up. "Your friend? You told Tim about Megan and me? You said you didn't." 

"It was last week before you and I reconnected. I mentioned to Tim that you were haunting my dreams. It wasn't a surprise to him, because I was distracted on the job. He said he had some friends on the island, and he could ask them if any new information had come to light in the last few years. I forgot all about our conversation until he called this morning."

"So Tim called his friends on the island and asked about me?" Her stomach turned over. "I have to go. I have to pack. As soon as Megan comes home, we'll get out of here. She won't want to go, but she'll have to. The prom is over. The fairytale of normality is done. The clock struck midnight."

He put his hands on her shoulders and gave her a little shake to stop her ramble. "Ria, don't panic. Tim doesn’t know you're alive. And I told him to drop it. Nothing has changed." 

His words took a little of the edge off, but she still hated the idea that someone else had called people on the island to ask about her. If anyone started hearing rumors that a woman who looked just like her had been spotted in San Francisco, it could get back to Valdez. "What exactly did he tell you when he called just now?" she asked.

"He said Valdez's niece was on the boat. I knew there was supposedly another passenger, but I never really asked who that was, or if I did, it didn't matter to me. I was only focused on you." Drew paused. "He also told me about the bodyguard. But he reconfirmed that everyone thinks that both of you are dead."

She walked over to the window and glanced outside. Everything looked normal on the street below. So why did she feel like her entire world had just been spun on its axis? 

"It's going to be all right, Ria."

She turned back to face him. "I'd like to believe that's true, but I can't afford to be wrong." She swallowed hard. "What are you going to do now, Drew, now that you know the whole story? Are you going to turn us in?"

"Of course not." 

A wave of relief followed his words. "Now that you know, you're an accessory to my crime." 

"I'm not worried about that. I'm more worried about the long-term plan. You're playing defense, Ria, and you can't do that forever. You need to find a way to attack Valdez, to beat him. Hiding out forever isn't a reasonable solution."

"And attacking and beating a crime lord doesn't seem too reasonable either," she said, unable to keep the sarcasm out of her voice.

"We need to think." 

"No. We don't need to do anything," she said pointedly. "I told you my story, but I'm not asking you for help. I'm handling this."

"You're in over your head."

"I'm a strong swimmer."

"So am I. And there's no way in hell I'm walking away from you or Megan. If you pack up and disappear, I will hunt you to the ends of the earth. And I will find you."

She wanted to ask him why he would go to that much trouble, but she couldn't get the words out. Fortunately, their conversation was over for the minute. She could hear Megan's voice in the hall. 

"They're back," she said. "Let's not talk about any of this in front of Megan, all right?" 

He nodded. 

She checked the peephole by habit, then opened the door. Megan and Eric walked into the apartment. Megan had exchanged her prom dress for leggings and a tank top, and Eric now wore jeans and a t-shirt. They looked happy and tired. 

"Sorry, we're late," Megan said. "It took forever for the tow truck to come."

"Yeah, my dad said to apologize," Eric said. 

"It's fine. Did you have fun?"

"We had a great time." Megan's smile went from ear to ear. "But I need a long nap."

"I'll text you later," Eric said. 

"Okay," Megan replied.

There was an awkward kiss between them, and then Eric left the apartment. Megan closed the door behind him and said, "The most amazing night of my life."

Megan's words filled Ria with happiness. "It was that good?"

"The best. Eric wants me to be his girlfriend." She paused, looking over at Drew. "Sorry, I didn't even say hi to you."

"No problem," Drew said. "I'm glad you had fun."

"What did you tell Eric?" Ria asked.

"I said yes, of course," Megan said. "He's such a cool guy. I have to tell Lindsay I have a boyfriend now."

"Didn't you just see her?" Ria asked. 

"An hour ago. Eric asked me to be his girlfriend when we were in the car," Megan said, as she texted Lindsay with rapid-fire fingers. When she was done, she added. "I'm going to take a nap." 

"I figured," Ria said. "I have some lessons this afternoon. So you'll be in the apartment the rest of the day?"

Megan rolled her eyes. "Yes, I won't leave the apartment." She grabbed a banana out of the fruit bowl and paused, a light of curiosity in her eyes. "So what did you two do last night?"

"We went for a helicopter ride," Ria said, feeling as if last night was now already a distant dream."

"Don't forget the sail that followed," Drew added.

"Wow. You got to go up in his helicopter? No fair. I thought you said you couldn't take us up," Megan complained.

"It was my friend's helo," Drew said. "And I'd be happy to get you a ride some time." 

"You better. It sounds like you had the perfect night," she added, giving Ria a smile. 

"It was good. I'll tell you more about it later." After Megan left, she turned back to Drew. "It's your turn to answer my question."

"What's that?"

"What are you going to do now?"  

"Who said I was going to do anything?"

"You're a man of action. And you like to solve problems. I'm fairly certain you're going to do something, and I don't want you to. This is my problem, not yours."

"We'll talk later, Ria."

"That's not an answer."

"It's all I have right now." He walked over to her. "I need to think. What you told me is a lot to take in."

"I know."

"But I'm not going to hurt you, Ria. And I'm not going to let anyone else hurt you or Megan." He kissed her hard on the lips, then left. 

As she closed the door behind him, she couldn't help thinking that she should have run when she had the chance. While having Drew on her side was wonderful and somewhat reassuring, she now had to worry about him, too, and there was no way she was going to let anyone hurt him, either. 


Chapter Seventeen

 

 

After leaving Ria's apartment, Drew drove home. He took a shower, changed his clothes and debated his next move. The night had certainly been incredible. Being with Ria again had been even better than the first time. But with the morning had come reality and revelations. His mind was still spinning from Ria's story. One thing was clear; he needed more information on Enrique Valdez. And he needed to get that information from someone who wasn't involved or biased. While Ria might trust her sister implicitly, he needed to be sure that Kate hadn't spun Ria a tale just to get Megan away from the Valdez family. Although, Kate's death certainly lent credence to her earlier assumption that her life was in danger.

Drew ran his fingers through his damp hair as he considered his options. He had friends in the Coast Guard's drug enforcement unit that he could call on. If Enrique Valdez was an international drug smuggler, he would no doubt be on their radar. He could also talk to Max and Emma, see if they could tap into Valdez's criminal activities. But he had to be careful. If he asked the wrong person, he could put Ria in danger, which was exactly what she was afraid of. He didn't want to blow her trust in him, but he also couldn't stand by and do nothing. 

Which left him with the two people he knew he could trust—Emma, and her homicide detective fiancé, Max Harrison. 

He pulled out his phone and texted Emma to see if she and Max were home. She told him to come on over, so he grabbed his keys and headed out the door. 

Ria might not want his protection, but he would give it anyway, because he cared about her. She was an amazing woman, beautiful, strong, and brave. He still couldn't believe how daring she'd been to rig explosives to a boat and fake their deaths in order to escape from a criminal overlord. And it had worked. Everyone thought she was dead. If he hadn't seen her on the wharf months earlier, he'd still be haunted by dreams of a beautiful woman lost at sea. 

Ria was definitely one of a kind—a survivor. She'd lived through the divorce of her parents, her mother's remarriage, the death of her father and her sister, and now she was raising her teenage niece, a generous and unselfish act that made him admire her even more. 

It was clear that she and Megan adored each other. They were clinging together like the last two survivors on a life raft. 

But it wasn't just them anymore. He was involved, and he was not going to let anything bad happen to either one of them. 

A few minutes later, he pulled up in front of Emma's building. She lived in a ground floor flat with a backyard garden that was rare in the city, and as he walked into her apartment, he was impressed by the charm of her home. It wasn't super girly; that wasn’t Emma's style, but there were fresh flowers and paintings on the wall, and the décor was a mix of male and female, oversized furniture and a big screen TV contrasted by soft pillows and throw blankets. 

"You finished decorating," he murmured with approval. The last time he'd been in her apartment she'd just been moving in.

"Almost," she said, sipping on a smoothie.

"Did you just work out?" he asked, noting her yoga pants and workout top.

"Yes, I had to work off some stress this morning."

"Wedding stress?" 

"No. Work stress. I've got an arsonist torching cars in the Sunset District, and it's pissing me off that I can't find him." 

"You will," he said confidently. Emma was like a bulldog when it came to catching firebugs. She didn't quit, even when the odds were stacked against her. In some ways she reminded him of Ria. They were both ready to battle whenever they had to. 

"So, what brings you to my apartment on a Sunday morning?" she asked, sitting down on the bar stool in front of the island in her kitchen. 

"I have a question. I was hoping to talk to Max, too. Is he here?" He glanced toward the bedroom where he thought he could hear the sound of running water.

"Taking a shower," Emma said. "He should be done in a sec. He's not one for long showers, unless, of course, we're taking one together."

He groaned. "I do not want to hear about that."

She laughed. "I know. I just love to make you uncomfortable. You're so easy." She paused. "So, does this have something to do with Ria?"

"Yes."

"I thought so. I liked her. She's a little on the quiet side, but you two looked good together." Emma paused, speculation in her eyes. "When you introduced her to the family, you didn't mention it, but is she the woman from your past—the one you thought was dead?" 

"Smart girl," he said.

She sipped her smoothie, then shot him a cocky smile. "I'll take that as a yes. So what's her story?"

"I'd rather tell both you and Max at the same time."

"That sounds intriguing. And maybe a little worrisome," she added, concern filling her gaze. 

"Hey, Drew," Max said, as he came out of the bedroom wearing jeans and a t-shirt. "I didn't know you were coming over."

"Max," he said with a nod. "Sorry to intrude on your Sunday."

"We're not doing anything."

"Drew has a question for both of us," Emma put in. "I think it's serious."

"I'm right here. I can speak for myself," Drew said with annoyance.  

"So talk," she told him. 

"I need to get some information on someone. I'm pretty sure he's a successful international criminal. And I'm wondering if you can help me."

"An international criminal?" Emma echoed. "What on earth is Ria mixed up in?"

"Who's Ria?" Max asked.

"She's the woman Drew brought to the house the other night," Emma told her fiancé. "I mentioned her to you."

"Emma," Drew interrupted. "Can I talk now?"

"Sorry," Emma said. "Go on." 

"I can't go on until I ask you if this is something you'd be willing to do for me on an unofficial basis. It does involve Ria, and I don't want to put her in danger. And I can't say anything more without your agreement. I know it's a lot to ask."

"If she's in danger, then you could be in danger," Emma said, a frown pulling her brows together. "I don't like the sound of that. Of course we'll help. Won't we, Max?"

"If you have any reservations, just say no," Drew said. 

"I can ask some questions without making it official," Max said. "What's the name?"

"Enrique Valdez. I don't know much about him, except that he allegedly runs a criminal organization with a home base possibly in Spain, and that he also has a private estate on an island called Isla de los Sueños. I'd like to know what exactly he's involved in and how close anyone is to catching him and putting him in jail." 

"I'll look into it," Max said. 

"How does Ria tie to this Enrique Valdez?" Emma asked. "Wait. She was on that island, and so were you."

"You never forget anything, do you?"

"That's why I'm good at my job."

"Yes, I met her on the island. Her sister was married to Enrique's brother. Both her sister and her sister's husband were killed in a suspicious car accident two years ago. Ria believes that Enrique is responsible for her sister's death."

"And she wants vengeance?" Max asked.

"Actually, she just wants to make sure she doesn't end up in the same kind of accident," he said, deciding not to mention Megan for the moment. "She told me that Valdez has a long reach. And that he has reason to dislike her. I don't want my questions through you to trigger anything. That's why I need this done off the record. My name can't come into it. There are people who know that Ria and I were together on the island. I can't put her in jeopardy."

Emma sighed. "I thought she was so nice, but now she sounds like a lot of trouble. Can't you find anyone trouble-free to hang out with?" 

"Not anyone this beautiful, sexy or interesting," he said. "Some people are worth a little trouble. And look who's talking—a serial arsonist was stalking you when you and Max fell for each other. Talk about trouble. That word should be your middle name, Emma." 

"Very funny," she said, making a face at him. 

"And true," Max said.

She shot her fiancé a pointed look. "Let me give you a tip, Max, agreeing with my brother instead of me is not the secret to a happy life."

"Got it," Max said. "What about me helping your brother?"

"That would be appreciated." 

"I have a friend who should be able to help," Max said. "And I understand the need for discretion. He won't ask why I'm asking, because we do have international criminals come through San Francisco. But even if he did, I would not mention your name."

"I appreciate that," Drew said. 

"I actually have to go into work for an hour," Max said.

