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    * * * * *


    Sometimes fate needs a little hand…


    Santa Claus is going to have a rough season... Lauren Alexander is raising her daughter alone. Abandoned by her family for her decision to keep her daughter Kristen, she has done a pretty good job for the last six years. Or she thought she had. That's why she is crushed when little Kristen gives up her wish for a toy or goodie and instead asks Santa for a present for her mother. She wants Santa to bring a Daddy. Delivering Daddies isn't Santa's bag.


    But this Santa has a plan...


    Kyle Preston knows what it is like to be abandoned too. Luckily he found the support of loving adoptive parents and has turned himself into one of the most successful Real Estate developers in town.


    Building a house is easy. Building someone's trust is a whole other story. But with a little helping hand, a little Christmas magic can make all the difference in the world.


    * * * * *


    "Mondello's latest, a pulse-pounding, pitch-perfect addition to the romantic-suspense genre... Terrific escapist entertainment, as good as anything in Janet Evanovich's oeuvre." - Kirkus Reviews (starred review)


    Material Witness, named one of Kirkus Reviews Best Books of 2012!


    “Truly a joy to read.” - Susan Mobley


    Her Heart for the Asking - 4 STARS Romantic Times


    “The Marriage Contract is a very entertaining read.” - Sunnye Tiedemann


    The Marriage Contract – 4 STARS Romantic Times


    “Cradle of Secrets, a story shrouded in mystery, darkness and confusion, is quite difficult to resist…captivating, and often quite emotional.” – Robin Taylor


    Cradle of Secrets – 4 STARS Romantic Times


    “Lisa Mondello's Her Only Protector is an extremely stimulating romance and suspense story.” – Robin Taylor


    Her Only Protector – 4.5 STARS Romantic Times


    “Mondello's action-packed story has a nice developing romance.” – Susan Mobley


    Yuletide Protector – 4 STARS Romantic Times


    * * * * *


    Ebooks by Lisa Mondello


    Texas Hearts Series (Contemporary Western Romance)


    Her Heart for the Asking - book 1


    His Heart for the Trusting - book 2


    The More I See - book 3


    Gypsy Hearts - book 4 


    Leaving Liberty – book 5 (To be released in 2013)


    Texas Hearts Box Set (Books 1-3)


    Fate with a Helping Hand Series (Contemporary Romance)


    All I Want for Christmas is You - book 1


    The Marriage Contract – book 2


    The Knight and Maggie’s Baby – book 3


    The Knight and the Cowgirl – book 4 (Soon to be released in 2013)


    Tempting Fate Box Set (books 1-3)


    Heroes of Providence Series (Romantic Suspense)


    Material Witness - book 1 (**Named one of Kirkus Reviews Best Books of 2012)


    Safe Haven – book 2 (Soon to be released in 2013)


    Nothing But Trouble (Contemporary Western Romance)


    


    * * * * *


    


    This book is dedicated with love to my husband, Tom.


    


    * * * * *


    TABLE OF CONTENTS


    Chapter One


    Chapter Two


    Chapter Three


    Chapter Four


    Chapter Five


    Chapter Six


    Chapter Seven


    Chapter Eight


    Chapter Nine


    Chapter Ten


    Chapter Eleven


    Chapter Twelve


    Dear Reader letter with Info for EReader Giveaway


    Excerpt from The Knight and Maggie’s Baby


    Excerpt from The Marriage Contract


    


    * * * * *


    ALL I WANT FOR CHRISTMAS IS YOU


    by Lisa Mondello


    Chapter One


    "Come on, Mommy!" Kristen Alexander said, tugging at her mother's sleeve. "There's no one in line this time."


    "Wait a minute, honey. Let me tie your shoelace." Lauren Alexander squatted down and blew out a quick breath as she made a bow in the Technicolor laces of her six-year-old daughter's sneakers. Kristen was as hard as ever to keep up with these days.


    The shopping mall had been crowded all evening, filled with holiday shoppers carefully selecting their Christmas gifts. Scanning the area, she now saw only a handful of scattered shoppers left, carefully gripping their bundles. With less than three weeks left until Christmas, Lauren had hoped to be farther along with her Christmas shopping. This latest trip to the toy stores, meant as a fishing expedition to find out just what would catch Kristen's eye, had produced nothing but unrest. She'd hoped to make this a special year for Kristen. So far, it wasn't turning out to be what she'd planned. There was no way she would be able to afford the kind of Christmas she'd hoped to have.


    "Mommy!" Kristen squealed, "I don't want to miss Santa Claus!"


    "Okay, give me a kiss," Lauren requested, reaching out to give her a brief hug. Smiling, Kristen quickly obliged. "Do you want me to go with you, baby?"


    "No-o-o-o!" Kristen said, rolling her eyes at her mother.


    "I know you're a big girl now, but I had to ask. I'll be standing right at the end of the ramp, okay?" Lauren assured her, feeling a tug at her heart. Her little girl was so grown up at six years old. Time was flying by so fast. She only wished she had more time to spend with Kristen to watch her grow.


    Kristen trotted up the ramp a few feet and stopped short, abruptly turning and racing back. "My letter for Santa! Mrs. Hopkins helped me with it. I forgot it at home!" she cried with all the panic of a little girl who'd just lost her kitten.


    "No, Krissy, I have it. Mrs. Hopkins gave it to me when I picked you up after work. Remember?" Lauren pulled the sealed envelope marked "North Pole" out of her purse and handed it to Kristen. "Go on. The mall is going to be closing soon."


    Kristen's exasperated expression was replaced with a chubby faced smile as she clutched the letter to Santa in her little hand and bolted up the ramp.


    Thank the heavens above for Mrs. Hopkins, Lauren thought. If she didn't watch Kristen before and after school every day, she couldn't have taken that job at Woodlawn Industries as a customer service representative. She'd still be waitressing and paying baby-sitters top money just to make ends meet. At least now, she had a chance to make something for herself and Kristen. The Woodlawn position offered her the chance for advancement and training she never would have gotten if she'd remained at the restaurant she'd worked at since leaving home.


    She watched Kristen race to meet Santa, determined to tell her Christmas wish. She sighed, feeling her heart fall. If only she had the money to give her all the things she wanted.


    * * *


    Kyle Preston watched as a little blue-eyed cherub of a girl, no more than a first grader, came racing up the ramp toward him. It was as hot as a burning August day in this Santa Claus suit. He'd been wearing it for the last three hours and was soaked skin deep from his boots to his white beard. He needed a shower and a good meal. To say that he was tired was the understatement of the century, but seeing the delightful sparkle of a child at Christmas was worth all the hassle and discomfort of playing Santa Claus.


    "Ho! Ho! Ho!" he called out as the little girl came bustling toward him. Extending his hands in front of him, he gently lifted her into his lap. "And what's your name, little one?" he asked in his disguised Santa Claus voice.


    The little girl looked up at him with wide saucer eyes and murmured softly, "Kristen. But my mommy calls me Krissy."


    "That's such a pretty name for a pretty little girl. Have you been a good girl for your mommy this year, Kristen?"


    "Yep. Sometimes I don't pick up my toys before bed though. Am I gonna git in trouble with you for that?" She didn't look at him. Instead, she stared off down the ramp where a woman in a bulky blue coat stood waiting. Seeing no one else in the vicinity, Kyle presumed it to be her mother.


    "Is it all the time, or do you just forget once in a while?" he asked with Santa Claus authority.


    "I thought you were 'spose to know those things? Mommy always says you can see me when I don't listen." She looked up at him wide-eyed and innocent.


    He chuckled, despite himself, in his normal tone. Then remembering his part, he altered his voice and ho-ho'd a laugh that made Kristen giggle. "Well, Kristen, it's too big a job to look at all the kids all over the world. So I have to ask for a little help every now and again. You don't mind that, do you?" He posed the question not expecting a reply, but to his surprise, Kristen looked up at him thoughtfully, contemplating her answer.


    "I don't mind. Mommy needs help sometimes, too," she said with the innocence of an angel.


    He was too much of a sap for this job, he decided. Maybe it was his nature or maybe it was growing up in an ever-expanding family, but he had a soft spot for this little girl. She was cute as a button with her baby fine blond curls framing her face. Looking down the ramp, he decided her mother wasn't half-bad herself. She appeared a bit tired, but pretty in a simple girl-next-door kind of way. Her flowing ash blond hair fell both to the front and back of her knee length coat. Even from the distance they were at, he recognized that mother and daughter bore a strong resemblance and had the same saucer shaped eyes.


    Kyle turned his attention back to the pressing matter at hand and asked, "So, what do you want for Christmas this year?"


    Kristen's little face brightened even more, if that was at all possible, and she stuck out the envelope she'd been crumbling nervously in her hand. "Here. I wrote it down so you won't forget."


    "Well, I'm impressed. You did this all by yourself?"


    "Mrs. Hopkins helped me."


    He took the envelope and, after breaking the seal, plucked out the note. "Is Mrs. Hopkins your teacher?"


    "Nope." She shook her head back and forth with exaggerated motion. "She's my baby-sitter. We live on the top floor of her house. She plays Barbies with me when Mommy can't cuz she has to work."


    "Well, let's see what toys we have here on your list." Kyle opened the note and began to read the "Dear Santa" aloud, but stopped as soon as he began.


    Dear Santa,


    Plez send me a daddy for Christmas so Mommy doesn't have to work so much.


    Luv, Krissy Alexander


    Kyle felt his chest tighten. This letter decided it. He was much too much of a sap for this job.


    "You don't have a daddy, Kristen?" he asked softly as he re-folded the note.


    "Nope."


    "What happened to him?" he asked, immediately doubting the wisdom of putting forth such a question to someone so young.


    "We never had one. Mommy says we do just fine as a twosome. That means just Mommy and me," she clarified, nodding her head with certainty.


    "Oh. You're pretty smart for a girl your age."


    "I know. Mommy tells me so all the time," she said unabashed.