"What? I thought we were going to the movies," Emma protested. 

"Sorry, babe. I got a call. Potential witness. It won't take long," Max said, giving her a kiss. "I'll make you dinner tonight."

"I've seen you cook. We'll go out," Emma said. 

Max grabbed his keys off the table. "I'll be in touch, Drew."

"Thanks."

As Max left, Drew found himself facing Emma's inquisitive gaze. She was not going to let him off as easily as Max. 

"I can't tell you anything else," he said.

"You can tell me whether or not you're in love with Ria," Emma said. 

His gut tightened at her question. Usually when Emma asked about his dates or his relationships, he could answer quickly and easily, but not this time.

"Well," Emma said, a thoughtful gleam in her eyes. "I think I have my answer."

"She's important to me," he said. "That's all I can say right now." 

"What about Megan? She's raising her, right? Do you really want to take on a ready-made family?" 

"I don't know. I'm not thinking that far ahead. But Megan is a great kid."

"I'm sure she is. And I'm sure you'd make a great father figure, if that's what you want. It would certainly be a different life than the one you've been living."

"Change is good, right?"

"Yes, just be careful. I don't want you to get hurt, Drew."

"I know you don't. You hate to see anyone in the family hurt."

"And you're the same way with your friends. I know you want to protect Ria and Megan, but if they have any kind of relationship with an international criminal, I think you're out of your league."

"That's why I came here for help."

"I'm glad you did. Don't do anything else until Max gets back to you. I know you don't like to be patient, but try."

"I will," he said. "Anyway, I have to stop by Grandpa's house, so I should go."

"What are you doing over there? Talking about the boat?"

"No, he's having some car trouble. I said I'd take a look. With all his problems with Grandma, the last thing he needs is a car that's not working." 

 

* * *

 

His grandfather was in the driveway in front of his garage, his head under the hood of his 1999 BMW when Drew arrived. 

"Find the problem?" Drew asked.

His grandfather started, pulled his head out from under the hood and gave him an annoyed look. "You're late."

"Ten minutes."

"Late is late," Patrick said, never one to tolerate errors of any kind. 

"I'm here now. Can I take a look?"

"It's the starter. It has to be."

"Do you mind?" he asked, coming up next to him.

"Suit yourself. I have to get back inside anyway. Ellie will be wanting her lunch."

 "Go ahead. I'll check things out."

As his grandfather left, Drew examined the engine. He'd always enjoyed working on engines, whether they belonged to cars or planes. After a few minutes, he found the problem, and it was not the starter. 

He walked into the house and found his grandfather in the kitchen—a room that looked like it had been hit by a tornado. There were pots and pans on all the burners, as well as on the counters. There were half-eaten plates of food heaped on top of each other, glasses filled with an assortment of liquids. Most of the cupboard doors were open, as if someone had just ransacked them.  

"Don't just stand there," his grandfather said gruffly. "Help me." Patrick began rinsing dishes and putting them in the dishwasher.

 Drew moved over to the kitchen table and grabbed a couple of dishes, taking them over to the sink. "How long has it been since you cleaned up?" he couldn't help asking.

"About an hour." 

"What?" he asked in disbelief. "All this in an hour?" 

"That's how long I was outside trying to get the car to start. Now you know why late is late." 

"Sorry," he muttered. "So this is Grandma's handiwork."

"She forgets where she is, what she's doing. And some days she's filled with this almost frenetic energy. She's moving fast, trying to do a thousand things at once, like she's afraid if she doesn't get them done right away, she'll forget. Only she does forget, and then there's a thousand things all undone."

"I didn't know it was this bad," he said slowly. "But you have some help, right?"

"Sure, we have help, but it's impossible and ridiculously expensive to have anyone else here twenty-four hours a day." He paused, his eyes filling with pain. "Do you think I want to put her in a home?" He shook his head, biting down on his bottom lip. "I have loved that woman for almost sixty years of my life. I have lived with her, slept with her, eaten with her, bathed with her. I know her better than I know myself. And she used to know me." His jaw tightened. "She used to know me," he repeated, then tossed the sponge into the sink and walked out of the room. 

Drew felt like he'd just been hit by a train. He didn't know what was more disturbing—that his grandmother was losing her mind, or that his gruff grandfather was capable of breaking down and being very, very human. 

He let out a sigh and then finished cleaning the kitchen. He was just starting the dishwasher when his grandmother wandered into the room. 

She wore a fancy silver-sequined dress and high heels, and she had a ton of make-up on her face. "I'm ready to go," she said. She stopped when she saw Drew. "Where's Patrick? We have to get to the dance."

"Uh, he must be changing," Drew replied, never sure how to talk to his grandmother when she was not herself. 

"And he used to say I was the slow one," she said, sitting down at the kitchen table. "What are you doing here, Drew?"

The fact that she recognized him made him feel marginally better. Despite the odd outfit, maybe she could have a normal conversation.

"I came to help Grandpa fix the car."

"Is it broken?" she asked. 

"Yeah, little bit. Can I get you something to eat?"

"I'm sure there will be food at the party. The Waltons throw the most beautiful dinner parties."

He'd never heard of the Waltons. "Well, maybe you'd like a sandwich now, just in case dinner is late." 

"That might be nice. I am hungry. I don't think I've eaten in a while. Maybe some toast," she said.

"Coming right up."

He popped two pieces of bread in the toaster. His grandmother picked up the newspaper lying on the table and let out a small gasp. She put a hand to her heart. 

"Oh, dear. Oh, dear," she said. 

He walked around the table to see what she was looking at. "What's wrong?"

She didn't answer him, just stared at the picture.

He read the headline for the article, "Winthrop Building Gets A Second Life".  An artist's rendering of a new skyscraper by the Embarcadero accompanied the article. "Winthrop," he murmured, the name sounding familiar. "Wasn't that where there was a big fire in the late seventies?" 

"They're going to build it again," she murmured. "They can't do that." She looked up at Drew, panic in her blue eyes. She grabbed his arm. "They can't do that. You can't let them. Not after all this time. People will find out." 

"Find out what?" he asked in confusion. 

"All the secrets," she hissed. She jumped to her feet and started backing away from him. 

He took a step forward, but she put up her hand. "Stay away from me. You stay away from me. I'm not going to tell you. I promised." 

The kitchen door opened, and his grandfather strode in. "What's going on?"

"He knows about the Winthrop building," she said to Patrick. "He could tell everyone."

"That's Drew, honey, your grandson," Patrick said in a rough but soothing voice. "Let me take you into the living room. We'll sit down and have some tea." 

"Oh, okay," she mumbled, as Patrick led her out of the kitchen. 

Drew took a breath and then slowly let it out. What the hell had just happened? 

His grandfather came back into the room a moment later. "You should go home, Drew." 

"What was that about?"

"I don't know," he said wearily. "It's something new every day."

He could see that his grandfather was at the end of his rope, but his vague answer bothered him. "She was reading the newspaper, and she just freaked out. Started talking about the Winthrop building."

"They're rebuilding it, I guess," Patrick said. "I saw it on the news the other day."

"Why would that upset Grandma?"

"We lost two firefighters when that building went down. Your grandmother knew one of the wives. She was distraught for days. We all were. It was a long time ago, but for some reason your grandmother seems to remember things from thirty years ago but can't recall what happened ten minutes ago."

"We need to get you more help," Drew said. "You can't do this alone."

"Your dad doesn't want me to put her in a facility."

"Then he needs to help you figure out a better way to take care of her." 

"We're doing okay most days."

He gave his grandfather a disbelieving look. "I just finished cleaning the kitchen, and before she got upset, she told me you were going to a dinner party. It's the middle of the day, and she's wearing a sequined gown. That's not doing okay."

Patrick shrugged. "Thanks for coming over. I'll just take the car to a mechanic."

"That you don't have to do. I can fix the car. I just need to run down to the auto shop and pick up a part. I'll be back in a few minutes."

"I'll leave the garage door open," his grandfather said. "Maybe best not to come inside again. Ellie has had all the excitement she needs for a day."

"No problem." 

He left the house, feeling incredibly sad but also angry at the illness that had literally stolen his grandmother away from him. When her brain was right, she was the person he'd loved all his life, but when the chemistry changed, she was a stranger. He supposed that was probably the way she felt, too. She just couldn't tell the difference, but he could. 

How his grandfather handled it day in and day out, he didn't know, but he obviously needed more help. And he needed to talk to his father about it, too. Jack might not want to see his mother in a home, but he also wouldn't have wanted to see the kitchen the way Drew had found it. 

And what about his grandmother's increasingly frequent bouts of disorientation? Her memories of terrible events that seemed to have no basis in reality—or did they? 

She'd gotten agitated when she'd seen the story on the Winthrop building, and the fire that had burned down the original building had taken the lives of two firefighters. So the building had meant something to her. But what was the promise she'd made and to who? Was his grandmother lying? Were her words caused by the delusions of her illness? Or had she been involved in something shady a very long time ago? 

Damn! Now he was the crazy one. His grandparents were the most honorable people he knew. He needed to stop trying to find some truth, some reality, in his grandmother's words. He had to find a way to love her the way she was now and let go of the person she used to be. 

But that was all for another time. Today, he would fix their car, and be glad there was at least one problem in his life that he could resolve. 

 


Chapter Eighteen

 

 

Ria got home from her last sailing lesson just after five o'clock on Sunday. Judging by the loud music coming from the bedroom, it was obvious that Megan was awake. 

She knocked on the door, then pushed it open. Megan sat on the middle of the bed, computer in front of her, music so loud she was surprised the neighbors hadn't complained. 

"Can you turn it down?" Ria asked.

"What?" Megan yelled.

She waved her hand toward the speakers. 

Megan reached over and switched off the music. "Sorry. How was sailing?"

"It was fine," she said, sitting down on a corner of the bed, not willing to admit that thoughts of Drew had distracted her all day. She hadn't been able to enjoy the water the way she normally did, because her mind kept darting from joyous memories of being in Drew's arms to worrying thoughts about Drew's conversation with his friend. She wanted to believe that Tim's innocent questions wouldn't trigger interest by the wrong people on the island, but how could she be sure? She had no idea who Tim had spoken to.

"Tory," Megan said. "Is something wrong?"

"No, just a little tired," she said, not wanting to put her negative thoughts on to Megan. "How was your day?"

"I slept for most of it. Now I'm working on my essay. It's due tomorrow."

"This is the one about the Coast Guard?"

"About Drew," Megan said. "And I want to hear all about your date last night. I can't believe he took you up in a helicopter."

"He wanted to show me his world," Ria replied. "The lights were just coming on in the city, and it was amazing. The view was incredible and Drew decided to add a little excitement by flying us under the Golden Gate Bridge."

"Was it scary?"

"It was exhilarating," Ria said, remembering the breathless feeling she'd experienced when they'd taken off. "I loved it. I can see why Drew likes to fly." 

"And then you went out on his boat," Megan added. "Which is obviously your idea of the perfect date." 

She smiled. "You know me too well."

"I think Drew does, too. Was it romantic?" 

"To use one of your favorite words; it was awesome. Drew put together a really nice picnic, crab salad, fresh fruit, baked bread, wine. It was a beautiful night, lots of stars." Her voice drifted away, her heart aching at the memory of the night they'd shared, and the realization that it might have been their last night together. 

"Did you kiss him?"

She stiffened at the question. "Megan. I'm not going to talk to you about that."

"Why not? It's just you and me. You would have told Mom, wouldn't you?"

"Because your mom was my sister, and you're my niece, not to mention the fact that you're sixteen." 

Megan rolled her eyes. "I know about sex." 

"Do you?" she asked tentatively. "Was this knowledge acquired last night?"

"No. No way. We were in a hotel room with five other people," Megan said. "We just made out a little. I'm not going to have my first time be like that."

Ria felt a wave of relief that not only had Megan not had sex last night; apparently she hadn't had it at all. "That's a good decision."

"I am capable of making them," Megan retorted. 

She smiled. "You sound just like your mother. Kate had a tremendously strong will."

"Do you really think I take after her?" 

"I see it more and more each day."

"Maybe being strong-willed is a family trait, because you're pretty tough, too." Megan cleared her throat. "So, you're probably going to be angry, but I have a confession to make."

Her stomach tightened. "What's that?"

"I got Drew's number off your cell phone a few days ago, and I called him this afternoon." 

"Why would you call Drew?" she asked warily.

"I'm having trouble with my essay, and I have some questions."