    "What's your mommy's name?"


    "Lauren Alexander. She's over there. Hi, Mommy!" Kristen waved her hand frantically. The woman at the end of the ramp beamed with pride and waved back.


    "Your mommy is very pretty," Kyle said mostly to himself when he saw how Lauren Alexander's beautiful wide smile brightened her face and made what he mistook as being simple much more appealing.


    "Yep," she answered as if the point was not debatable.


    He looked down at Kristen and smiled. "There must be some toy you'd like Santa...uh...me to bring you Christmas morning."


    "Nope. Just a daddy. I think my mommy could use it."


    Kyle couldn't help but laugh at the double meaning of her words. "Glad to see you're looking out for your mommy, Kristen. But what about you?"


    "I never had a daddy." Her eyes narrowed in as she frowned. "So I don't know. Does that mean you're not gonna git us one?"


    Kyle had spent the first twelve years of his life being shifted around until he found a family that would love him no matter what. The most impressionable years of his life were spent thinking no one cared, that he was nothing special. Looking at Kristen, he knew she was special, but did she?


    And Lauren Alexander. Obviously, she was alone, raising her daughter the best way she could. It had to be a hard thing to have no one to lean on.


    Looking back on his life, Kyle realized he'd pretty much forgotten what that had been like. These days, as far as family went, his cup runneth over. There were a lot of people to do the leaning and even more to do the leaning on in the Preston household. Yeah, it had to be hard for Lauren Alexander if her young daughter felt it necessary to give her Christmas wish away.


    "No, Kristen. That doesn't mean you're not going to get a daddy. It's just..." he started, but couldn't quite find the words to explain the complications involved in such a request. Especially when Kristen looked up at him with wide puppy-dog eyes.


    Why couldn't she have asked for an Easy Bake Oven?


    All of the sudden, he found himself feeling abundantly protective of Kristen and her mother. This was, after all, the holiday season. It was a time when all should reach out to their fellow man, woman, or as in this case, child.


    He tried a different tactic, hoping the little girl would quickly see the flaw in her request and ask for something more Santa Claus possible. "Don't you think that your mommy would want to pick out a daddy on her own? What if she doesn't like the daddy I bring?"


    Kristen looked puzzled. Exactly what he'd wanted, although he had to admit to himself he didn't enjoy trading innocence for the turmoil in her expression. He just couldn't see any other way around this without flat out telling her he couldn't do it. That would be like telling her Santa Claus didn't exist at all and there was no way he'd be the one to say such an evil thing.


    "But Mommy doesn't have any time to find a daddy. That's why I figure it's up to me." She nodded her head with determination.


    If there were any way to bottle that kind of pure love and devotion, he'd do it. That soft spot was turning to mush as Kyle felt his heart grow warmer with every thump. He knew he couldn't do his usual routine and tell the child she'd only get her wish if she was real good and picked up her toys when asked. In the end, she'd only surmise she'd done something wrong for Santa not to grant her Christmas request.


    "I can tell you love your mommy a whole lot," he murmured softly.


    Kristen nodded her reply. A weary smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. Or maybe she was tired, he thought, remembering the time. The mall was closing at any moment. The grilled gates had already been slammed down and locked up on the front of some stores. Custodians were busy emptying the trashcans and vacuuming the carpets. As Kyle panned the area, he saw that the last remaining shoppers had already vacated the premises.


    Turning his attention back to Kristen, who was now yawning as she lazily leaned against his chest, he said, "I can't make any promises for this year, honey. Being so close to Christmas, all the daddy's have already been spoken for. But I'll see what I can do for next year," he promised.


    He wasn't at all pleased with his answer. What he wouldn't do to make Kristen's dream come true? He looked down the ramp at Lauren Alexander. She gave him a forced smile that hinted of impatience as she shifted her weight from one foot to the other, her hands jammed deep in her coat pockets.


    "You be the good girl I know you are and there will be something extra special for you on Christmas morning. Okay?"


    It was late. He was hot as hell. He had to get home, have a hot shower, and grab a good meal.


    But none of that mattered, because now he just felt like a dog. Why couldn't she have asked for a puppy? he thought as he watched Kristen trot toward her mother. He could have easily run right down to the pet shop at the mall and picked out a golden retriever, or collie, or whatever kind of puppy looked cute as a button, just like the little girl. Instead, she asked for the one thing a Santa had no control over.


    There were times in his life when Kyle had known failure. Going from nothing to being the owner of his own shopping mall in Western Massachusetts had given him cause to stare failure right between the eyes. But in all his thirty years, he never felt as low and pitiful as he did right now.


    His appetite suddenly gone, he decided the heck with the dinner. He changed out of his straight jacket and called it a day.


    * * *


    Lauren turned the key in the ignition for the second time and said a silent prayer that the car's engine would turn over.


    Nothing.


    "Not now," she moaned, a sinking feeling flooding her. She'd already secured Kristen in the back seat and fastened her seat belt. A quick glance in the rear view mirror showed the little girl had already fallen asleep.


    Popping the lever that released the hood of her late model sedan, she noticed the light panel. Her hands instinctively pushed the knob on and off in frustration when she realized she'd left her lights on the entire time she'd been shopping. Now her battery was dead.


    "Good going, Lauren," she chided herself.


    After climbing out into the cold, she lifted the hood and blankly stared down at her car engine, feeling the bitter cold sting her exposed cheeks. Taking in another frosty breath, she realized she had no idea what she was looking at and no idea what to do. Cursing, she kicked the air in frustration.


    To add insult to injury, it had begun to snow while she'd been in the mall. Any other time it would have brought out the playful spirit of Christmas in her. She'd always loved a white blanket of snow on the ground during the Christmas season.


    She glanced over at Kristen and saw that she was already fast asleep, slumped over in the back seat. The snow was going to make it more difficult to carry her to a pay phone and call a tow truck, but she had no other choice. The temperature had dropped considerably in the few hours they'd been shopping and it wasn't safe to stay exposed for too long.


    Twisting her body around, she saw that the parking lot was empty. At least she'd parked in a well-lit area just below a lamppost, something working late nights at the restaurant had taught her to do many years previous. As she gazed up at the bright light above her, she became hypnotized for a fleeting moment by the colors of the dense snow falling like crystals from the sky.


    "You stuck?" a deep voice, one that sounded much too close for comfort, called out and startled Lauren, causing her to swing around.


    She licked her chapped lips and stared at the tall man who had seemingly come out of nowhere. His hair was wet and matted, colored a mousy blond. He was hunched forward slightly with his hands shoved deep into the pockets of his sporty ski jacket.


    "No," she lied. The last thing she needed was some deranged wanderer to come by and steal what little she didn't have. Lauren quickly shifted her thoughts to Kristen, sleeping in the back seat. He could take anything he wanted, but she'd walk through fire to protect her precious daughter from harm.


    "Interesting," he returned, darting a glance in the direction of her exposed engine.


    "What is?" She tried desperately to appear unfazed.


    "Well, I'm no expert, but I have never known someone to fill their engine with snow before taking it out for a drive," the stranger said teasingly, his hot breath misting as it hit the cold air. He moved to the front of the car, half out of her view, presumably looking at the engine.


    Crow bar! That's what she needed now, she decided. If she only knew where it was kept in her car, she was sure she could make good use of it, if need be. Now was no time to beat herself up about not paying attention during drivers Ed class. Something else to thank Kristen's father for at some later date since he was the subject of her attention during that fateful time in her life. In any case, it didn't stop her stomach from lurching forward with every move this stranger made.


    The man stuck his head out from behind the hood. "Nothing seems to be disconnected. Let me try the engine."


    "That won't be necessary," she blurted out. There was no way she was going to let some stranger climb into her car and drive away with her baby. In an attempt at bluffing, she informed him, "I've already called my husband, and he'll be here any minute."


    "No he won't." The aplomb in his voice, more than his words, told her that he was unconvinced.


    She struck a threatening pose with her arms held out in front of her, fists clenched, and shouted, "Don't come any closer. I'm a black belt in Karate."


    He glanced at her blankly and darted his eyebrows upward. "No you're not."


    Lauren's pulse quickened, and she nervously shifted her body weight from one foot to the other, grounding herself in. The mama bear in her reared up and her claws stretched out in full fighting force. Just let him try to take her little cub away. She'd make sure it was the sorriest day of his pathetic life.


    He shot her a mocking grin that tilted ever so slightly. "Why don't you use some of that heat to fire up the engine?"


    "Huh?" Her heart pounding in her chest, Lauren unclenched her fists and stepped back toward the driver's side door.


    "Try turning the ignition."


    "What do you want?" she asked suspiciously, her guard never faltering.


    "You don't have to be afraid. I just want to help you and your daughter get home before you freeze to death out here."


    A bone chilling fear shot up her spin. He hadn't been close enough to see a child in the back seat. How could he have known? "Are you stalking me? I have a gun, you know. And I won't hesitate to use it!" She stuck her thumb and her index finger out and aimed it at the most sensitive part of his male anatomy, sneering at him.


    "I believe you would," he said. Tilting his head to one side, he blew out an exaggerated breath, emitting a cloud of mist from his mouth. "But if you're going to bluff, at least try to be a little more convincing. Right now, you're about as threatening as a kitten."


    "Kittens have claws," she warned, flexing her fingers.


    "Cats have claws," he amended. "You, my sweet, are still a kitten."


    Lauren straightened her spine and huffed. "I'm going to scream. Is that threatening enough for you? The security guards will be more than willing to arrest you on the spot and throw your sorry butt in jail for...for..."


    "Helping you? No, they wouldn't do that," he said confidently.


    "What makes you so all mighty sure, buster?" she shot back, verbally attacking him. Nothing else seemed to make a dent in him and she was running out of bluffs.


    "Because I'm the one who signs their pay checks." He turned back at the mall and extended his hand. "I own this place."


    "No you don't!" she challenged. She wasn't born yesterday. On her own since she was pregnant at eighteen, Lauren knew a snow job when she saw one.


    He blew out another quick breath and shrugged. When he moved his hand toward his back pocket, Lauren screamed loud and long.


    The stranger stopped dead in his tracks. "What on earth did you do that for?"


    "Don't try anything funny!" she commanded, holding her hands out in front of her as a shield.


    Ignoring her, he extracted his wallet. After sifting through it, he plucked out what appeared to be a business card and extended it to her. "See for yourself. Kyle Preston, owner of Preston Galleria."


    She quickly glanced at the card in his hand without taking it, and then followed his gaze to the sign on the two-story building behind him.


    "How do I know you're legit?" she asked, still leery of accepting his story. She'd been a fool once when she was young, taking every little word as being the truth. That only left her alone, struggling to make a life for her and Kristen. She couldn't afford to keep making that mistake.


    "I assure you that my intentions aren't mercenary. Please, just get behind the wheel and try to start the car. If my instincts are right, all you have is a dead battery," he said evenly, seemingly tired of the game.


    "I know that's all it is." She folded her arms across her chest, feeling proud of herself for at least figuring that one on her own. "I left my lights on."


    "Oh. Good," he said in resignation. "Then I'll jump you."


    "Not on your life!" She struck her Karate pose and ground her teeth, the mama bear in her coming to life again.


    When he caught the double meaning of his words, he revised, "I'll bring my car around so that I can jump start your car's battery."


    With that, he was gone. Lauren wasn't sure if he'd come back after the way she'd attacked him. Kitten, my butt, she fumed. She had claws just like the next cat.


    Kyle was gone for what seemed liked hours, but in reality was only a few minutes. The cold may have had a hand at the slow passing of the time. She couldn't feel her toes in her boots anymore.


    What would it hurt to accept some help from a stranger, she thought as she moved to the back of the car? She'd conditioned herself not to trust anyone in the past seven years. Maybe she was becoming too hard, too cold. And although Kyle Preston looked like he'd been put through the proverbial ringer when he appeared out of thin air, he did seem sincere about just wanting to help.


    And it was more than that, she had to admit to herself. Except she couldn't quite put a finger on what it was about Kyle Preston that made her think she should trust him. Without something tangible for her to grasp on to, trusting was a dangerous thing to do to say the least.


    After inserting the key in the lock, she opened the trunk and pulled out the blanket she kept there for just this type of emergency. She was just placing the blanket over Kristen when she saw headlights approach. The vehicle stopped head to head with her car and Kyle jumped out.


    "Why don't you sit in your car? You'll be warmer. I'll only be a minute," Kyle said as he opened the hood of his Jeep and began connecting jumper cables.


    Lauren slid into the driver's seat and rubbed her hands together, thankful that this ordeal would soon be over. She blew a hot breath through her frozen fingers before positioning them on the frigid steering wheel as she waited.


    "Ready?" she called out the crack in her window after hearing a car door slam.


    There was a sudden roar of the Jeep's engine. Then Kyle hollered, "Go ahead and try to start her."


    Lauren turned the key in the ignition once. The Ford whined in protest until, finally, the engine turned over. She released the breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding. "Thank God," she whispered, looking up at the ceiling of her car.


    "You should run it for a few minutes before trying to drive. Let the battery get a little more juice." Kyle quickly removed the wires conjoining the two cars and closed the hoods.


    She floored the gas pedal to warm the engine and turned on the heat in the car before climbing out.


    "I don't know how to thank you," Lauren said softly. Embarrassment flooded her with the memory of the way she'd behaved earlier.


    "No need. You're all set now." Kyle smiled warmly. As he spoke, the sound of his resonant baritone voice soothingly settled her fear. She looked at him and, for the first time, she felt completely at ease. His face was kind, his smile was warm, and she realized he meant what he said, he only wanted to help.


    "I apologize for the way..." she started, staring down at the inches of snow on the ground that had accumulated during the short time.


    As if sensing her embarrassment, Kyle broke in and said, "Like I said. There is no need. Good will toward men and all that holiday cheer. Woman in your case, Ms. Alexander. You and Kristen are all set now." His eyes grew bright as he gazed at her. Despite the calming effect the deep timbre of his voice gave her just a few short moments ago, she now felt as if she'd just been struck by a bolt of lightning.


    Fear racked her body causing her to shudder. "How do you know my name? M-my daughter's name?" she stammered, not missing a beat. She hadn't told him, but he knew. That feeling of ease was short-lived. She trembled, more fearful than she'd been earlier when she foolishly bluffed.


    Kyle dug his hand deep into his denim-clad pocket, extracted a crumpled piece of paper, and held it out to her.


    "What's this all about," she blurted out, her eyes fixed on his hands, her breathing becoming shallow.


    "You don't have to be afraid. This will explain it all. I promise you." He smiled warmly and Lauren wanted to trust him if only to believe in simple kindness.


    With shaking hands, she took the piece of paper, warm from being in the pocket close to Kyle's body. She held it up straight so that she could see Kyle while reading the words on the paper. "Dear Santa..." she read out loud, and then read the next part silently. “ Oh, no," she moaned.


    "I know. That's just how I felt."


    Lauren shot him a skeptical glance. "How did you get this?"


    "Kristen gave it to me."


    "That's impossible. Mrs. Hopkins just helped her with it this afternoon and-"


    "And she gave it to me in the Mall," Kyle finished for her.


    She looked at him quizzically, still trying to comprehend the course of events leading up to his seizure of her daughter's precious note.


    "It's not that hard to figure out, Lauren," Kyle said warmly. His dark eyes gleamed with the light from the lamppost. He wore no hat to protect his head from the falling snow. Now his hair was filled with powdered flakes, matting it down. His grin was bright and wide as he informed her, "I'm Santa Claus."


    # # #


    Chapter Two


    In all her twenty-five years, Lauren thought she'd heard almost every line imaginable from a man. She was wrong. This one took the cake.


    "And I'm the good witch of the North," she said sarcastically, trying to keep her voice steady. "Did you pick this up in the garbage or something?"


    "I know you don't believe me-"


    "You're right. I don't."


    "I am telling you the truth."


    The truth. Where had she heard that before? We love you no matter what, her father had told her. I'll always stand by you, Kristen's father had promised her. In the end, they both let her down by not keeping their word. The truth stung like a honeybee protecting its hive when it turned into a big, fat lie.


    "Sure. Well, thanks for your help, anyway." She turned to move away, but his heavy sigh caused her to turn around again. She saw the defeated resignation in his expression and said, "You really are telling me the truth, aren't you?"


    "That's what I said." He smiled as he lifted his hands in the air and let them fall against his side.


    She decided Kyle Preston had a nice smile, completely void of hidden intentions. She knew she had no reason to doubt his words. It had just been too many years of mistrusting and keeping her guard up so high that the old habit was hard to break.


    "What did Kristen...my daughter say to you?" She wasn't quite sure what had prompted Kristen to ask for a daddy from Santa Claus. Lauren found her own insecurity forging her on to ask for more information.


    "She said you work too hard." He spoke delicately, as if her hearing the words might break her, which it did. "She wanted you to have some help. And she said she loves you very much."


    Lauren felt a smile tug at her lips. Her heart filled beyond capacity. She loved her little girl with all her heart and soul. She also felt Kristen's love come back at her tenfold. It was so much like her to think of her mommy.


    "I always thought I was doing a good job taking care of her, you know. But here she is trying to take care of me." Lauren looked down at her boots and bit her bottom lip, feeling the chapped skin peel. She nervously kicked a layer of powdered snow in frustration.


    Not once had she ever heard Kristen mention wanting a daddy. She always thought of the two of them as a team, a twosome. Guilt crept through her veins with the realization of what Kristen obviously felt she was missing in her life, something Lauren alone couldn't give her. Even more so because she felt the need to ask someone else about it, instead of her own mother.


    She asked Santa Claus no less!


    Fire burned in the pit of Lauren's stomach. If Kristen couldn't tell her about wanting a daddy, then what else was she missing in her life that Lauren couldn't provide?


    A familiar anxiety swept through her, leaving her trembling. It was the same fear she felt when she boarded the bus to leave her hometown when Kristen was just days old. Back then, she wondered if she'd made the right decision for Kristen. And now, with Kristen feeling the way she did, she had to wonder if maybe she hadn't.


    "Why don't we get some coffee or hot chocolate," Kyle suggested. "It's way too cold for us to be standing here discussing this."


    "I have to get Kristen home. It's late and she has school tomorrow." Lauren blinked back a hot tear and sniffed. "Thank you for all your help, Kyle." She extended her hand intending to shake his in thanks.


    He obliged by taking her hand in his. But to her surprise, instead of a simple handshake, he tenderly squeezed it, holding on for a lingering moment. "If you ever need anything, don't hesitate to call me. Kristen's a great kid."


    "Yes, she is." Lauren swallowed hard in an effort to clear the lump lodged in her throat. Too overwhelmed by Kyle's kindness to say anymore, she felt her bottom lip quiver.


    "Take my card. Keep it handy. Please." He held out his hand and the business card with his phone number.


    Lauren blinked hard and shook her head. "We're fine. Thank you very much for your help." She took a deep breath and opened the car door.


    The warm car felt inviting when she finally plopped into the driver's seat. After fastening her seat belt, she turned around to find Kyle standing by her door peering into the crack of the open window.


    "Tomorrow night there's a tree lighting ceremony in the town square. You may have heard about it on the local news," he said in one breath as if he thought she would flee before he had a chance to finish. The thought had crossed her mind.


    "Yeah, I think I remember hearing something about it." Lauren revved the engine.


    "There'll be a Santa for the kids. They're having a sleigh ride, hot chocolate, cookies and-"


    "Why are you telling me this?" she asked.


    He appeared taken aback by her question. She hadn't meant it to sound so blunt, but apparently, it had. "Because I thought it would be a nice thing for Kristen...and for you. Things can get so hectic sometimes that we forget to stop and enjoy life, live a little."