"All right," she said slowly, sure there was more to come. "And…"

"And he's coming over for dinner," Megan said with a bright smile. "Isn't that great? He'll be able to answer my questions in person." 

"You should have asked me first." 

"I'm just getting a little help for school. Is it that big of a deal? You seemed like you were getting along really well this morning," she said with a gleam in her eyes. 

"It's not a big deal," she said. "But I don't like you sneaking around. We have to be honest with each other, Megan. It's important."

Megan's expression grew serious. "I know. I shouldn't have looked through your phone. I'm sorry. But I think you like Drew, and I'm afraid you're going to push him away." 

"If I do, that's my decision, Megan." As she finished speaking, the buzzer went off. "I guess that's him."

"He said he'd bring pizza," Megan said with a bright smile. 

"Great." She got up from the bed and moved into the living room. She buzzed Drew in and then went to the door, her heart speeding up with each step. She was irritated with Megan for playing matchmaker, but deep down she was happy to see Drew again. 

She opened the door as he came down the hall. A smile spread across his face when he saw her. 

"Hi," he said, stopping right in front of her. 

"Hi," she echoed, her stomach taking its usual nosedive. 

He was holding two large pizza boxes in his hands, but he still managed to lean forward and snag a kiss off the corner of her lips. "I figured I better get that in before our chaperone joins us."

"Our chaperone is trying to be a little matchmaker."

"I know. Are you angry that she called me?"

"I should be, but I'm not. We need to talk, but it will have to be later."

"I agree." 

She stepped back to let him into the apartment. 

"I got four different combinations," Drew said as he set the pizza down on the table and opened the boxes. "A mix of vegetarian and meat, I wasn't sure what you liked."

"I like everything," Megan said, as she joined them at the table.  

"Ria?"

She heard him call her name, but she was having trouble focusing on his question. She was too caught up in just how sexy he looked in jeans and a t-shirt with a shadow of beard along his jawline.  

"Ria?" he said again.

"Oh, I like everything," she said, and she wasn't talking about the pizza. 

From the intimate look he sent her, she had a feeling he could see right into her head. 

"I'm going to eat in my room," Megan announced. 

"You're supposed to be talking to Drew," Ria protested.

"I'll come out when you guys are done eating," Megan said. She entered the bedroom and made a point of shutting the door. 

"Alone at last," Drew said with a grin. "What kind of pizza would you like?"

"Vegetarian." She grabbed plates out of the cupboard, then sat down across from him. "What did you do today?"

"I fixed my grandfather's car. Then I cleaned up their kitchen, and I watched my grandmother have a mental breakdown after reading a newspaper article." He set down his pizza and sighed. "She's really losing it." 

"I'm sorry." She could see the pain in his eyes. 

"It's hard to watch."

"That's the part your grandmother hates the most," Ria said. 

"I know. But it's worse on my grandfather." He drew in a breath and let it out. "How was your day?"

"Better than yours." She met his gaze. "I spent most of it thinking about you."

Desire flared in his eyes. "Same here."

A long minute of shared intimacy passed between them. She wanted to talk to Drew, really talk to him, and then she wanted to kiss him, and touch him, and take off all his clothes and lose herself in his arms. 

"Ria, don't look at me like that."

"I'm sorry. I don't know what is wrong with me."

"I know what's wrong with me, and that's you. We need to talk, Ria."

"Right now I'm thinking more about getting your clothes off," she said, the words slipping out before she could stop them.

He sucked in a quick breath. "Don't tell me that."

"You said you liked it when I was direct."

"I'd like it more if we were alone."

"Right." She needed to get a grip. Her niece was in the next room. "You need to speak to Megan. She's the reason you came over."

He smiled. "A small part of the reason. If she hadn't called me, I would have called you or showed up announced. But one way or the other, I was going to see you tonight. And just for the record, I've been thinking about getting your clothes off, too." 

Drew paused as Megan's door opened. 

Her niece took a tentative step into the room, giving them both a wary look. "Is this a good time?" she asked. "Am I interrupting anything?"

"No," Ria said, waving her into the room. "You should talk to Drew about the report, so you can get it done. Nothing like leaving it til the last minute."

"I had a lot to do this weekend," Megan said defensively. "And it was so nasty of Ms. Hobbs to make us turn in a paper right after the prom."

"She gave you plenty of time to do it," Ria said. 

Megan made a face at her and then said, "I'll get my computer."

Drew smiled. "You sounded just like a mom, Ria."

She shook her head in bewilderment. "Sometimes I can't believe the words that come out of my mouth. It's like I'm channeling my mother. I never did a report early in my life. So why am I expecting Megan to do so?"

"Because you're pushing her to do the right thing. It's what parents do."

"When I was sailing around the world, I couldn't imagine myself as a parent. I wasn't sure kids were in my future." 

"Really?" He raised an eyebrow. "You're great with Megan."

"Well, she's almost grown, but a baby…" She shook her head. "I could mess a kid up good."

"I don't think so. You're a natural at mothering. You have good instincts, Ria. You should listen to them."

"Except when they tell me I should get you out of my life as quickly as possible?" she challenged.

"Except then," he agreed. 

"Okay," Megan said, returning to the room. "I just have a few questions."

"You can have my seat," Ria said. "I'll put the rest of this pizza away. You should take some home when you leave, Drew. Otherwise, Megan and I will be eating it for breakfast for days."

As she cleaned up, she only half-listened to Megan and Drew. Her mind drifted as she thought about what it would be like to share this kind of scene every night. To have a man in her life, a man who cared about her and about Megan—a man who could make her laugh, and make her crazy, and make her life a little bit brighter. She could see Drew in that role. He'd already insinuated himself into every aspect of her life, and now that he was in, she didn't know how to get him out. Worse, she didn't want to get him out. 

But she couldn't live in her imagination. This was the real world. And the real world held danger. Getting complacent would be a huge mistake. 

 "I think I've got enough," Megan said a short while later. "I better start typing. Thanks Drew. You're awesome." 

"No problem. Just make sure your paper is awesome, too." 

"I will."

As Megan left the room, Drew stood up. "What do you think about taking a walk, Ria?"

She hesitated. "It's late."

"It's not late. It's seven-thirty," he said dryly.

"All right, but a quick walk." She went into the bedroom. "Drew and I are going to take a walk. I won't be gone long. I'll have my phone if you need me."

Megan smiled and gave her a thumbs up. "Have fun." 

 

* * *

 

Drew took Ria's hand as they walked out of her apartment building. For a split second, she resisted, then her fingers curled around his. And it felt exactly right to have her hand in his. He tightened his grip on her, wanting to keep her close for as long as possible.

"I can't remember the last time I held someone's hand," she murmured as they walked down the shadowy street. 

"It's nice," he said, realizing how much he liked having her at his side. 

"It is," she agreed. 

"Are you cold?"

"No, I'm good." 

They walked for a few blocks without speaking and then Drew steered her toward a bench at the edge of a small park. He let go of her hand as they sat down, and he was surprised at how quickly he missed the contact of her skin against his. But they needed to talk. 

"I went to see my sister and her fiancé today, Emma and Max," he said. 

Even in the shadowy moonlight, he could see Ria tense. 

"As I mentioned before, Max is a homicide detective with the SFPD. I asked him to find out whatever he could about Enrique Valdez. Specifically, I want to know if he's accused of any crimes, if there are any warrants for his arrest, and if there are, how close anyone is to catching him." He could see the anger brewing in her eyes. "I didn't tell them anything about you, Ria."

"Oh, come on, Drew. I met Emma the other night. She knows you're spending time with me, even if she doesn't know my story. Suddenly you show up at her door with questions about a drug smuggler? If she's as smart as you say she is, I'm pretty sure she already knows your questions have something to do with me."

"You're right," he admitted. "But she doesn’t know the details."

"Well, that's great."

"I would trust Emma with my life."

"You're not trusting her with your life; you're trusting her with mine and with Megan's," Ria said. 

"Max will be discreet," he argued. "He's not going to mention my name or yours."

"But he's going to be your brother-in-law, which connects him to you, which connects him to me. I have to be careful of every link, Drew. I have to watch my trail, and since you and I ran into each other again, my trail is covered with clues." 

He heard the frustration in her voice. "I know you're worried, Ria, but I'm trying to help you. You haven't had time to think about going on the offensive. And I understand that. But you can't hide out forever. You need a long-term solution." 

"This isn't a game, Drew. There isn't offense and defense; there's just staying alive, and you're making it harder."  

"No," he said with an emphatic shake of his head. "If you think I'm your main problem, think again. Your biggest problem is in your apartment. Megan is a talker, and she has a boyfriend, and she's going to want to tell him things. And what about her friends, her phone, her text messages? She has a computer. She goes on the Internet. You have no idea what kind of trail she's leaving."

"Stop," she said, putting up her hand. "I hear what you're saying, but I make sure that Megan is careful."

"You can't watch her every minute, and she thinks she's safe now. You've made her believe that, and that's good, because you want her to be happy and not grow up paranoid and stressed out. But she's not safe, and someday, she's going to slip, and she's going to tell someone something. If we can find a way to get Enrique Valdez into prison, you and Megan will really be safe," Drew said. 

"Enrique has a long reach and a big organization. Prison won't change that."

"At the very least, you should be able to get legal custody of Megan."

"After I'm thrown in jail for kidnapping her?" she asked sarcastically. "I'm the one who's going to end up in prison, Drew, not Enrique."

"I won't let that happen."

"Megan may think you're a superhero, but I know better." She got to her feet. "I'm going home."

"Wait." He grabbed her arm, pulling back down on the bench.

"What? Is there more? Who else did you talk to about me?"

"No one, but we're not done discussing this."

"I'm done."

He ignored her statement. "Why does Enrique want Megan?"

"What do you mean?"

"Is he after her money? Did she witness something that he wants to protect? What was his motivation for hiding her out on the island? He must have taken her away from her home, her friends, the other members of the family. Why?"

"He was afraid Megan would tell people that he killed her parents."

"Would they have believed her?"

"I don't know. Even if they did, they probably wouldn't have acted. The whole family lived in fear of Enrique."

"So there has to be something more to his motivation."

"It might be her money. She comes into an inheritance when she's twenty-five. Until then Enrique controls the money that's allegedly used for her support."

"So if he thought Megan was dead, what would happen to the money?"

"I assume the next person in line, which would have been Enrique, would get it all."

That was interesting. "Maybe Enrique is just as happy that Megan is dead then," he mused. 

"I was thinking that might be a possibility," Ria agreed. "But if he finds out she's not dead, he may have to kill her in order to keep using her money. And he'll have to kill me, too, because I'll fight him til my last breath." 

He heard the defiance and determination in her voice and knew she would do exactly what she'd said. 

"You won't fight him alone," he promised. "Don't argue with me," he said as she opened her mouth. "You may not want me in this, but I'm in. I'm all in. I'm not leaving. I'm not turning away. I'm not pretending you're dead. So you're going to have to deal with that." 

"Oh, yeah?"

"Yeah."

Tension flared between them.

"Then you're going to have to deal with this," she said. She threw her arms around his neck and planted her mouth on his. 

And as he met her desperate, passion-filled kisses with his own, he knew that every word he'd just spoken was true. This woman was his woman. And he'd protect her with every last breath that he took. He just hoped it wouldn't come to that.  

 


Chapter Nineteen

 

 

Late Monday afternoon, Drew got a call from Max just as he was getting off work, so Drew headed over to the police station. He found Max in the Investigations Unit. He was on the phone but waved Drew into the chair by his desk. A moment later, he ended his call and leaned back in his chair.

"You got here fast."

"I'm curious to hear what you learned."

"Well, Enrique Valdez is one bad ass. His official residence is in Spain, but he's wanted in three countries, including the United States, for racketeering, drug smuggling, murder and extortion."

"Then why is he free?" Drew demanded. 

"He's smart, and he runs a loyal organization. A lot of men have taken the fall for him. He's also used his wealth to buy off local police in the countries where he has homes, including the island you mentioned."

"Isla de los Sueños," he said. "Island of Dreams." 

"That's the one. Unfortunately, while some of his addresses are known, Valdez moves around a lot. He has private planes and luxury yachts at his disposal. He travels with bodyguards, and on one occasion he managed to escape a sting operation by using a body double."

"That's crazy," Drew said in amazement. Ria hadn't been exaggerating when she'd said Valdez was extremely dangerous.

"What's crazy is you being involved with this guy," Max said tersely. "I did what you asked. Now I need information. What is your connection to Valdez? Or what is your girlfriend's connection?" 

"I can't tell you."