    This time, his words stung. "Is that what she said?" she asked. Her bottom lip quivered uncontrollably and a single tear betrayed her strength.


    "Mrs. Hopkins plays Barbie dolls with her because you have to work." His face was serious, but not judgmental, she observed. He knew too much of the truth for Lauren not to believe that Kristen actually confided those secrets to him.


    With the last bit of her resolve eaten away, Lauren burst into tears. Kyle opened the car door and, leaning in, he rubbed her back as she sobbed.


    "I didn't mean to upset you...I just..."


    Damn! Kyle cursed inwardly. He tenderly placed his arm around her shoulder in an attempt at comfort. What he wanted to do was pull her into his arms and hold her until she felt better, but given her earlier response, he thought better of it. Without actually walking in her shoes, he knew how she felt. He'd already been there on another level when he had no one to call his own.


    In the warmth of the car, the scent of her drifted to him, invading his senses. It was fresh and clean like a clear day after a snowstorm, yet there was something sultry that struck a chord deep within him. He cursed himself silently for the stirrings it caused. Yeah, maybe it had been a while since he'd had a woman in his life, but he wasn't in the habit of seducing a defenseless creature like Lauren. He wasn't about to start now no matter how silky her hair looked. Or how fragrantly the scent of her filled his head. She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear exposing high cheekbones framing her eyes and that was the final straw. He pulled himself to a stand to regain his composure.


    Lauren dropped her hands from her face and swiped away the tears with one quick motion. "I'm going to wake up Kristen if I don't stop this." She sniffed back a few more tears and reached over to shut the door. "Thank you again."


    He caught the door with his hand. "What about the tree lighting ceremony? Will I see you there?" he asked, surprised at feeling a little more hopeful with the idea of seeing Lauren again.


    "No."


    "Come on. You can't just work for the rest of your life and-"


    "I'm married," she blurted out, looking straight into his eyes.


    "Oh." He blew out a mist of breath in confusion. His eyes inadvertently glanced at her left hand. "I'm sorry. I didn't see a ring and after what Kristen said..." He let his voice trail off trying to make sense of all the events that transpired over the evening and where he'd gone wrong. Why had Kristen told him she never had a daddy? And if that was true, then why was Lauren telling him she had a husband? It just didn't make sense.


    The uncertainty in her eyes hit him like a hammer to a nail and it all made sense. "You're bluffing again, aren't you? You're not really married," he said softly.


    She wilted right before his eyes, her shoulders sagging and she let out a slow breath. "No, I'm not. Kristen never knew her father," Lauren offered. She turned her face away and gazed out the windshield, seemingly mesmerized by the windshield wipers pushing the new fallen snow aside. "He's been out of the picture since before she was born. I guess that's why she wants a daddy. She never had one."


    "I'm sorry," Kyle said in sympathy. The guy was a louse. But then again, he'd known just that type of louse when he was a kid. The only difference between Kristen and him was that Kristen had never known her father's rejections. Kyle had been old enough to stand in the courtroom and hear his own father denounce him as his son.


    He pushed the horrid memory aside. Too many years had passed since that painful moment in his life. Too many good things had come into his life and taken its place. He hadn't always seen things that way, but thank God he'd wised up enough to finally see the light.


    "Don't be sorry. I'm not. Kristen and I do just fine by ourselves," Lauren indicated, that same wildcat determination he'd seen earlier coming back to life in her expression.


    Kyle figured it was true, but not by way of an easy road. What he wouldn't do to make things just a little bit easier for her.


    "I see." Kyle felt a strange distance forced between them. The purr of both car engines seemed to grow with intensity as each second passed. "About tomorrow night, how about it?"


    "No, I don't think so. I have to do...something." She tossed her hand in the air, giving it a fleeting second of thought, and then added, "I have to wash my hair, do my taxes...something."


    "Taxes?" he questioned under his breath, his eyebrows raised.


    "Okay, I know it's not the greatest excuse," she admitted, fixing him with a stare, "but it's the best I can do. You seem like a nice person and you've been very kind, but I don't want to get involved with anyone. I'm just not interested in-"


    "We're talking hot chocolate and a Twinkie. Maybe a few Christmas songs, if you can keep a tune. Even if you can't, we don't discriminate. We're not talking marriage." He couldn't keep the smile from creeping into his expression.


    "Are you trying to tell me you weren't just coming on to me?" she asked, cocking her head to one side. The tears were gone now and a hint of a smile adorned her face.


    Kyle found himself with a mixed sense of protectiveness for her vulnerability and attraction because her lips suddenly looked so kissable. He hadn't intended the invitation to be a come on, but giving it a second thought, maybe it was. Put on another track, he decided he wouldn't mind it if she thought he'd made the pass. He'd like it even better if she'd accept.


    "Yes," he lied. "I mean, I asked because I thought it might be a fun mother/daughter thing, a way for you to spend some fun time together during the holidays. Everyone has a good time."


    She blinked and appeared uncertain, maybe even a little disheartened. "Good," she said, turning her gaze from his face.


    "Would that be such a bad thing?" he asked, hoping to get some insight into that flicker of disappointment he saw flash across her face.


    She pulled at the car door gently as a hint for him to move aside. "It's cold and I really do have to get Kristen home. Thank you again, Kyle."


    "My pleasure."


    He watched her drive away, the red taillights of her late model car blurring into a cloud of falling snow. She's just another woman, he told himself. A beautiful woman with eyes like the full moon and full lips made for stealing a sweet kiss. It had been a long time since he'd thought along those lines. Pulling his fingers through his ice-laden hair, he decided it had been way too long.


    * * *


    Kyle walked through the crowd of chatting locals gathered for the annual tree lighting ceremony, no doubt gossiping about their own neighbors or whoever was up for selectman at the next election. Bringing the town together brought out the good and bad in everyone. Kyle liked to think that it was mostly the best. He groaned inwardly remembering the mischief that came out of him in his youth when everyone was congregated here for the Christmas festivities.


    Well, that was then, he mused. It had been a long time since he acted so irresponsibly. Coming of age had a way of bringing you to your senses. Facing a jail sentence had a way of doing it, too. He was lucky it never got to that point, thanks to his parents and some hard lessons learned. He only wished he had been the only one to pay for those lessons learned.


    He drew in a frosty breath that chilled his lungs. Deep down he knew that everything he did was somehow connected to Chas and that fateful night. It had been a turning point for both of them. Unfortunately, for Chas, Kyle had been the one to get the better end of the deal. If only they'd stayed put twelve years ago, Chas wouldn't have paid for his mistake.


    Kyle grabbed a piece of fried dough from the concession stand and spied a St. Bernard leashed to a barrel marked "Non-perishable Food Donation." Immediately he thought of his dog, Max, lounging at home in front of the wood stove. At least, he hoped the dog was still lounging in front of the stove. After the Thanksgiving fiasco, both he and Max would be in the doghouse if he weren’t. He didn't feel comfortable taking his dog to such a public affair. But giving it another thought, he wasn't sure leaving all one hundred and fifteen pounds of dog home alone with unprotected upholstery was a better alternative.


    He patted the dog on the head and tossed a piece of fried dough, which the dog swallowed with one gulp.


    The weather had been kinder tonight, rising a full ten degrees above what it had been hovering at for the last week. The sun had been out all day giving way to a beautiful star filled sky as a backdrop for the lighting of the sixty-foot high Norwegian Pine tree in the center of the town common. He walked around. Looking. Searching.


    He groaned inwardly. The Lauren Alexander thing was a dead issue. He'd thought about her all day and hoped she would come. He'd been through this crowd at least twice and still hadn't caught a glimpse of her and Kristen when he finally decided to head back to the concession stand for a cup of hot chocolate.


    What was wrong with him? So she'd decided not to come, he fumed, jamming his free hand in his jacket pocket. It's not as if she said she would. In fact, she flat out said she wouldn't. Still, he'd found himself hoping that she would change her mind.


    * * *


    Lauren walked the slippery sidewalk clutching Kristen's small mittened hand in hers. Her apartment was only a few short blocks from the town common.


    Although the day had been warm and sunny, the temperature had dipped just below freezing after sunset creating a slick sheet of ice on the walkway. "Careful, Krissy," Lauren cautioned when she saw Kristen's feet slipping.


    "I'm okay, Mommy," Kristen replied, looking up at her with a wide grin.


    Kristen had heard about the tree lighting ceremony from the teacher at school today. When Lauren had picked her up from Mrs. Hopkins apartment, Kristen talked endlessly about going. After the dinner dishes were finally cleared, washed and put away, she continued to express her desire to come and see Santa just one more time. In her heart, Lauren knew the reason. She wanted to ask Santa for a daddy again. In the end, she conceded, bundling the two of them up for a cold winters walk.


    She really didn't want to go to this damned ceremony, Lauren kept trying to convince herself all day at work. She'd probably run into Kyle here and that was the last thing she needed. Images of Kyle Preston kept creeping back to her during the lull of phone calls that usually occupied her workday. The twinkle of glee in his eye as he stood beneath the lamppost and smiled at her, the well-defined Nordic features of his face haunted her. This was not a good sign, she surmised. Yes, Kyle Preston was the last thing she needed in her life right now.


    Why had she told him she was married? She recalled the conversation they'd had the previous evening when he helped her with her car and knew the reason. For the past seven years since Kristen's father left her alone and pregnant, she kept every prospective male suitor at arm’s length. Not that there were many, but her convenient declaration pretty much killed any and all prospective chances for romance.


    Being married had been an excuse she used on numerous occasions while she was waitressing and encountered an overzealous, slightly intoxicated patron. Even some of the kitchen help that had asked her out for coffee after her shift were not immune to this excuse.