"And I can't accept your answer," Max said.

"You're going to have to."

"You Callaways are so damn stubborn. You think you can handle everything on your own. Look, Drew, I'm sure you're a hell of a pilot, but chasing down criminals is not your area; it's mine."

"I made a promise."

"And I made a promise to your sister that I wouldn't let you go off half-cocked against a super criminal. Do you think I want to sleep on the couch?" 

Drew let out a sigh. "As concerned as I am about your sex life, I still can't tell you the whole story. It's too dangerous." 

"You have to give me something."

He hesitated, knowing he was about to cross that line Ria was so worried about. But while he knew more about Valdez now, he still knew nothing about Kate except what Ria had told him. "I've heard that Enrique had his brother and sister-in-law killed," he said slowly. "Did that come up in your notes? The brother's name was Reynoldo."

"It's my understanding the couple was killed in a car accident."

"The brakes were tampered with."

"Not according to the police report."

"Which could have been wrong if Enrique had the police department under his thumb."

Max nodded. "True. I'm assuming your girlfriend is connected to Valdez in some way. Why doesn't she want my help?"

"I can't answer that, either."

"Then let me take a guess." He leaned back in his chair, giving Drew a thoughtful look. "She's done something that could get her into trouble. You don't have to answer. I have a pretty good idea of what's going on."

"She's not a criminal, Max. She's one of Enrique's victims."

"Does she know where he is?"

"No, and she's hoping he doesn't know where she is."

"You should tell her to consider coming clean with us or the feds. If we give her protection, she'll be safer, and we might have a shot at catching him."

"Why? Because you would use her like bait?" He couldn't stand the thought of Ria and Megan being some kind of a lure.

"I never said that," Max replied. "I don't use civilians as bait." 

"Maybe you don't, but I imagine others would see the situation differently."

"So what are you going to do? Be your own one-man army?" 

"Believe me, I'd love to have a few more troops," he said dryly. "But I'm lucky Ria let me in at all. She doesn’t trust anyone. And she'll hate that I've told you this much." 

"What did she do, Drew?" 

He stared back at Max. "I really can't tell you."

Max rubbed his jaw. "Did she take something or someone that belongs to Valdez? Emma told me she had her niece with her at your parents' house."

His pulse pounded at Max's sharp question. Harrison was a smart detective. He was already putting the puzzle together with the limited information that he had. 

When Drew remained quiet, Max added. "If she did, Valdez won't stop at anything to get that something or that person back." 

"Ria knows that," he said heavily.

"You have to let me help you, Drew. Talk to Ria. Convince her to at least speak to me. I'll do everything in my power to make sure she's safe and that the right people go to jail."

He nodded, then got to his feet. "I'll tell her. Thanks, Max."

"I wish I could do more."

"Maybe you can. I'll see what she has to say. I appreciate your discretion." 

"We're going to be brothers," Max said with a smile. "Emma has been very explicit in explaining to me what Callaway family loyalty entails. You can trust me."

"I do, but I have to get Ria to trust you, too, and that will be more difficult." 

"Maybe bring her by the house one day. She can talk to Emma and me in a non-threatening situation."

"That’s a good idea. I'll see if I can make that happen."

"In the meantime," Max said. "Watch your back." 

It wasn't his back he was concerned with; it was Ria's.

 

* * *

 

Ria worked in the yacht club office on Monday. She didn't enjoy office work usually, but she was happy to have something to take her mind off of Drew. She couldn't stop wondering what he was doing, because she was fairly certain he wasn't at all done interfering in her life. Part of her was touched that he cared enough to be that concerned about her. But the other part of her wondered if he wasn't just getting caught up in the challenge. 

Drew was a rescue operative. It's what he did every day, and now he had a chance to save someone he knew, someone who wasn't a stranger, and he wanted to be successful. He wanted to pull her and Megan out of Enrique's clutches. But Drew was not used to battling someone like Valdez. She just had to convince of that fact, which would not be an easy feat. But there was nothing she could do about it at the moment.

Megan came by the office a little before five. She'd had Lindsay's mom drop her off at the club after the school play rehearsal. Megan had won a small part in the production and was excited about being on the stage. And that school play was another reminder of how entrenched Megan was getting into life in San Francisco. 

"Can we eat here?" Megan asked as Ria locked up the office. "I really like their club sandwiches."

"Sure," she said. She wasn't really in the mood to shop for groceries or to cook.

They grabbed a table in the restaurant and while they waited for their food, Megan filled her in on all the prom gossip. Ria didn't have to say much. In fact, just a nod now and then seemed to be all Megan needed to continue on to the next story, which was fine. Ria wasn't in the mood to talk anyway, and she liked the fact that Megan felt comfortable enough to confide in her. 

She couldn't remember having such conversations with her mother, and Kate had been long gone by the time she was in high school. 

While Ria held herself responsible for Megan's well-being, in many ways Megan felt more like a sister than a niece. 

Megan paused as their food was set down before then. Then she jumped back into conversation.

"So is Drew coming over tonight?" she asked.

"I haven't spoken to him," Ria replied.

"How was your walk last night?"

"It was fine."

Megan shot her a quick look. "You seemed kind of upset when you got back." 

"I don't want to talk about it."

"Did you guys have a fight?"

She sighed. "Megan. I said I don't want to talk about it." 

"Well, I do. I like Drew."

"You've made that abundantly clear."

"And I think he's good for you," Megan continued. "He makes you relax. You smile when he's around. You even laugh. For a long time I thought you'd forgotten how to do that."

"Not a lot to laugh about the past few years."

"I know. And when you first took me off the island, I was really depressed and scared at first, because I didn't know what was going to happen to us. But you were so confident that we were going to be okay that I started to believe you. And you know what, Ria? We are okay."

She didn't want to take away Megan's sense of security, so she just nodded. "Yeah, we're doing good."

"But I'm not stupid, and I know that my uncle could still come after us. I just don't want to think about him every single day. I don't want to feel trapped in his prison when we're so far away from him. And I don't want you to feel that way, either."

"Thanks, Megan," she said with a soft smile. "I'll try not to be such a downer." 

"Well, you're never a downer when Drew is around."

"Let it go," she said with exasperation. 

Megan smiled. "I'm just looking out for you."

"Eat your dinner," she said firmly. 

Thankfully, Megan picked up her sandwich and began to eat. Their conversation turned to easier topics, including which bachelor Megan thought was going to win the bachelorette's heart on her favorite television show. 

Ria could barely stand to watch the show, but Megan and her friends were addicted. There was something about all those handsome men after one woman's heart that really appealed to them. She couldn't imagine trying to find love on a television show. Then again, finding love was the least of her worries right now.

When they finished eating, Megan said, "Before we go, I was wondering if you could show me Drew's boat." 

Ria nodded. "I guess I could do that. It's not far." She paid the check and they headed out of the yacht club. It was past six now, and the sun was going down in the west, casting an orange pink glow over the horizon. The marina was quiet; most of the boats were packed up for the night. Mondays were usually slow days at the club.  

She took Megan out to see Drew's boat, which was in a slip at the far end of the harbor.

"Who's Eleanor?" Megan asked as she looked at the sailboat.

"Drew's grandmother. It's his grandfather's boat."

"It's big," Megan said. 

"Yes, it is." 

As Ria looked at the deck of the boat, she couldn't help remembering the night she and Drew had made love under the stars. Drew had planned the perfect evening for her, giving her everything she loved. He knew her pretty well, which was both wonderful and terrifying. 

"Are you okay?" Megan asked, giving her a thoughtful look. 

"We should get home," she said briskly.

"You're thinking about Drew."

"No, I'm thinking that you're driving me crazy."

"That's because I speak the truth. But we can go home. I have homework to do." 

As Megan started walking down the dock, Ria's phone rang. She paused, wondering if it was Drew, but it her mother's number. "Mom?" she asked. "Is something wrong?"

"I wonder if we'll ever be able to have a conversation without starting with that question," her mother said with a sigh.

"Then I'm guessing nothing is wrong." 

"No. I just wanted to let you know that the car I saw in the neighborhood belonged to a realtor. There was nothing going on, no one was spying on us."

"I'm extremely relieved." 

"How was Megan's prom?"

"It was good."

"That's all?"

"I can't talk right now."

"I wish we could have a real conversation," her mother complained.

"We will—someday. But I do have to go."

"Take care of yourself then and Megan, too. I love you," her mother said.

It was the first time in a very long time that her mother had ever said the words, and Ria was a bit taken aback. Before she could reply, the dial tone sounded in her ear. It was just as well. She'd forgiven her mother for a lot, but telling her she loved her wasn't going to come that easily.

As she closed her phone, she heard a scream. Her head jerked up. 

Shocked, she looked down the dock and saw a man forcing Megan into a speedboat. She broke into a run as the boat started to back out of the slip. 

"No," she screamed. She glanced around, but they were completely alone in the marina. There was no one to call for help. And in a few minutes, Megan would be out to sea.

She did the only thing she could think of. She took a running leap and jumped into the boat. 

She landed on her knees. As she raised her head, she saw a gun pointed at her face, and Megan's terrified expression. 

She tried to scramble to her feet, but something hard hit the back of her head, and everything went black. 

 

* * *

 

Drew couldn't believe his eyes. He'd just gotten out of his car when he heard a scream. He'd run to the dock just in time to see Ria jump into the back of the boat. Megan was in the grip of a large man. Another man hit Ria over the back of the head, and she crumpled to the ground. Then the man gunned the motor and headed for open water. 

His heart pounded with fear. He needed to go after them. He could take out his boat, but it was not going to be a match for a speedboat. He needed help. 

Pulling out his phone, he called his friends at the Coast Guard Station on Yerba Buena Island. His friend, Cameron Holt, was working dispatch. He told him that he'd just witnessed a kidnapping at the San Francisco Marina. He gave dispatch what little details he had. They told him they'd send the nearest boat out to look for them. 

His next call was to Tim, who had come on duty just as he'd gone off for the day. Tim was up in the air now, and Drew needed to be up there, too. He could cover more ground in the helo. He called the commander and explained the situation as quickly as he could. The commander agreed to send Tim and the helo to Crissy Field, where he could make an emergency boarding. 

With the helo on the way, he drove to the nearby wide-open space just below the Golden Gate Bridge known as Crissy Field.  While he was waiting, he called Max. 

"Valdez's men have Ria and Megan," he said shortly, his jaw so tight it was difficult to get the words out. "They're in a speedboat. I've called the Coast Guard. But I need you to alert every law enforcement agency looking for Valdez. This is their chance to catch him. I'm going to get up in a helo in a few minutes."

"I'll make some calls," Max said. "Where do you think he's headed?"

"I have no idea." But even as he said the words, an old memory flashed through his mind, the huge luxurious yacht that he'd seen on the island. "They might be headed to a bigger boat," he said. "You mentioned Valdez has luxury yachts at his disposal. See if you can find out where those boats are."

The helo whipped his hair as it began to descend. 

"I'm going out now to look for her. I have to find her Max," he said, hearing the desperation in his own voice. "Valdez is going to kill them if I don't."

"I'll get everyone on it," Max said. "With Valdez as the prize, there should be a lot of interest in helping you track him down."

"Thanks." Drew jogged across the field and got into the helo. Along with Tim was another pilot, Erica Brent, and a flight mechanic, AJ Martin. 

"What's going on?" Tim asked. 

"We're looking for a speed boat." He swallowed hard. "And maybe a yacht. It's the woman from the island, Tim. It's Ria. She's alive, and she's been kidnapped by Enrique Valdez, along with her sixteen-year-old niece."

Tim stared at him in disbelief. "We're going after Valdez?"

"Yes. Let's get in the air, because if we don't find her fast…" He couldn't bring himself to finish the statement. He was not going to let Ria die. He was going to be there in time to save her. There was no other option. 

 


Chapter Twenty

 

 

Ria woke up with a raging pain in her head just as the speedboat pulled up alongside a sixty-foot yacht. She'd seen the yacht before—in the harbor at the island. 

Megan stared at her with fear in her eyes, but at least she didn't seem to be hurt.

As they anchored the boat to the yacht, the older man grabbed Megan by the arm and yanked her to her feet. In his other hand, he held a gun. He forced Megan up the stairs, and then the second man moved behind Ria. 

She got to her feet, feeling dizzy and sick from the blow to her head, but there was no way she wasn't getting on the boat. As long as she stayed with Megan, she had a fighting chance of saving her. 