    Yet with its convenience, it was still a lie. And Kyle had seen right through it where other men had simply accepted it as truth. But the truth was she was never married to Kristen's father. Her one and only sexual encounter that resulted in a teenage pregnancy, shattering her hopes and dreams for a promising future, had also shattered her first and only romantic relationship. Once Kristen was born, she kept her mind focused on raising the daughter she'd fought so hard to keep and pushed any notion of romantic entanglement aside. It had been easy for the past seven years. There really hadn't been anyone who'd turned her head and made her think of giving them half a chance. Until now.


    "Hold my hand, honey," Lauren advised as they scurried across the busy intersection that led to the town common.


    Although they had lived in town for the past six years, this was the first year they were coming out for the big festivities. Lauren had always worked nights as a waitress, choosing to spend her days at home with Kristen when she was a preschooler. Now that she had arrived and saw all the Christmas decorations and heard the carolers singing, she was just as excited as Kristen to be here.


    "Did we miss Santa?" Kristen asked as she tugged on Lauren's arm, pulling her toward the decorated gazebo where Santa was expected to be seated.


    Lauren took a quick look around. The tall pine tree had already been trimmed with a zillion lights waiting to be set ablaze. The long roped area off the front of the gazebo leading down toward the center of the tree lined common was already filled with parents and children waiting in line to tell Santa their Christmas wishes.


    "We didn't miss anything, yet," Lauren confirmed. "Look, the tree is still dark. They wouldn't dare light the tree without Santa."


    Kristen gave an excited squeal and wrenched at her mother's arm with impatience. "Come on, Mommy."


    "Not yet, sweetie. Let me get a hot cup of something to drink first. It looks like they have some fried dough. Want some?" Lauren asked. It was the holiday season. The sugar-coated dough was probably not the best thing for Kristen's teeth, but it was Christmastime. It was nothing an extra-long brushing couldn't fix before climbing into bed.


    "Yeah!" Kristen declared and began pulling her mother toward the concession stand.


    That's when she saw Kyle talking to the woman behind the concession stand as he patted a gigantic dog tied to a barrel. Her first thought was to change directions and head toward the gazebo. Maybe she could get lost in the crowd. But she was too late. He swung around and saw her walking toward him, making no attempt to hide his surprise or pleasure at their arrival.


    He stood up straight just staring at her with his cool as ice eyes, pushing the strands of hair the wind had blown in his face back with one brush of his hand. Even from the distance they were at she could tell he was a good ten inches taller than her five foot six frame. She noticed for the first time what she couldn't last night, he was exceedingly handsome. His hair was long, touching his shoulder blades in the back, with blonde tips and rich brown roots that gave it an almost frosted appearance. It was something she hadn't noticed last night when his hair was wet from the snow. His facial features were strong and hard, reminiscent of a Viking.


    When he'd come out of nowhere last night and offered her aid, she'd feared him. She knew she had need. She tried to tell herself it was because she was alone and he was a stranger. And now she feared him again, but it had nothing to do with her and Kristen's safety. It had everything to do with a need that lay dormant inside her for far too long.


    "I'm glad you made it," he said when they reached the concession stand. Lauren remained at a good ten foot distance, fearing the behemoth dog might leap on Kristen. "Oh, don't be frightened. They're big, but these dogs are pretty much harmless," Kyle assured them. "That is as long as you don't have any fried dough."


    "Or a perfected basted and stuffed turkey," the woman that Kyle had been conversing with spouted from behind the counter.


    Up close, Lauren guessed that she was no more than ten or fifteen years older than Kyle. She was petite in size and her short brown hair curled around her ear muffs. What she noticed more was the way her cocoa colored eyes gleamed with affection at Kyle, making Lauren wonder about the nature of their relationship.


    "A word of warning, my dear. Make sure you keep your hands and food held high."


    Kyle laughed, but appeared slightly abashed. "Are you still sore about Thanksgiving, Ma?"


    "What do you think?" the woman returned, rolling her eyes at Kyle.


    "I think I'd better quit while I'm still ahead," he answered.


    "Good thinking."


    Kyle brushed his arm across Lauren's back and she immediate felt a pulse of warmth beneath her heavy coat from his touch. "Ma, this is Lauren Alexander and the little one hiding behind her here is Kristen."


    Kristen shyly pulled into her mother in an attempt to hide herself. It was a typical reaction for Kristen when meeting new people. Of course, Kristen had no idea that she'd already met Kyle the previous evening and still felt intimidated.


    "This is my mother, Judy Preston," he told Lauren.


    "Nice to meet you Mrs. Preston," Lauren returned cordially. She held her eyes on Judy, noting her youthful appearance, then glanced back at Kyle as if to make the link. But she couldn't figure out what didn't seem right about the connection.


    "Please call me Judy. Did you have any trouble finding a parking space? It gets so crowded and with all the snow, parking is scarce."


    "We live just a few blocks from here so we walked," Lauren told her. "I had no idea this was such a big deal. We've never been."


    "Really? You must be new to town. Brimfield has been putting on this celebration for years." Judy seemed nice and friendly, Lauren decided.


    "We've lived here a few years. We just haven't had the opportunity to come."


    "We're a rowdy crowd but we have a good time," Kyle said, giving her a mischievous grin.


    Without warning, he placed his arm loosely around her shoulder. The gesture felt so natural that Lauren didn't think to pull away until it seemed it would become too obvious to everyone around them. Although the wave of heat his touch generated filled her with a stirring deep beneath the pit of her belly, she found herself enjoying the fire kindling inside her. It had been way too long since any man spawned such desires.


    "So, Kyle tells me you're coming for dinner on Sunday," Judy said as if it were a confirmation of something already discussed.


    "I beg your pardon?" Bewildered, Lauren looked, first at Judy, then at Kyle.


    Kyle blew out a breath and gave her a crooked grin. "Ma, would you let me get around to asking her first?"


    "What are you wasting time for? Just ask the girl for cripes sake," Judy chortled.


    "Well, I, uh-" Lauren stammered.


    "Are we going somewhere, Mommy?" Kristen asked curiously, looking up at Lauren with widened eyes.


    "Here, have a cup of hot chocolate to warm you." Judy extended a Styrofoam cup filled with hot chocolate and piece of fried dough lightly dusted with powdered sugar. Lauren automatically accepted, keeping the hot chocolate for herself and handing the pastry to Kristen.


    Kyle quickly whisked her away from the concession stand. "Sorry about that."


    "It's okay. She's just..." Lauren turned to look back at the concession stand, still reeling from the strange conversation.


    "What is it?" he asked, answering her befuddled expression.


    "I'm sorry. It was rude of me to stare. It's just that your mother..."


    "I know. She spoke a little soon. But the invitation still stands. I mentioned to her this afternoon that I wanted to invite you and Kristen to dinner on Sunday. I hope you'll be able to make it," he said, squeezing Lauren's hand.


    "No."


    He stopped walking and jerked his body around to look at her. "You won't come for dinner?"


    "No, that's not what I mean. It's just..." She didn't quite know how to verbalize her thoughts, especially since it was a cause of concern over being so young herself when Kristen was born. "Your mother seems so young." Heat filled her cheeks. It was a stupid thing to say, but honest none-the-less.


    Kyle laughed. "She'd probably kiss you if she heard you say that."


    "She seems too young to have a son your age is what I'm trying to say," she added.


    "Most people pick up the fact that I tower over my parents or that they both have brown eyes and mine are blue."


    Feeling embarrassed for such an inconsequential observation, Lauren crouched down to fiddle with Kristen's mittens that were now covered with powdered sugar from the fried dough.


    As if sensing her discomfiture, he offered, "Mom and Dad knew early on they weren't going to have kids of their own. They adopted me."


    "It's none of my business," Lauren blurted out, trying to brush off a flood of seven-year-old memories the word adoption evoked.


    "It's okay. It doesn't bother me. It shouldn't bother you," Kyle returned as they made their way to the long line of people still waiting for Santa Claus to show.


    "It doesn't," she stopped and turned to face him, trying her best to appear unfazed. The last thing she wanted was for him to misread her hang-ups over adoption as being a negative reflection on him. The truth was, Lauren had never quite given up the guilt over almost giving Kristen up for adoption all those years ago.


    "Really? Why do I get the feeling there is something more?" It was frightening, the way Kyle's eyes seared through her as if he was penetrating her soul, reading her deepest fear. No one had ever come close to doing that before.


    She darted a quick glance at Kristen, then back to Kyle. A prickly heat scorched beneath her scarf and began to feel like a noose around her neck. His eyes softened and his expression fell as they took their place in the long line.


    He opened his mouth to speak, but his voice was drowned out by the roar of the crowd as Santa Claus arrived on the back of a bright red fire engine. The truck drove around the common with lights flashing as Christmas carols blared on the loud speaker and scattered people lost in the crowd sang along to Santa Claus is Coming to Town. Lauren breathed a heavy sigh of relief for the distraction. She hadn't spoken a word of her guilt to anyone since the day she left the hospital with Kristen all those years ago. She'd be damned if she started now.


    # # #


    Chapter Three


    The flash of fear in Lauren's eyes startled Kyle. Her eyes were wide and luminous, like a deer shocked by the headlights of an oncoming car. It was many years ago, but he'd seen that same brand of fear before in Chas. Although a lot had changed since those rebel days, the memory of his friend's pain was etched in his brain forever.


    And now he was seeing it again in Lauren. His first reaction was to reach out to her, hold her. Anything to erase that pain. But when he reached out to take her hand, she did something completely unexpected.


    She laughed and shouted, "Come on!" Pulling both Kristen and Kyle deep into the crowd of people already joyfully caroling, she began singing at the top of her lungs. Kristen sang in between giggles and jumping up and down with glee.


    A rush of excitement mixed with bewilderment consumed him. Was this the same woman who bluffed so miserably last night? Just when he thought he knew what to expect, she did a one hundred and eighty degree turn on him and raced in the other direction.


    "You better watch out," she sang. "What's wrong? Join in," she urged.


    They sang and laughed as Santa rode around the common before making his way through the crowd of people. With the music still blaring over the loud speakers, she shouted teasingly, "It's a good thing they don't discriminate for singing out of tune."