They were led past two other men with guns, and her hope of fighting her way out of the situation dimmed, but she wasn't giving up yet. Was Valdez on board? Or had he just sent his men to get Megan back? She had a feeling she was about to find out. 

They were ushered into a luxurious salon. One of the men left while the other stood guard at the door. 

Ria put her arm around Megan as they sat down on the couch together. "It's going to be okay." She could feel Megan trembling, so she squeezed her tight. 

"Is my uncle here?" Megan whispered. 

"I don't know. He might be." She'd never met Valdez and had only seen him once on the island and that had been from a distance. But she had a feeling she was about to come face-to-face with her brother-in-law. It was strange to think of him like that.

"How did they find us?" Megan asked.

She had no idea. Had Drew's questions triggered something, or was it the inquiries of his friend, who had spoken to someone on the island about her? Maybe the homicide cop had talked to someone in law enforcement who was linked to Valdez. Or maybe Valdez had just finally tracked them down. 

What had brought them to this moment didn't matter anymore. She had to be thinking ahead, figuring a way off the boat. They were somewhere in the Pacific Ocean. She had no idea how long she'd been unconscious, or in which direction they'd gone after leaving the bay. 

She looked around the room for anything that might be a possible weapon. She might be able to take out the guard, but what about all the other men on the ship? A boat this big had to be staffed by at least a half dozen people, if not more. 

"How long did it take to get here?" she whispered to Megan. 

"I don't know," Megan said. 

"Think."

"Half an hour maybe."

"Did you see anyone following us?"

"I couldn't see anything. He made me lie face-down on the deck." Her mouth trembled. "Are they going to kill us?"

"No," she said firmly. 

Megan gave her a doubtful look. "How can you be sure?"

"He didn't kill you before," she said pragmatically. "You're his family. You're blood."

"But he hates when people betray the family. That's why he killed my parents. He said they were disloyal." 

Ria didn't know how to respond to that. Megan was too smart to be reassured by false promises.    

A moment later, the door opened and a short, middle-aged Hispanic male strode through the door. He had black hair, bushy eyebrows and what could only be described as evil eyes. His smile was just as slimy. 

Megan snuggled in closer to Ria as he sat down in the chair across from them.

"My little one," he said to Megan. "I've missed you." 

Megan didn't say a word in return. 

Valdez's gaze moved to Ria, and his gaze grew speculative. "Victoria. We finally meet."

She was shocked that he knew her name. 

"I must admit I am rarely surprised, but you were quite clever. I had no idea Katherine had a sister. You never came to visit. And she never went to see you. You were not at her funeral. Yet, you felt compelled to go to the island and kidnap my niece."

"My niece, too," she said. "And she came willingly. I did not kidnap her." 

"That's because you lied to her about me."  

"I didn't have to lie," she countered. "I only had to tell her what her mother told me."

"And what was that?"

"That you were evil, that she feared for her life, and for the life of her husband and child," she said, refusing to let this man intimidate her. If she was going down, she was going down swinging. 

Anger tightened his lips. "Katherine was never in danger." 

"Really, not even when you killed her?" 

He stared back at her. "Katherine was not supposed to be in the car that day."

Ria was shocked by his words. "So you admit you sabotaged the car?" 

His gaze moved from Ria to Megan. "You should not have run away from me, little one."

"I want to live with Ria. She's my aunt, and I want to stay with her." 

"You cannot. You belong to me." 

"You can have my money," Megan said. "I don't care about any of it. Just let us go." 

"Your money," he said with a sneer. "Do you think I need your money? I have plenty of my own."

"Then why did you take me to the island and make me a prisoner?"

Now that Megan had found her voice, she couldn’t seem to stop using it. Ria was afraid Megan would say too much. Then again, their backs were against the wall. At this point, Megan had every right to say whatever she wanted. 

"I set you up in a beautiful home," Enrique said, anger in his voice. "You had everything you needed. And you were safe there, protected from my enemies. I did that for your mother."

"Don't talk about her," Megan said with fury in her eyes. "You killed her."

"I told you that was an accident. Katherine wouldn't listen. She was so stubborn and headstrong. She thought Reynoldo was the answer to her prayers, but he was nothing but a coward." 

"My father was wonderful," Megan said defensively. 

"I was supposed to be your father. Katherine was mine," he said forcefully. "I met her first. She came to the house at my request. Reynoldo stole her from me." 

Ria was shocked at his words. Kate had never mentioned having a relationship with Enrique. Was he delusional? Or had her sister left out part of the story? 

"You're lying," Megan said. 

Apparently, Megan hadn't heard that part of the story, either. 

Enrique laughed. "Such spirit you have—so like your mother."

"I want to go home," Megan said. 

"And you will—with me." His gaze turned to Ria. "We just have to get rid of one small complication first."

Her heart skipped a beat. He was going to kill her. She knew that as certainly as she knew anything. 

"The explosion was a brilliant plan," he said. "I almost believed that my niece had died in a tragic accident. But you left a clue behind—her bodyguard. When I saw him, I knew it was a setup. You should have been less squeamish and killed him. You might have gotten away with it. Or not." He smiled. "Imagine my joy when a friend told me that you had been spotted in San Francisco."

Her heart sank. Drew's friend, Tim. She'd been right to worry about the connection. But being right now didn't do any good. She should have followed her first instinct and left the city. 

"How did you find me?" she asked, stalling for time. She needed to figure a way out of this impossible situation before Enrique killed her. 

"It wasn't difficult. I simply tracked down your friend and then followed him." 

Drew would hate that he'd been the one to bring them down. If she didn't make it off this boat alive, she hoped he would never find out what inadvertent part he had played in her death. It would destroy him. 

"Please let us go," Megan said. She grabbed Ria's hand. "I love her. If you care about me at all, let us go home. We won't tell anyone about you. We'll never talk about you again."

"That is not what I want," he said. "You are a Valdez. You belong with the family."

"I hate you."

"You will learn to love me, little one. Everyone does." He got to his feet. "You will come with me now."

"No," Megan said, desperation in her voice. Her hand tightened around Ria's. 

"Don't touch her," Ria said, feeling completely helpless but refusing to give up yet. 

"I give the orders on this boat."

He'd barely finished speaking when several blasts filled the air. 

Gunshots!

Enrique turned toward the man at the door. As the guard left the salon, Ria grabbed the lamp off the side table and brought it crashing down on the back of Enrique's head. 

He staggered, clutching his head. She hit him again for good measure, and he fell to the ground. She grabbed Megan's hand and ran for the door. 

When they reached the deck, Ria was shocked to see gunfire being exchanged between three men on the deck and a Coast Guard helicopter. Drew? 

One of the men on deck clutched his chest and fell to the ground. 

More gunfire. 

"Stay here," Ria said, pushing Megan into the shadows. She needed to get the gun lying on the ground by the man who'd been shot. 

As she moved towards him, she saw a man coming down from the helicopter on a rope. What the hell was Drew doing? 

One of the guards lifted his gun and took aim. 

She rushed towards him, tackling him from the back, hurtling her body on top of his. His gun skidded across the deck. 

She ran for it, but he was after her, shoving her hard against the rail. She lost her breath for a moment. And then Megan jumped on his back, and the two struggled. 

Ria wanted to help. She just needed to breathe, to move. As she staggered to her feet, Drew landed on the deck of the boat. 

He took out the other guard with a shot through the chest. 

Two more men came around the corner. 

Drew shot twice more, each bullet finding its target.  

Ria tried to pull Megan away from her attacker, but the man kicked her in the stomach, and she fell to her knees again. 

Then Drew jumped into the fray, pulling the man off Megan, and then smashing his fist into the guard's face. 

Megan stumbled backwards on the deck. 

The two men fought for their lives. 

Ria searched for the gun, something she could use to help Drew. She finally found it against the rail. As she reached for it, she heard Megan scream. 

Whirling around, she saw that Enrique had come back to life. He had his arm around Megan's neck and his gun pointed at her head. 

She raised the gun in her hand and aimed it at him. "Let her go."

"Lower your gun, or she's dead," Valdez said. 

"Then you'll be dead, too," she said, praying Drew would win the fight he was engaged in. 

She met Megan's terrified gaze, but saw determination in her niece's eyes. 

A second later, Megan sank to the ground the way they'd been taught in self defense glass, bringing Enrique's arm down with her. 

As Megan slid from Enrique's grip, Ria fired. 

Enrique stumbled backward, blood spreading across his shirt. He looked at her in shock. 

She fired again—for her sister. 

And a third—for Reynoldo. 

She couldn't stop pulling the trigger. She wanted him dead. She wanted to be free. She wanted Megan to be able to grow up away from this evil man. 

"Ria, stop," Drew said, grabbing her arm. "He's dead."

She could barely hear him.

"Stop."

She stared at him in confusion.

"He's dead," Drew repeated. 

"Are you sure?" 

"Yes," he said, taking the gun out of her hand. 

She glanced past Drew to see the man he'd been fighting unconscious on the ground. The deck was littered with bodies, and yet somehow they were still standing. 

Megan ran to her, and Ria threw her arms around her niece as a Coast Guard cutter pulled up alongside the boat. 

"It's over," she told Megan. "It's all over." 

 

* * *

 

Within minutes the Coast Guard boarded the yacht. Drew hustled Ria and Megan onto the cutter. They went inside and sat down together on a bench. Drew squatted in front of them, giving them each a sharp look. His gaze settled on Ria, and he frowned. "He hurt you."

"I'm fine," she said, shivering with the after effects of the adrenaline rush and the cool night air. Parts of her body throbbed with pain, but the feeling of being free of Enrique was so great that she didn't care about the physical injuries. She was alive, and so was Megan. 

"You're cold," Drew said. He jumped up and grabbed two blankets from a member of the crew, wrapping one around Megan and the other around Ria. 

"Thank you," she whispered, meeting his gaze. 

"You're welcome."

"I couldn't believe it when I saw you coming down that rope. My God, Drew, they were shooting at you. Are you completely crazy?"

"We were shooting at them. My crew had my back," he said.  

"It was still a crazy stunt," she said. 

"I told you he was a superhero," Megan said. 

Drew smiled at Megan. "I'm more impressed by you, kid. The way you tackled that guard was beyond awesome."

Megan smiled shakily. "I tried to remember the self-defense stuff, but those guys were big, and they had guns."

"You did everything, right," Ria assured her. "I'm very proud of you." She turned back to Drew. "And don't try to downplay your heroics. You saved our lives tonight, and I will be forever grateful. I honestly didn't think we were going to make it off that boat alive."

"You're the one who took out Valdez, Ria."

She drew in a difficult breath at the memories of those few terrifying moments. "I can't believe I shot him. I've never shot anyone before."

"Is he really dead?" Megan interrupted, uncertainty in her voice. "You don't think he survived?"

"No, he's dead," Drew said. "He can't hurt either of you anymore. You're both going to get your lives back."

After so many months of living in fear, it was almost impossible for Ria to believe that. It would take some time to sink in. She glanced past Drew, seeing the action going on outside and between the boats. "What will they do with them?"

"The ones that are alive will be arrested and tried." 

"What about me?" Ria said. "I—I killed Enrique, and I took Megan away from her legal guardian."

"We'll sort it out," he said with confidence.

She wanted to believe him. 

He met her questioning gaze. "Trust me," he added. 

"I do," she said, knowing it was the complete and utter truth. 

"I need to talk to the captain," Drew said. "Can I get either of you anything right now?" 

Megan shook her head. 

"We're good," Ria said. And for the first time in a very long time, she wasn't lying. 

 

* * *

 

It was almost three o'clock in the morning before Ria walked back through her apartment door. She'd been to the hospital to get her head checked out and was relieved to have only a painful bump on her head and not a concussion. She had abrasions on her face and hands and a sprained finger as well as several bruises on other parts of her body, but she counted herself lucky to have gotten off so easily. And she was more than grateful that Megan was completely fine.

While she was in the emergency room, Drew had stayed with Megan, watching over her like a guard dog. Then he'd accompanied them both to a series of interviews and intense conversations with various agencies ranging from the Coast Guard to the DEA, FBI and local police. 

Max Harrison was in charge of the police investigation, and he had assured Ria that while custody issues would have to be resolved, he would do everything in his power to help her and Megan stay together. His resolve had been strengthened by the arrival of Emma, who had told Max in no uncertain terms that he better make sure that happened. 

Ria had been extremely grateful to have so much support, not just from Drew, Max and Emma, but also Drew's friends at the Coast Guard. Drew's friend, Tim, had apologized to her for any part he had played in alerting Valdez to her whereabouts. Drew had also asked her if his questions had led Valdez to her and Megan. 