    His eyebrows furrowed. "Why's that?"


    "Because you would have been kicked out of the choir long ago. You can't carry a tune to save your life." When she laughed, her voice was rich and pure and her face was brighter than the midday sun.


    His breath caught in his throat. "Hey, it's the enthusiasm behind the song that counts."


    She nudged him. "If you say so."


    As Santa Claus made his way through the cheering crowd, the town Christmas tree was set ablaze. A chorus of oh's and ah's filtered through the town square along with cheering.


    Kyle gazed down at Lauren's face and was transfixed by the awe he saw there. Her mouth was agape and her eyes were as wide with wonder. Along with Kristen, she stared up at the Christmas tree as if she'd never seen anything like it before. In fact, both mother and daughter looked as if they had just walked into Santa's winter wonderland with the golden key.


    God, she was beautiful. He wanted to touch her, but didn't want to break the spell that had come over her.


    They waited in line to see Santa, toes and noses frozen in the dipping temperature, watching the mist from their breath, without any real conversation. Despite the laughter they'd shared earlier, Kyle knew that there was something Lauren was holding back. She'd acted weird, to say the least, when she met his mom and he mentioned that he was adopted. Suddenly, he needed to know the reason why. Given the right moment, he fully intended to get to the bottom of what made Lauren Alexander tick.


    "Look, the line has died down for sleigh rides. Why don't we take advantage of our luck?" Kyle said, gently tugging Lauren by the hand. It felt so natural holding her hand that when he realized he was doing it, he just held on and savored the toasty feeling it gave him.


    "I really should get Kristen home," Lauren said. "She's been out late two nights in a row."


    "It's not a school night. Surely, she doesn't have to be in bed so early," he challenged, hoping he could gain a little advantage by soliciting Kristen's help. He wasn't disappointed.


    "Yeah, let's go see the horses!" Kristen squealed, scrunching her shoulders up to keep herself warm.


    She shot a you're-playing-dirty glance at Kyle and turned to Kristen. "But honey, you look so cold. I think we need-"


    "We'll keep her warm. We can sit her between us," Kyle interjected before Lauren could make another protest. Moving closer he drew in the scent of her, fresh and clean, uniquely feminine and he added in a whisper, "Will that be a safe enough distance for you, Ms. Alexander?"


    She sucked in a breath and peered straight into his eyes. He hadn't expected her to let go of his remark without a comeback. He figured she'd shoot back with that same wildcat fire he'd seen last night in the parking lot. What downright shocked him was seeing the fire hidden in the depths of her wide eyes that spoke of desire. And maybe a hint of fear. She said nothing and that surprised him most of all. But then again, he was finding out fast that Lauren Alexander was full of surprises.


    * * *


    "Thanks, Dad," Kyle said as the horse-drawn carriage came to a halt in front of one of the town's oldest Victorian homes, located just on the outskirts of the common. For the past three holiday seasons, his father had used two of the work horses from the farm to give sleigh rides on the back trails of the farm. But for use in the town square where the pavement was clear of snow, he needed the carriage to give "sleigh" rides.


    "Anytime. We can take another ride after dinner on Sunday if you like," Will Preston said to Lauren as he helped her down from the sleigh. Kristen was still in her arms and well on her way to falling asleep. "We can take a real sleigh ride then. Maybe this little lady will stay awake to enjoy the ride next time." He smiled and rumpled the little girl's hair causing her to stir in her Lauren's arms just enough to let out a lazy yawn.


    "Well, I'm not sure that we can-"


    "We better get Kristen inside," Kyle interrupted.


    "Yes. It was nice meeting you, Mr. Preston."


    "Likewise. Be seeing you on Sunday I'm sure," Will called out as he climbed back on to the carriage.


    Kyle waved as his father rode away. "See you."


    He grasped the cold brass knob and yanked the door with more force than a girl as tiny as Kristen could ever muster. "I'll be by tomorrow to oil this door jamb. You're going to dislocate your shoulder if you keep this up."


    "On the up side, I don't have to go to the gym. Thanks, but there's no need. Mrs. Hopkins' son usually comes by to do repairs when needed," Lauren said, dismissing his offer. Her hair shimmered in the moonlight giving her an angelic look that caught Kyle off guard. His eyes focused on the fullness of her glossy lips as he fought the urge to bend his head and steal a kiss. If it wasn't for Kristen being in her mother's arms, he probably would've done just that.


    He wondered just what kind of man tosses aside a woman as beautiful as Lauren Alexander without any thought of the child they created. How that same man could live without the laughter just waiting to bubble up from the depths of her soul to fill his own. She was full of life just waiting to burst free. He'd seen just how much tonight when she pulled him into the crowd of Christmas carolers and sang to her heart's content.


    "Let me take her," he offered, watching Lauren step awkwardly with a sleepy Kristen in her arms.


    "No, thanks. I have her."


    "It's a long way to the third floor."


    "She's my daughter. I do it all the time." Lauren moved past him, her jaw squared and determined like she'd been last night, her boots scuffing against the worn wooden treads as she advanced up the stairs. He wondered if they'd ever get past this barrier. Tonight, he had hoped she'd lower her shield enough to let him get a real glimpse of her.


    They climbed the three flights of stairs until they reached the landing that headed to her attic apartment.


    "Thank you once again, Kyle." She shifted Kristen in her arms and rattled her keys in her hand, but made no move to unlock the door. It was clear to him that she was debating whether or not to invite him in.


    Without a word, he took the keys from her hand. "This one?" He lifted one of the keys for her to view.


    She nodded. "There's a light switch on the left side as you open the door."


    The door swung open and Kyle grazed his left hand against the smooth wall until he found the switch that illuminated the living room. He stepped in and Lauren breezed straight by him into a back room.


    "I'll be out in a minute," she said in a voice just loud enough for Kyle to hear.


    He pulled the key from the lock and closed the door behind him, jingling the keys in his hand as he scanned her home. It was a cozy attic apartment with slanted walls in the gable ends and old style woodwork that spoke of the craftsmanship of the building's earlier years. He brushed his hand over the stained wood grain in admiration. You didn't see moldings and cabinetry made with such detail in new construction. He'd have to remember the detail work when he added the finishing touches to his house.


    As he walked into the open living room, his boot kicked something pliant, spilling its contents. He stooped to see the damage and found a wicker basket filled with magazines, some of which had scattered on the floor by the slipcovered sofa. He quickly refilled the basket with what would fit and placed the rest on the end table. He lingered a moment to read the cover of one of the magazines before placing it down next to a course catalog from a local community college.


    The furniture, although worn from years of use, felt homey and invited you to sit down and get comfortable. Kyle guessed that everything was either a hand-me-down or bought at the Salvation Army store with limited funds. A picture frame perched on the television caught his attention. He picked up the wooden frame, a double oval containing a portrait of Lauren with a man and woman he guessed were her parents on one side, a candid shot of Kristen at the park in the other.


    "She was asleep before I took her coat off. Didn't even stir." Lauren bounced into the room as if there had never been a moment of tension between them. Kyle leaned against a built-in bookcase and realized this was the first time he'd seen her without her bulky coat on. "Nice, isn't it?" she said.


    "Hmmm. Oh, the woodwork? Yes, it's beautiful."


    "It's one of the things I love about this apartment. Want some coffee? I have decaf."


    "Yeah, sure."


    She stretched to reach some mugs in a cabinet over the sink and he noticed that her long legs, accentuated by her form fitting jeans, were like that of a dancer's. They almost seemed too long for her torso. The coral turtleneck she wore tucked neatly into the waistband set off the color of her eyes and put a rosy glow on her creamy complexion.


    She busied herself in the tiny, but functional kitchenette, seemingly unaware of Kyle's study of her. He had to admit he liked just gazing at her, the way she shuffled her socked feet on the floor, the way she unwittingly pushed her hair behind her ear to reveal the soft flesh of her earlobe.


    "I hope you don't mind instant. As you can see, counter space is nearly non-existent so there is no room for a coffee maker. Why don't you sit on the sofa and take off your coat? It's almost done. Oh, and how do you take your coffee?" she asked. Lauren knew she was babbling, but she couldn't help it. She always tripped over her own tongue when she was nervous. It was the first time she'd had a man who wasn't there to make repairs in her apartment. The first of many first's, she guessed.


    "Black, please."


    With a trembling hand, she poured the boiling water into the two mugs, sloshing liquid over the brim of the second. She wiped up the spill with a dish towel and topped off her mug with milk before joining Kyle on the sofa.


    This is so ridiculous. She was a grown woman acting like a school girl with her first crush. All she needed was pompoms and a pony tail to complete the picture.


    "Your family seems so nice," she commented. Anything to keep him from staring at her like he was about to swallow her whole. She wasn't sure if the thought frightened or excited her.


    He smiled in response and his eyes lit up with such affection it made her heart ache.


    "I noticed the pictures on the television." Kyle pointed to the picture frame.


    "Krissy loves the jungle gym. She was just four years old then." Lauren clenched the hot mug in her hand and felt her sweaty palms burn against the ceramic.


    "The couple with you, are they your parents?" he asked as he got up and retrieved the frame.


    "Yes."


    He sat down on the sofa next to her and smiled warmly as he stared at the faces behind the glass. "They must spoil Kristen rotten. Most grandparents do."


    She dropped her mug on the table with more force than was necessary and regretted her gut reaction immediately. "She doesn't know them."


    His expression fell and his eyebrows furrowed. "You don't see them?"


    "No." She wasn't about to tell him it wasn't by her choice, but theirs. She couldn't stand the thought of his pity, nor did she welcome it.


    "For God's sakes, why not?" He genuinely looked aghast. His clear blue eyes were darker in color, and his mouth agape.


    "Not everyone has a close-knit family," she said softly, taking the frame from his hand and returning it to its rightful place.


    She could feel his eyes probed her, seeking the answer to his questions. It made her insides churn.


    "What could they have possibly done to make you leave?"