She'd downplayed their involvement, because she didn't want anyone else to feel guilty or responsible. Both Drew and Tim had risked their lives for her. And without them, the night would have had a far different ending. 

"I'm going to lie down," Megan said, her face pale, as she paused outside her bedroom door. 

"Are you okay?" Ria asked. 

Megan hesitated. "I want to be happy, but it doesn't seem real."

"I know."

"And what about you?" Megan asked. "I heard you talking about custody. I don't want them to take me away from you. I don't want to go back to Spain, and I don't want to see anyone in the Valdez family. You're my family now." 

Ria saw the fear in her eyes and wished she could erase it completely, but they had some hurdles still to clear. 

"Don't worry about that now," she said. "Max said he would help us."

"And he will," Drew interjected. "And so will I. The Callaways have a lot of connections, and I'll use every one I have to in order to make sure that you two aren't split up." 

Megan nodded, reassured by Drew's words. And why not? The man was a superhero in Megan's eyes—in Ria's eyes, too. 

"Okay. Are you going to stay here tonight, Drew?" Megan asked.

"Absolutely. There's no place I'd rather be."

Relief filled Megan's eyes that Drew's strong presence would be right outside her bedroom door. 

As Megan went into her room, Drew turned to Ria. "You should go to sleep, too. It's been a long night."  

"It has," she agreed. "But I feel tired and wired at the same time. On one hand, I think I could sleep for a week, but on the other hand I'm not sure I can close my eyes. I keep reliving every moment of the night. I don't know how to let it go."

"Breathe deep. Adrenaline packs a big punch, but the downside is usually utter exhaustion. Once you lie down, you'll start to relax."

"Relax—what a concept," she said with a bewildered shake of her head. "It's been so long. I'm not sure I even know how."

He smiled and put his arms around her. "You're safe now. I've got you, and I'm not letting you go."

"I may not let you go, either," she said, sliding her arms around his waist. She rested her head on his shoulder. He squeezed her tight, burying his face in her hair. And for several long minutes they just held each other. "I was afraid I'd never see you again," she murmured, living her head to look at him.

"I felt the same way, Ria," he said heavily. "I've never been that scared."

It was hard to believe that anything scared this man. 

I have so many things I want to ask you," she said. "I don't even know how you knew where we were."

"I arrived at the docks just in time to see a man grab Megan and throw her into a boat. Then I saw you jump in after her. I couldn't believe it."

"I couldn't let Megan go without me," she said. 

"You're incredibly brave."

"I was acting on instinct." Her eyes blurred. "I love that kid, you know."

He gave her a tender smile. "I know. I'm quite fond of her myself."

"So what happened next?"

"I called in the Coast Guard and Max. I told Max to get every agency he could think of involved. And he did. Then I had Tim pick me up and we went looking for you."

"How did you know where to look?"

"I didn't. We flew around for far too long before we spotted the yacht. I remembered seeing one that looked a lot like it on the island. When we got closer, someone took a shot at us. I knew we were in the right place." 

She thought again about his daring rescue from the helicopter. "I couldn't believe it when I saw you coming out of the helicopter with people shooting at you. What the hell were you thinking?"

"That I wasn’t going to lose you again. It almost killed me the last time, and I barely knew you." He paused, his gaze darkening with emotion. "I love you, Ria. I have from the first minute I saw you." 

Her heart turned over at the truth in his eyes. "Oh, Drew, I love you, too."

"Thank God," he said with relief. 

She licked her lips. "But—"

He put a finger against her lips. "No buts, not tonight. In fact, I don't want to talk anymore. I just want to hold you. We'll figure out the rest later." 

"All I have to offer you is a pullout couch," she said apologetically.

"I don't care where I sleep, as long as you're next to me." 

They pulled out the couch, kicked off their shoes, and stretched out on the bumpy mattress. Drew rolled on to his back, and Ria curled up next to him, her face resting his chest, his arm around her waist. She could hear his heart beating, and his solid, warm length made her feel safe and protected. She closed her eyes and let the rest of the world fade away. 

 

* * *

 

Drew couldn't sleep. The events of the night replayed over and over again in his head. He remembered the gut-wrenching fear he'd experienced when he's seen Ria and Megan on the yacht, fighting for their lives. He'd had only one thought—to get down to that boat and save them. He was more than grateful to his team for providing backup. But the real heroes of the night were truly Megan and Ria.  

Ria had taken on bodyguards twice her size. And Megan had not hesitated to do the same. Both women had tremendous will and emotional strength. They hadn’t cowered and cried; they'd fought back. Ria had grabbed a gun and shot Enrique in order to protect herself and her niece and also him. She was one hell of a woman. He'd never met anyone like her. He doubted he ever would again. 

He tightened his arm around her as she shifted in sleep. He didn't want to let her go, not tonight, not tomorrow, not ever. 

But would things change in the morning, after the adrenaline burned off? The night had always been their time, the mornings not so much. Would she push him away again as soon as the sun rose? 

She was independent, and she had Megan to raise. She'd no doubt try to make it sound like he'd be better off dating a woman without baggage. He didn't care about her baggage. Actually, he did care. He was crazy about Megan and watching the kid in action tonight had only left him in awe of her resilience. She'd lost her parents. She'd been hidden away on an island with bodyguards, then she'd been taken away by an aunt she barely knew and forced to live a life of deception.

But Megan hadn't broken under the stress, and she'd never lost her hope, her faith in a better future. She'd called him a superhero, but his actions didn't compare to what she'd done, or what Ria had done. 

Megan was a special kid, and he was happy that she was finally going to get to be a kid. She wouldn't have to look over her shoulder anymore. She could get a permanent phone, spend hours on it texting her friends. She could get a driver's license. Go to college. Have a life. 

And Ria could have a life, too. 

Maybe a life with him. 

He tensed a little at the thought. He'd never told a woman he loved her, never. Something had always stopped him. He couldn't tell someone they had his heart unless it was true, and it had never been true—until now. 

Closing, his eyes, he blew out a sigh and let his mind drift. It took him right where he wanted to go, to memories of Ria, kissing her, running his hands through her hair, making love to her. 

As she snuggled against him, he was tempted to wake her up. But he couldn't do that to her. She needed to sleep, to heal. For now, he would just hold her, and that would be enough. 

 

* * *

 

Ria woke up alone. She sat up in bed, realizing that the sun was brighter than when she normally got up. The clock on the wall read ten past nine, and the apartment was really quiet. 

She was a little surprised that Drew would leave without telling her. Had he had second thoughts about telling her he loved her? Perhaps he regretted his words now that the danger had passed. Drew had been determined to save them, and he'd done that. So what now? They were safe. They were free. 

She knew he cared about her, and the chemistry between them was unmistakable. But Drew was a hot shot helicopter pilot who could have any woman he wanted—women who weren't raising sixteen-year-olds.  

With a sigh, she got out of bed. That's when she realized the bedroom door was ajar. She pushed it open. The room was empty. Megan was gone.

She felt a familiar surge of panic. Then she heard voices out in the hall. She returned to the living room as the apartment door swung open. Megan and Drew walked in with coffees and grocery bags. 

She let a breath of relief. "I was just wondering where you were." 

Drew's gaze met hers, and he must have seen the fear in her eyes. "Sorry, Ria. We thought we'd be back before you woke up."

"It's fine." She tried to slow her breathing and calm her racing heart. 

"We're safe now," Megan reminded her. 

"I keep telling myself that. I guess it will take a while for reality to sink in. A part of me still thinks it was a dream."

"It wasn't a dream," Drew said forcefully. "Enrique is gone. He'll never threaten or hurt either of you again. Today you start over." 

"Yes, we do," she agreed. "I assume you have some food in those bags."

"We're going to make a huge breakfast," Megan announced, dropping the bags on the kitchen counter. "And then…" She glanced over at Drew. "Maybe you should tell her. She might take it better."

"Tell me what?" she asked suspiciously. 

"I think we should celebrate your first day of freedom," Drew said. "I've taken the day off work. Megan has already missed the start of school, and I think you're free as well, aren't you?"

"I do have Tuesdays off," she admitted. 

"So let's play tourist," Drew said. "We can walk around the city, see the sights, eat great food and not look over our shoulders."

"That sounds wonderful, but I think I have to meet with Max today."

"I already called him. He said we can meet him this evening. He wants to get a little further in the investigation before he talks to you again."

"Is he investigating me?" she asked, unable to get rid of the lingering fear that she might still be facing some charges.

"He's investigating Valdez along with everyone else we spoke to last night. And I've also asked Sara to get involved. She's an excellent attorney, and you may need one."

Ria was touched by his family's support. "Everyone is being so generous; they barely know me." 

"But they know me. And they want to help. I'll start breakfast. Megan requested French toast and bacon."

"What can I do?"

"Nothing."

She watched them unpack the groceries then said, "If you don't need me, I'll take a shower." 

"I need you, Ria," he said with a teasing smile. "But not for breakfast." 

Megan clapped her hands over her ears. "I am not listening to this."

Drew laughed. "Don’t worry I'm done." 

Ria headed into the bathroom with a smile. She felt so much lighter this morning and listening to Drew and Megan bicker over who was making the egg batter warmed her heart. She felt like she was part of a family again, and that was both wonderful and a little scary. She didn't want Drew to break her heart, but if there was a man who was worth the risk, it was Drew. 

An hour later, after a delicious breakfast, they took a brisk walk to the nearest cable car stop. They hopped on one of San Francisco's famous trolley cars for a somewhat harrowing climb up and down the steepest hills in the city. They got off the cable car by Union Square and roamed around the big department stores. Then it was on to Chinatown for Dim Sum and fresh fortune cookies. 

As the hours passed, Ria felt the tension drain from her body. Two long years of fear had put permanent knots in her shoulders but now her muscles were starting to let go of the need to be ready to run or to fight. She'd done her fighting last night. Now they were free to walk around without looking over their shoulders. 

After Chinatown, they went down to the water, visiting the sea lions outside Pier 39, and buying touristy stuff like t-shirts and hats. 

They finally went home tired and happy just after three o'clock. Ria flopped onto the couch while Drew took the chair across from her. 

"That was fun," she told him. "I needed that."

"We all did," he said. 

"Hey, you two," Megan interrupted, looking up from her cell phone. "Lindsay just got home from school, and she wants me to come over to her house. Can I go, and can I walk there by myself?"

Ria stiffened, realizing that Megan was about to force her to put their sense of freedom to the test. "Yes," she said, although it took a lot of strength to get the word out. 

Lindsay lived two blocks away, so she wasn't exactly sending Megan into the panhandle but it was still an important step—for both of them.

"Thanks," Megan said, meeting her gaze. "I know that was hard for you." She paused. "Can I tell her everything?"

"You can tell her whatever you want," Ria said. "We have no more secrets." She just hoped that Megan's past and her ties to a drug smuggler wouldn't affect her relationship with her friends. But she didn't want Megan to have to hide her true self anymore. 

"Can I stay for dinner, too."

"If Lindsay's mom is okay with it, but you still have to be home by nine," she added. "I don't want you walking alone after dark, so I'll meet you. And that fear has nothing to do with Enrique." 

"Fine," Megan said with a little exasperated sigh. "But I am sixteen you know."

"Believe me, I never forget," Ria said dryly. "Text me when you get to Lindsay's."

Megan rolled her eyes, then headed out the door. 

"I never understood why my mother got so nervous when I was a teenager," Ria said to Drew. "Now I do. I thought I was invincible. She knew I wasn't."

"Megan will be careful. But it's important for her to feel her independence," he said quietly. 

"That's why I let her go." She swallowed, knowing that the conversation she'd been putting off all day really needed to begin. "About what you said last night, Drew. If you got caught up in the moment, I would understand."

"I didn't get caught up in a moment," he said, tenderness in his gaze. "I meant every word." He got up from the chair and sat down next to her on the couch. He took her hand in his. "Let me say it again. I love you, Ria. I fell for you the first time we met. That night in the bar, I had no idea that a beautiful stranger was about to steal my heart." 

"You stole mine, too," she said, looking into his eyes. "But I have Megan. We're a package deal. Where she goes, I go."

"I think Megan likes me."

"She adores you, but that's not the point. Actually, it is the point. I don't want her to get hurt if you decide later on that you don't want this kind of relationship or life."

"I want you and I want Megan. I'm not afraid of a sixteen-year-old, especially one as great as Megan."

"Are you sure? Our life is not very exciting—homework, school nights, parent-teacher conferences. Is that really the kind of life you want to lead?"