    She straightened her spine and swung around to face him. "It was a mutual thing, Kyle. I'd prefer not to dredge up the past. Can we talk about something else, please?"


    He drew in a deep breath and for the first time Lauren saw the muscles of his chest expand against the hunter green cotton shirt he wore. He was strong in form where she had always considered herself strong in will. Why did the man make her insides crazy? She had an unfamiliar feeling of longing to touch him coupled with the terror of wanting to fly like a bat out of hell.


    He smiled wickedly. "Okay, dinner on Sunday."


    "What about it?" she asked as if she didn't already know what he was getting at.


    "I've already spilled the beans and told my parents you were coming. To be perfectly honest, your presence there could help me redeem myself after the Thanksgiving fiasco."


    She laughed, remembering Judy's mention of a perfectly basted turkey and decided to tease him. "Kyle, don't tell me you ate all the turkey. You're a grown man-"


    "I wasn't the one who ate all the turkey. Anyway, you're never grown as far as your parents are concerned. Mine still think of me as the twelve year old dirty-faced kid that got deposited on their doorstep." His smile was wide and did wonders to help dissipate the tension caused by the mention of her parents.


    Her mouth dropped open. "You were twelve?"


    "Yeah. Here my folks were praying for a baby. You can imagine their surprise when all they got was a juvenile delinquent." He rubbed his face with his hand and shook his head as if in remembrance.


    "I'm sure you weren't that bad or you wouldn't have ended up as successful as you are now," she suggested.


    "Oh, success was a long time coming. The road getting to today has been pretty rocky." He dropped his gaze from her and circled the rim of his mug with the edge of his thumb.


    "Tell me about it," she urged, suddenly intrigued.


    He gave a quick smile. "Maybe someday."


    "How am I going to help you redeem yourself if I don't know your story?"


    "Does that mean you're coming?"


    She'd backed herself into a corner with that one. "You know, I hadn't planned on going tonight. It was a spur of the moment decision. What would you have done if I hadn't shown up?"


    He squinted one eye as he looked at her and said, "I probably would have been in the dog house."


    "Why's that?"


    "Let's just say that my mother is a maniac about three things-breakfast, lunch and dinner." He laughed hard and added, "And she doesn't share my need for taking in strays of the four legged variety."


    "This sounds like a good story."


    "Come on Sunday and I'll tell you about it."


    She couldn't figure out why this meant so much to Kyle. But after meeting his folks, she had to admit the idea of a family Sunday sounded appealing. In fact, it seemed downright heavenly. She missed her own parents so much that she couldn't resist even a few hours in the company of nice people like the Prestons.


    "We'll be there."


    * * *


    Lauren slammed the car door and stood in the driveway gazing at the Preston home. The house was something out of a Currier and Ives picture print. The lighted Christmas tree as well as the tiny white lights illuminating each window could be seen from the street and were the first thing to catch Lauren's attention. Snow clung to the evergreen garland strung around the railing and banister of the Farmers porch giving the house a welcoming quality.


    With her gloved hand placed over her chest, she fought her emotions. It reminded her of her grandmother's home in upstate New York where she'd spent the holidays as a child.


    She blew out a mist of breath. "They live in a postcard," Lauren muttered, unable to take her eyes from the picture perfect home.


    "Mommy?" Kristen called from inside the car, breaking Lauren from her trance.


    "Sorry, sweetie." She opened the door and helped Kristen out of the car, wondering if she would be able to make it through dinner without reliving all her childhood memories. Each Christmas Eve since she'd left home, she would cry for hours after Kristen was snug in her bed and the presents from Santa were neatly placed beneath the tree. Only she knew the heartache of what they were missing by being alone for the holidays.


    The scent of pine needles intensified as they reached the front door. A wide wreath adorned with a bright red velvet bow hid most of the oval etched glass on the door. She rang the doorbell and immediately heard the scurry of feet and young voices running toward the foyer. Suddenly, she felt a mixed sense of excitement and apprehension filled her whole being. It was the kind of excitement she'd felt in her youth. Looking down at Kristen, she squeezed her little hand in hers and waited for the door to swing open.


    "Hey," the young teenager said. Her hair was a multitude of color and shaved in various odd places. A quick glance at the line of gold studs on her ear made Lauren wonder if this girl had more gold than Fort Knox. "You Lauren?"


    She nodded. "And this is Kristen," she said when the girl just stood there staring.


    "Come on in."


    From inside the foyer, Lauren was hit with the heavenly aroma of good old-fashioned home cooking. She missed that. Not that she was a bad chef, she just hadn't quite mastered much beyond a can of soup and a box of macaroni and cheese. It was a good thing Kristen wasn't finicky.


    "Kyle!" the girl called out. Turning to Lauren, she added, "He's in the family room, wrestling with Scotty."


    Judy appeared in the foyer wiping her hands on her apron before holding her hands out to take Lauren and Kristen's coats. "You don't have to scream to the whole neighborhood, Zoey," she said to the teenager. She turned to Lauren and said, "I'm so glad you made it. I hope you didn't have any trouble finding the house."


    "No, I drive right by your house on the way to work, so I knew how to come."


    Lauren sensed Kristen's apprehension and drew her close. It wasn't often that they dined at a stranger's home. But Lauren noticed her eyes light up and she beamed when she saw a little girl with carrot red hair, about the same age as Kristen, come romping down the stairs. Immediately, Lauren noted the little girl's distinctive features did not resemble any of the other members of the family and knew she must also be adopted.


    "Julie!" Kristen squealed. In the next few minutes, they all learned that Julie, Judy's daughter, was a classmate of Kristen's. The two friends bolted upstairs to play with a dollhouse in Julie's room.


    Suddenly feeling alone, Lauren took a deep breath and followed Judy down the hallway to a room off the back of the large eat-in kitchen. When she saw a long blond form stretch out on the floor being tackled by a child dressed in a Batman costume, Lauren realized it must be Kyle. A chuckle bubbled up from inside her and she placed her hand over her mouth to muffle her laughter.


    "Lauren's here," Judy announced. "And don't you dare hurt your brother."


    Kyle twisted around until he saw Lauren. His face was beet red and his hair tousled from rough housing with the little boy. "Okay, Scotty, you won."


    The little caped crusader wound up his fist and slugged Kyle in the stomach.


    "Ooof! I said you won, buddy." Kyle rubbed his stomach and shook his head as he lifted to a kneeling position. "That little guy packs a pretty good punch," he said to Judy. "And you were afraid that I was going to hurt him?"


    Judy playfully smacked him on the back of his head with her hand. "Oh, don't be such a baby. Dinner will be ready in about a half hour or so."


    "It's a good time to feed Max. Care to brave meeting man's best friend?" Kyle asked, now standing. "I'll tell you all about Thanksgiving."


    "Don't remind me," Judy said as she left the room.


    He laughed. "Come on. I'll show you around."


    Kyle clamped the collar of his coat as he and Lauren walked the frozen pebble stoned path toward the carriage house. He shot a quick glance over to Lauren as she walked beside him. The moon light shined against her silky blond hair and gave it a sultry quality against the soft features of her face. She turned and caught him staring and dipped her head in response before returning a coy smile. My, but she was pretty.


    Tonight, she had a particularly noticeable bounce in her step as they walked and he wondered why? Hopefully, it was because she was having a good time, he thought. The way he'd commandeered her into coming to dinner may not have been the smoothest way to approach the woman, but it had been effective just the same.


    "I didn't realize that your sister Julie was in Kristen's class," Lauren said.


    "Julie is so shy. I'm glad she's taken to Kristen. They'll have a good time together today."


    Lauren chuckled. "All Julie had to say was the word 'dollhouse' and Krissy flew up the stairs."


    "Does she have one?"


    "No, but I know she'd love one. What little girl wouldn't?"


    "Is Santa bringing her one?" Kyle said, giving her a wink.


    He watched her expression droop, but she still held on to her smile. "Not this year. Santa's budget is not quite that big."


    Kyle stopped walking when they got to the side door of the carriage house that led to his apartment and he paused. His first thought was that if Lauren was in need, he'd just loan her the money. He knew that she had a hard time accepting help from others, so giving her money as a gift would certainly be out of the question. Money had ceased to be an issue for him since his explosion into the world of real estate development, but the last thing he wanted to do was insult Lauren with an offer of charity.


    With full force, he pulled open the sliding door, flicked the light switch on the wall, and waited until Lauren walked into the garage section of the carriage house. He steered her to a closed set of stairs that rose to the living quarters.


    "I could get her one," he suggested as they climbed the stairs, going against his earlier reasoning.


    Lauren swung around to face him straight on, her mouth agape and her eyes widened. "Certainly not."


    "Why not? It'll be a gift from Santa."


    "It would be a gift from you. Look, I appreciate the offer, but there are lots of things Kristen wants that she doesn't get. It's not like she could possibly get everything on her Christmas list." Lauren took a deep breath and rolled her eyes. "What list? All she asked for was a daddy and she's not going to get that, either."


    She turned and climbed the stairs until she reached the top landing. Kyle noticed the sudden heaviness in her step and regretted bringing up a subject that had caused her unrest.


    Her smile had been so bright when she walked into the family room, almost as bright as when the town Christmas tree was set ablaze. He wondered what she had been thinking to make her expression so radiant. But now, she seemed as down as she had the first night they met and it was eating at his insides.


    Kyle opened the door a crack, and then pulled back after he heard the heavy thump of a charging dog on the other end. "Better let me go first. This dog...well...Max is kind of mammoth," he warned.


    As usual, Max met Kyle at the door with slobbering licks, a heavy tail wag that could knock out a cow, and repeated gnawing on the sleeve of his coat to get his undivided attention.


    "You weren't kidding, he's big!" Lauren gasped.


    "Down, Max." The dog continued jumping. "I said down!" Kyle commanded in a deep authoritative voice.


    Lauren kept her distance. "Have you had him long?"