"Yes. In fact, what you just described sounds damn good to me."

"Really?" she asked doubtfully. 

He laughed. "Why are you always trying to get rid of me?" 

"You seem a little too good to be true."

"I'm not." His expression grew more serious. "But is it me you're worried about? Or is it you? You're free now. You could grab a boat and hit the high seas. You could hand Megan over to your mom, or even take her with you."

She shook her head. "No, I'll never turn Megan over to anyone. And I've been all over the world, Drew, searching for a place to call home. I finally found it. It's here." She put her hand on his heart. "Wherever you are, I want to be."

He put his hand over hers. "I feel the same way, Ria." He took a breath. "When we first met, you told me that you needed the sea to be happy."

She nodded. "And you said you needed the sky."

"But the truth is all I really need is you. I'm never letting you go, Ria. This is it for me."

"Me, too." Her gaze fell to his lips. "I haven't kissed you in way too long. What time do we have to meet your family?"

"Not for a couple of hours."

She smiled into his eyes. "What will we do with the time?"

"I have a few ideas."

"Show me."  

 

 


Epilogue

 

Six weeks later

 

 

"I can't believe we're in a wedding," Megan whispered to Ria as they posed on the steps of the church for bridal party pictures with Sara and her other bridesmaids.

"I know," Ria said, adjusting the bouquet in her hand as the photographer set up his camera. 

In six weeks, their entire lives had changed. They were no longer on the run, no longer worried about getting caught by Valdez or law enforcement, and they had been welcomed into the Callaway family with warmth and love. 

The photographer snapped several shots, then said, "Now, just the sisters." 

Megan and Ria stepped away from the group as the bride, Sara, posed with the Callaway women, her maid of honor, Emma, and her two future sister-in-laws, Nicole and Shayla, on the steps of the chapel. Behind the church was a wide grassy area and a gorgeous view of the Golden Gate Bridge and the San Francisco Bay. 

The women were just as beautiful as the view, Ria thought. Sara with her dark hair and white gown stood out in the middle of the three sisters with their varying shades of blonde hair and pink dresses. With only a few weeks to plan the wedding before Sara started to show her pregnancy, they'd foregone the matching dresses and instead had decided on a theme of short, silky cocktail dresses in some shade of pink. 

Ria had tried to decline when Sara first approached her with the idea of being a bridesmaid, but she'd lost that battle in about two minutes, especially since Megan was thrilled by the idea. Sara was also very persuasive in her arguments. She was an excellent lawyer who knew how to win a case. So Ria had agreed to be part of the wedding party. How could she say no after Sara helped her navigate murky legal waters with both local and international law enforcement? With Sara's help, Ria's name had been cleared, and she'd been granted legal custody of Megan. 

The Valdez family had been shattered by Enrique's death, and also the death of his right-hand man, who'd been one of the victims on the yacht that terrible night. With their leader gone, the rest of the Valdez family just wanted to live in peace. No one had come forward to challenge Ria for Megan's care, and as far as Ria and Megan were concerned, they were completely done with that part of their lives. They were concentrating on the future now; a future that looked nothing but bright and hopeful. 

"Phew," Emma said, coming over to Ria. "I'm already tired of smiling, and we haven't even gotten to the ceremony yet." 

"I know what you mean," Ria said. 

"Sara looks beautiful, doesn't she?" 

She followed Emma's gaze to Sara, who was now caught up in conversation with Megan. 

"She does," Ria agreed.

"And Megan looks happy, too. So do you," Emma added. "I'm so glad everything worked out."

"Thanks to all of you, I have my life back. Actually, that's not true, because my life now is much, much better than any other life I've lived."

"I have a feeling my brother has something to do with that."

"Everything," she admitted. 

"So maybe this wedding is a good time for you two to make an announcement," Emma said with a sparkle in her eyes. 

"No announcements. This is Sara's day. And we have your wedding coming up in August, so I think there's enough action happening for a while." 

"Actually, we're pushing our date back to the fall," Emma said.

"Really? Why?" she asked in surprise.

"The venue we had selected for August is too expensive for me and Max on our own. We had originally planned to share it with Sara and Aiden, so we had to let it go. Unfortunately, it's been difficult to find another place in the summer. But now I'm thinking maybe a Christmas wedding."

"That sounds lovely, if you don't mind waiting."

"Max and I are so happy together that it doesn't really matter. We want the marriage, of course, but we already have the most important things, love and a life together." Emma blinked moisture out of her eyes. "Good grief, I can't believe I'm tearing up already. I'm not usually the girl in the family who cries. That's Nicole."

"Are you talking about me?" Nicole asked, as she joined them. 

"Yes, I said you're usually the one who cries at these things," Emma said, dabbing her eyes with a tissue. 

"True," Nicole admitted. "But I think I'll wait until the actual ceremony to start weeping. Are you all right, Emma?"

"I'm just happy," Emma said. "Sara has loved Aiden for so long. They're finally going to seal the deal after all these years."

"I think the baby-on-the-way has already done that," Nicole said dryly. She glanced over her shoulder at the parking lot. "I wonder where the guys are. Shouldn't they be here by now?"

Ria smiled, and Nicole gave her a curious look. So did Emma.

"What do you know, Ria?" Emma demanded.

"I think your brothers want to arrive in style," she said, the sound of an approaching helicopter drowning out the end of her sentence. 

Megan, Sara and Shayla joined them as the helicopter came in for a landing on the grass beyond the church. 

"Oh, wow," Megan muttered. 

"Wow is right," Sara said, as Aiden hopped out of the helicopter in a black tuxedo. 

"It's like James Bond," Megan added. 

"Damn those boys. They always outshine us," Emma complained as the rest of the Callaway men made their way off the helicopter. 

Following Aiden were Burke, Sean, Colton, Max, and finally Drew. 

Her own personal James Bond, Ria thought, her eyes on the ruggedly handsome man who was heading directly for her. 

"Aiden cannot see the bride," Emma said suddenly, grabbing Sara's arm. 

"I think he already has," Sara said, her gaze on her fiancé. 

"Not up close," Emma replied. "Let's get you back to the dressing room."

While the other bridesmaids hustled Sara away, Ria waited for Drew.

He gave her a smile and a warm kiss. "What did you think of our entrance?"

"Very impressive. My heart skipped a beat. But then it seems to do that every time I see you," she admitted, gazing into his eyes. 

He put his hands on her waist and kissed her again. "This wedding is giving me some ideas."

Her breath caught in her throat. "I think you're getting caught up in the moment again, Drew."

"You always think that, but it's never true. It's not about the moment; it's about you. I love you Ria. And I want to marry you. But this is not the official proposal, he added quickly. "I need to do that in a much more exciting way. There will be flowers and candles and romance. Megan would kill me if I didn't do it right. She's given me very firm instructions, and I do not want to let her down."

She smiled, happy that the relationship between Megan and Drew was so strong. But she needed to set him straight on one thing. "I'm glad that you're taking Megan into consideration, but I don't need candles or flowers, Drew."

"But you're going to get them," he said, cutting her off. "Because you deserve the best."

"I have the best. I have you," she said with a smile. "And just so you know—

whenever you ask me, however you ask me, the answer will be yes."

"Good, because I don’t take no for an answer."

"Don't I know it," she said with a laugh. "You're the most stubborn man I have ever met."

"Which makes me the perfect match for you," he retorted. "We're going to have a good life together, Ria."

"I'm absolutely certain of that," she said as she threw her arms around his neck and pulled his head down to hers for a long and loving kiss. 

 

THE END
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The second oldest of the Callaway clan, Aiden Callaway veered from the family tradition of urban firefighting and became a smokejumper, never questioning his choice until the job took the life of his friend, Kyle, and left Aiden with injuries and fractured memories. Everyone blames Aiden for what happened, but he doesn't remember, nor is he sure he wants to remember. The truth may clear Aiden of blame but destroy Kyle's reputation and hurt the people he left behind.  

Aiden seeks help from an unlikely ally ...

 

Sara had always been untouchable, sweet, innocent, his sister's best friend, and the girl next door. But one reckless night in their youth took their relationship to a new level. Sara has never forgiven or forgotten the way Aiden brought it crashing down, but she's no longer that girl with the crazy crush. She's a woman in search of her own truth. 

 

The sparks between Aiden and Sara have been smoldering for a very long time. Sara is afraid to take another chance on a man who broke her heart, and Aiden knows better than anyone how dangerous an intense fire can be.

 

As teenagers they weren't ready for each other. Are they ready now?
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Emma Callaway, a hot fire investigator clashes with Max Harrison, a cool homicide detective in SO THIS IS LOVE, the second book in the Callaway Series, by #1 NY Times Bestselling Author Barbara Freethy 

 

For Max Harrison, love seduces and then destroys. His brother went to prison for love. His father left his family for love. And Max is determined not to follow in their footsteps, until he meets Emma… 

 

Emma runs into burning buildings without an ounce of fear and embraces life as if every day is a new adventure. But while she's fearless on the job, Emma is a coward when it comes to love. Betrayed by an ex-boyfriend, Emma has no intention of putting her heart on the line again, until she meets Max… 

 

As the fires around the city rage, the heat between them ignites in a blaze of passion that's far more dangerous. Will it destroy them or will they finally get everything they ever wanted…
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Nicole met Ryan when he was a handsome, cocky teenager with a desire to fly high above the clouds. Ryan encouraged Nicole to dream big and promised her a lifetime of happiness, but several years into their lives together, they were faced with obstacles bigger than either had ever imagined. Their love faltered. They lost their way and considered what had once been unthinkable—the end of their forever. 

 

But now fate throws them a curve, an event that forces them back together, that strips their emotions bare and is both terrifying and strangely unifying. For the first time in a long while they have to face each other, and not only talk but also listen, because their lives depend on it—not only their lives, but also the life of their six-year-old son. 

 

Secrets and lies frame a perilous journey to the truth that takes Nicole and Ryan to Angel's Bay, a place where miracles sometimes happen. But in order to get that miracle, Nicole and Ryan must work together and learn how to trust and love each other again. Only then will they be able to save their family and find their way to happily ever after.
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The Callaways are having a wedding! 

 

In this romantic and suspenseful novella by #1 NY Times Bestselling Author Barbara Freethy, fire investigator Emma Callaway is getting ready to say I Do to her fiancé, homicide detective Max Harrison. 

 

While Emma and her bridesmaids are toasting to Emma's future, Max and his brother, Spencer, make a stop on their way to the wedding and suddenly find themselves in a life or death situation. They go from being worried that they might be late to the ceremony to wondering if they'll make it at all. 

 

Spencer is used to his younger brother being the hero of the family. But now it's his turn. If he can convince a beautiful stranger with a dark past to put her fears aside and help him, together they can save the day for Emma and Max and perhaps find a future and a love for themselves.
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PROLOGUE

 

Large raindrops streamed against her windshield as she sped along the dark, narrow highway north of Los Angeles. She’d been traveling for over an hour along the wild and beautiful Pacific coastline. She’d passed the busy beach cities of Venice and Santa Monica, the celebrity-studded hills of Malibu and Santa Barbara. Thank God it was a big state. She could start over again, find a safe place to stay, but she had to get there first.

The pair of headlights in her rearview mirror drew closer with each passing mile. Her nerves began to tighten, and goose bumps rose along her arms and the back of her neck. She’d been running too long not to recognize danger. But where had the car come from? She’d been so sure that no one had followed her out of LA. After sixty miles of constantly checking her rearview mirror she’d begun to relax, but now the fear came rushing back.

It was too dark to see the car behind her, but there was something about the speed with which it was approaching that made her nervous. She pressed her foot down harder on the gas, clinging to the wheel as gale-force winds blowing in off the ocean rocketed through the car, making the driving even more treacherous.

A few miles later the road veered inland. She looked for a place to exit. Finally she saw a sign for an upcoming turnoff heading into the Santa Ynez Mountains. Maybe with a few twists and turns she could lose the car on her tail, and if her imagination were simply playing tricks on her, the car behind her would just continue down the road.

The exit came up fast. She took the turn on two wheels. Five minutes later the pair of headlights was once again directly behind her. There was no mistake: He was coming after her.

She had to get away from him. Adrenaline raced through her bloodstream, giving her courage and strength. She was so tired of running for her life, but she couldn’t quit now. She’d probably made a huge mistake leaving the main highway. There was no traffic on this two-lane road. If he caught her now there would be no one to come to her rescue.

The gap between their cars lessened. He was so close she could see the silhouette of a man in her rearview mirror. He was bearing down on her.

She took the next turn too sharply, her tires sliding on the slick, wet pavement.

Sudden lights coming from the opposite direction blinded her. She hit the brakes hard. The car skidded out of control. She flew across the road, crashed through a wooden barrier, and hurtled down a steep embankment. Rocks splintered the windshield as she threw up her hands in protest and prayer.

When the impact finally came it was crushing, the pain intense. It was too much. All she wanted to do was to sink into oblivion. It was over. She was finished.

But some voice deep inside her screamed at her to stay awake, because if she wasn’t dead yet, she soon would be.

 

 






 

 

Chapter One

 

The blackness in her mind began to lessen. There was a light behind her eyelids that beckoned and called to her. She was afraid to answer that call, terrified to open her eyes. Maybe it was the white light people talked about, the one to follow when you were dead. But she wasn’t dead, was she?

It was just a nightmare, she told herself. She was dreaming; she’d wake up in a minute. But something was wrong. Her bed didn’t feel right. The mattress was hard beneath her back. There were odd bells going off in her head. She smelled antiseptic and chlorine bleach. A siren wailed in the distance. Someone was talking to her, a man.

Her stomach clenched with inexplicable fear as she felt a strong hand on her shoulder. Her eyes flew open, and she blinked rapidly, the scene before her confusing.

She wasn’t home in her bedroom, as she’d expected. A man in a long white coat stood next to the bed. He appeared to be in his fifties, with salt-and-pepper hair, dark eyes, and a serious expression. He held a clipboard in one hand. A stethoscope hung around his neck, and a pair of glasses rested on his long, narrow nose. Next to him stood a short, plump brunette dressed in blue scrubs, offering a compassionate, encouraging smile that seemed to match the name on her name tag, Rosie.

What was going on? Where was she?

“You’re awake,” the doctor said, a brisk note in his voice, a gleam of satisfaction in his eyes. “That’s good. We were getting concerned about you. You’ve been unconscious for hours."

Unconscious? She gazed down the length of her body, suddenly aware of the thin blue gown, the hospital identification band on her wrist, the IV strapped to her left arm. And pain -- there was pain... in her head, her right wrist, and her knees. Her right cheek throbbed. She raised a hand to her temple and was surprised to encounter a bandage. What on earth had happened to her?

“You were in an automobile accident last night,” the doctor told her. “You have some injuries, but you’re going to be all right. You’re at St. Mary’s Hospital just outside of Los Olivos in Santa Barbara County. I’m Dr. Carmichael. Do you understand what I’m saying?"

She shook her head, his brisk words jumbling up in her brain, making little to no sense. “Am I dreaming?” she whispered.

“You’re not dreaming, but you do have a head injury. It’s not unusual to be confused,” the doctor replied. He offered her a small, practiced smile that was edged with impatience. “Now, do you feel up to a few questions? Why don’t we start with your name?"

She opened her mouth to reply, thinking that was an easy question, until nothing came to mind. Her brain was blank. What was her name? She had to have one. Everyone did. What on earth was wrong with her? She gave a helpless shake of her head. “I’m... I’m not sure,” she murmured, shocked by the realization.

The doctor frowned, his gaze narrowing on her face. “You don’t remember your name? What about your address, or where you’re from?"

She bit down on her bottom lip, straining to think of the right answers. Numbers danced in her head, but no streets, no cities, no states. A wave of terror rushed through her. She had to be dreaming -- lost in a nightmare. She wanted to run, to scream, to wake herself up, but she couldn’t do any of those things.

“You don’t know, do you?” the nurse interjected.

“I... I should know. Why don’t I know? What’s wrong with me? Why can’t I remember my name, where I’m from? What’s going on?” Her voice rose with each desperate question.

“Your brain suffered a traumatic injury,” Dr. Carmichael explained. “It may take some time for you to feel completely back to normal. It’s probably nothing to worry about. You just need to rest, let the swelling go down."

His words were meant to be reassuring, but anxiety ran like fire through her veins. She struggled to remember something about herself. Glancing down at her hands, she saw the light pink, somewhat chipped polish on her fingernails and wondered how it could be that her own fingers didn’t look familiar to her. She wore no rings, no jewelry, not even a watch. Her skin was pale, her arms thin. But she had no idea what her face looked like.

“A mirror,” she said abruptly. “Could someone get me a mirror?"

Dr. Carmichael and Rosie exchanged a brief glance, and then he nodded to the nurse, who quickly left the room. “You need to try to stay calm,” he said as he jotted something down on his clipboard. “Getting upset won’t do you any good."

“I don’t know my name. I don’t know what I look like.” Hysteria bubbled in her throat, and panic made her want to jump out of bed and run... but to where, she had no idea. She tried to breathe through the rush of adrenaline. If this were a nightmare, eventually she’d wake up. If it wasn’t... well, then she’d have to figure out what to do next. In the meantime she had to calm down. She had to think.

The doctor said she’d had an accident. Like the car crash in her dream? Was it possible that had been real and not a dream?

Glancing toward the clock, she saw that it was seven thirty. At least she knew how to read the time. “Is it night or morning?” Her gaze traveled to the window, but the heavy blue curtain was drawn, making it impossible for her to see outside.

“It’s morning,” the doctor replied. “You were brought in around nine o’clock last night."

Almost ten hours ago. So much time had passed. “Do you know what happened to me?"

“I’m afraid I don’t know the details, but from what I understand, you were in a serious car accident."

Before she could ask another question, the nurse returned to the room and handed her a small compact mirror.

She opened the compact with shaky fingers, almost afraid of what she would see. She stared at her face for a long minute. Her eyes were light blue, framed by thick black lashes. Her hair was a dull dark brown, long, tangled, and curly, dropping past her shoulders. There were dark circles under her eyes, as well as purple bruises that were accentuated by the pallor of her skin. A white bandage was taped across her temple. Multiple tiny cuts covered her cheekbones. Her face was thin, drawn. She looked like a ghost. Even her eyes were haunted by shadows.

“Oh, God,” she whispered, feeling as if she were looking at a complete stranger. Who was she?

“The cuts will heal,” the nurse said. “Don’t worry. You’ll have your pretty face back before you know it."

It wasn’t the bruises on her face that filled her heart with terror; it was the fact that she didn’t recognize anything about herself. She felt absolutely no connection to the woman in the mirror. She slammed the compact shut, afraid to look any longer. Her pulse raced, and her heart beat in triple time as the reality of her situation sank in. She felt completely vulnerable, and she wanted to run and hide until she figured everything out. She would have jumped out of bed if Dr. Carmichael hadn’t put his hand on her shoulder, perhaps sensing her desperation.

“You’re going to be all right,” he said firmly, meeting her gaze. “The answers will come. Don’t push too hard. Just rest and let your body recuperate from the trauma."

“What if the answers don’t come?” she whispered. “What if I’m like this forever?"

He frowned, unable to hide the concern in his eyes. “Let’s take it one step at a time. There’s a deputy from the sheriff’s office down the hall. He’d like to speak to you."

A police officer wanted to talk to her? That didn’t sound good. She swallowed back another lump of fear. “Why? Why does he want to talk to me?"

“Something to do with your accident. I’ll let him know you’re awake."

As the doctor left the room, Rosie stepped forward. “Can I get you anything -- water, juice, an extra blanket? The mornings are still so cold. I can’t wait until April. I don’t know about you, but I’m tired of the rain. I’m ready for the sun to come out."

That meant it was March, the end of a long, cold winter, spring on the nearby horizon. Images ran through her mind of windy afternoons, flowers beginning to bloom, someone flying a kite, a beautiful red-and-gold kite that tangled in the branches of a tall tree. The laughter of a young girl filled her head -- was it her laughter or someone else’s? She saw two other girls and a boy running across the grass. She wanted to catch up to them, but they were too far away, and then they were gone, leaving her with nothing but a disturbing sense of loss and a thick curtain of blackness in her head.

Why couldn’t she remember? Why had her brain locked her out of her own life?

“What day is it?” she asked, determined to gather as many details as she possibly could.

“It’s Thursday, March twenty-second,” Rosie replied with another sympathetic smile.

“Thursday,” she murmured, feeling relieved to have a new fact to file away, even if it was something as inconsequential as the day of the week.

“Try not to worry. You’ll be back to normal before you know it,” Rosie added.

“I don’t even know what normal is. Where are my things?” she asked abruptly, looking for more answers. Maybe if she had something of her own to hold in her hand, everything would come back to her.

Rosie tipped her head toward a neat pile of clothes on a nearby chair. “That’s what you were wearing when they brought you in. You didn’t have a purse with you, nor were you wearing any jewelry."

“Could you hand me my clothes, please?"

“Sure. They’re a bit bloodied,” Rosie said as she gathered up the clothes and laid them on the bed. “I’ll check on you in a while. Just push the call button if you need anything."

She stared at the pair of blue jeans, which were ripped at the knees, the light blue camisole top, the navy sweater, and the gray jacket dotted with dark spots of blood or dirt, she wasn’t sure which. Glancing across the room she saw a pair of Nike tennis shoes on the floor. They looked worn-out, as if she’d done a lot of running in them.

Another memory flashed in her brain. She could almost feel herself running, the wind in her hair, her heart pounding, the breath tight in her chest. But she wasn’t out for a jog. She wasn’t dressed right. She was wearing a heavy coat, a dress, and high stiletto heels. She tried to hang on to the image floating vaguely in her head, but it disappeared as quickly as it had come. She supposed she should feel grateful she’d remembered something, but the teasing bit only frustrated her more.

She dug her hands into the pockets of her jeans and jacket, searching for some clue as to who she was, but there was nothing there. She was about to put the jacket aside when she noticed an odd lump in the inner back lining. She ran her fingers across the material, surprised to find a flap covering a hidden zipper. She pulled on the zipper and felt inside, shocked when she pulled out a wad of twenty-dollar bills. There had to be at least fifteen hundred dollars. Why on earth had she stashed so much cash in her jacket? Obviously she’d taken great care to hide it, as someone would have had to examine the jacket carefully in order to find the money. Whoever had undressed her had not discovered the cash.

A knock came at her door, and she hurriedly stuffed the money back into her jacket and set it on the end of her bed just seconds before a uniformed police officer entered the room. Her pulse jumped at the sight of him, and it wasn’t with relief but with fear. Her instincts were screaming at her to be cautious, that he could be trouble.

The officer was on the stocky side, with a military haircut, and appeared to be in his mid-forties. His forehead was lined, his skin a ruddy red and weatherbeaten, his gaze extremely serious.

“I’m Tom Manning,” he said briskly. “I’m a deputy with the county sheriff’s department. I’m investigating your car accident."

“Okay,” she said warily. “I should tell you that I don’t remember what happened. In fact, I don’t remember anything about myself."

“Yeah, the doc says you have some kind of amnesia."

His words were filled with suspicion, and skepticism ran through his dark eyes. Why was he suspicious? What reason could she possibly have for pretending not to remember? Had something bad occurred during the accident? Had she done something wrong? Had someone else been hurt? Her stomach turned over at the thought.

“Can you tell me what happened?” she said, almost afraid to ask.

“Your car went off the side of the road in the Santa Ynez Mountains, not far from San Marcos Pass. You plunged down a steep embankment and landed in a ravine about two hundred yards from the road. Fortunately you ran into a tree."

“Fortunately?” she echoed.

“Otherwise you would have ended up in a boulder-filled, high-running creek,” he told her. “The front end of your Honda Civic was smashed, and the windshield was shattered."

Which explained the cuts and bruises on her face.

“You’re a very lucky woman,” the deputy added.

“Who found me?” she asked.

“A witness saw your car go over the side and called nine-one-one. Does any of this sound familiar?"

The part about going off the side of the road sounded a lot like the dream she’d been having. “I’m not sure."

“Were you alone in the car?"

His question surprised her. “I think so.” She thought back to her dream. Had she been alone in the car? She didn’t remember anyone else. “If I wasn’t alone, wouldn’t that other person be here at the hospital?” she asked.

“The back door of your car was open. There was a child’s car seat strapped in the middle of the backseat, a bottle half-filled with milk, and this shoe.” Officer Manning held up a clear plastic bag through which she could see a shoe so small it would fit into the palm of her hand. Her heart began to race. She had the sudden urge to call for a time-out, to make him leave before he said something else, something terrifying, something to do with that shoe. “Oh, God. Stop. I can’t do this."

“I’m sorry, but I need to know. Do you have a baby?” he asked. “Was your child with you in the car?"
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