    "He's a stray. I've only had him a few weeks." He picked up one of his old running shoes that Max had apparently used as an afternoon snack. "As you can see, he's not exactly trained. Okay, boy, what else did you eat?"


    Kyle looked around and assessed the damage while filling the dog's dish with food and water. Thinking it was safer all around to let him out, he put the dog in the side yard on a run while Lauren stayed in the apartment.


    When he returned, Lauren had her coat off and was seated at the pedestal kitchen table reviewing a set of blueprints he'd left out earlier. His footsteps startled her. She darted a glance up at him like a child with her hand caught in the cookie jar and carefully placed the blueprints back on the table.


    "I'm surprised Max didn't eat them," Kyle said. "What do you think?"


    "Of...the blueprints?"


    "Yeah."


    "It's a beautiful house."


    He smiled with pride. "I could take you by to see it some time."


    Her eyes widened. "You mean...it's yours?"


    "Yes. I have a twenty acre lot over on Tower Hill Road. It's still under construction, but it's close to being completed." Well, that was true enough, he thought. He'd been working on the house for the past two years, making so many changes that he thought he'd never finish. In a way, the thought of the project coming to an end depressed the hell out of him. What was he going to do in a big house all alone? That wasn’t the way it was supposed to be when he started the project.


    Lauren picked up the plans and began studying them.


    "I've put a line of full view windows off the family room," he said, pointing to the blueprints. "There's a great view of the hills from the back of the property. A nice flat backyard that goes back a ways before it drops."


    “Nice for kids," she noted.


    “That was the idea. I’d hoped to have a few.”


    She lifted her head from the blueprint and quirked an eyebrow.


    “I had been seeing someone for a while when I decided to build the house,” he informed her, recalling that it had been Debra who’d actually pressed him to build a house of their own. He would have preferred staying in the carriage house until they decided to start a family. But Debra insisted she’d feel too “confined” and wanted something of her own.


    “So the house was for you and her?”


    He nodded. “I was too deep into construction to stop the project when the relationship ended, so I’m finishing it.”


    “It’s a little big for one person.”


    His sentiment exactly. “I’ve been thinking of putting it on the market when it’s complete.”


    Lauren studied the plans again. "I noticed you put walls in the dining room. You should've knocked them down on both sides to open it up. Makes it more inviting. It's hard to move around in a house filled with family and friends during the holidays when..." Her voice trailed off and she blinked as if she were trying to force something out of her mind.


    "This place is like a zoo during the holidays," he said softly. "But I wouldn't have it any other way. How about you?"


    Her expression drooped again and he silently cursed himself for being the cause.


    "We used to go to my grandmother's house for Christmas every year." Her full lips lifted to a smile, but Kyle noticed a hint of melancholy with her remembrance. "I used to think it was a drag to drive all the way upstate just for the day when I was a kid, but I always loved it." She blinked again, hard this time, and Kyle knew that she was holding back tears.


    "Kristen must love it. Most little kids do."


    "Kristen has never been. We stopped going when..." She shrugged and bit her bottom lip.


    Well, at least that explained the tears and the strong feeling of independence. "When you left your parents," he finished.


    "I didn't leave them. They sent me away." She stood up and fiddled with lock of hair behind her ear.


    He felt her pain as his own like a stab in the gut. It was the same pain he'd felt long ago standing in that courtroom listening to his father's rejection. "I'm sorry," he said, knowing his words sounded feeble at best.


    She looked up at him and he saw a single tear run down the side of her cheek. He cupped that cheek with his hand and brushed the moisture away with his thumb. Her skin was silky and warm and Kyle knew without a doubt that he'd never felt so dizzy just being this close to a woman before. But Lauren Alexander wasn't just any woman.


    "Will you tell me what happened?"


    He expected her to swing around and give him the standard, "It's none of your business" routine, but her eyes held a heaviness that told him she needed to unload her feelings. He guessed that maybe it was burden she'd held far too long.


    # # #


    Chapter Four


    Lauren felt the muscles in her throat tighten. That damned noose! Pulling on the collar of her royal blue turtleneck, she walked to the beige leather sofa in the center of the living room. But she didn't sit down. Her nerves skittered through her veins as her mind raced.


    The room, Kyle's home, felt warm and cozy despite being so large. The living room was square and wide open with a cathedral ceiling boasting wooden planks that soared towards the apex of the room. It was quite a contrast to the slanted walls of her attic apartment. On the far end of the room was an oversized bay window that looked out to the backyard of the main home. An antique pool table stood in front of the window. Along the wall was a stereo cabinet with CDs scattered about and a large screen television. Although it looked like a picture torn from the pages of Macy's furniture catalog, it lacked any kind of detail. The detail that a woman brings to a home, Lauren decided. It had her wondering about the women who had spent time here in Kyle's home, his bed.


    She shook the thought aside. As abrasive as the thought was, it wasn't any of her concern, she told herself. Why should she care how many women had hung their panties on Kyle Preston's bedpost?


    "There's really not much to tell," she murmured, nervously brushing her hand up against her other arm. The words of untruth left a bitter taste in her mouth. There was a whole lot to tell, she just didn't know if she could do it without breaking down for the umpteenth time.


    "If that were the case, you wouldn't be avoiding it."


    "I'm not avoiding anything, Kyle," she countered. "I just don't see any point in rehashing something that can't be changed. It's not worth it."


    She heard him draw a deep breath. "It's at least worth a try."


    Squeezing her eyes shut, she fought the threat of burning tears and desperately tried to keep her breathing even. "You don't understand."


    "But I want to," he said softly. The deep timbre of his voice felt like gentle fingers caressing her soul.


    She swung around to meet his gaze and found nothing but warmth and compassion. "I upset the apple cart by marring their perfect family image."


    He made no move to come closer to her. The distance felt safe. But at the same time, it also felt lonely. So many times she had cried without any arms to hold her. The idea of Kyle's arms wrapped tight around her now seemed comforting, inviting.


    He said nothing, but sat straddling a kitchen chair, resting his arms over the back.


    She drew in a deep breath for courage, for strength, but could find none. "They had very high expectations for me. So did I."


    "Most parents do."


    "My parents aren't most parents." She pushed a lock of hair behind her ear and fiddled with its end, twisting it nervously between her thumb and her index finger. "I was going to be an architect."


    He nodded his head. "I remember seeing a copy of Architectural Digest in your apartment the other night."


    She gave a weak smile. "Well, maybe someday. Anyway, I was the kind of kid who did everything that was expected of me because it was expected. You know, the perfect Honor Society student, the devoted and obedient daughter. I was so predictable. My parents are psychologists, very well respected members of the community."


    "Sounds like something to be proud of."


    "Yes, it is, until your only daughter suddenly becomes unpredictable and starts dating a boy you don't approve of, someone who is nothing but trouble. Except I didn't see Jimmy as trouble then. I saw him as the Prince Charming who finally noticed the mousy, shy me that none of the other boys noticed."


    He gave a lopsided grin. "I doubt that."


    "You didn't know me back then. I admit I was taken with the attention Jimmy showered on me. I ignored all the things people told me about how he was no good, that he'd never change." She saw him flinch, and her heart sank. Would he judge her for her past? "But it was all true, only the truth came too late for me."


    "I can see how a parent would have a problem with their daughter dating someone who was trouble," he said in a low voice. "But that's no reason to break all ties with your family."


    "You don't know the half of it." She bit her bottom lip before going on. "I don't know what they were more upset about, my jeopardizing a promising future by getting pregnant or having everyone in the community watch their pregnant daughter hobble across a stage to collect her High School diploma." Sadly, she always believed it was the latter. How else could it explain her father's reaction when she told him she wanted to keep her baby? How else would it explain the tension that continued to keep them apart now?


    That day. That God awful morning she sat waiting in her hospital room, just two days after Kristen was born.


    Waiting for her parents to come and take her home. Waiting for the nightmare to finally be over. The nurse came into her room repeatedly and asked her if she wanted anything for the pain. But she just said no. Nothing she could give her would make the pain in her empty arms go away. She wasn't allowed to be in the maternity ward. It was better that way, easier for everyone involved, she was told.


    Easier for who? Lauren cried. Certainly not her. But everyone decided it was best to give the baby up for adoption. Lauren would go away to college, just as planned.


    When she graduated and became a successful architect, her parents would eventually get over the "scandal" and everything would get back to normal.


    Except nothing was normal. After tossing in bed for hours the night before, she did the unspeakable. She crept up to the maternity ward in the middle of the night and peeked through the wide glass window of the nursery to see the baby, her baby, wailing at the top of her lungs.


    Her daughter was alone, all alone in a bassinet in the middle of the room with no one to comfort her. What was wrong with them? Why wasn't anyone taking care of her child? Lauren fumed. Why didn't anyone tell me my baby needed me?


    Acting on pure instinct, she stormed into the nursery and scooped the baby into her arms. Kristen, so soft and warm, calmed down immediately and peered up at her mother with wonder shining in her wide eyes. It was then that Lauren understood the true meaning of unconditional love. But then the head nurse snatched Kristen from her arms and ordered her to leave. Another nurse called a security guard and Lauren was hauled away in tears. She tried to tell them it was her baby, but they wouldn't listen. She couldn't see her baby. It was not allowed. She thought she'd died that night.


    When her parents finally arrived with a lawyer to have her sign the adoption papers, she couldn't tell them what she'd done. They said they'd stand by her no matter what, and they had. They supported her when she decided against having an abortion and when Jimmy disappeared from her life. They endured the pain with her when people stared and snickered about how their perfect family wasn't so perfect anymore. Surely they wouldn't desert her if she told them she couldn't give her baby away to strangers.


    In the last second, when the lawyer put the adoption papers in front of her and asked her to sign her rights away, Lauren defied them. Twisting the pen between her fingers, she stared at the blank line marked with an X for what seemed an eternity. In the end, she knew there was no easy way to tell them that all she wanted to do was hold her baby.


    "Everyone makes mistakes, Lauren. It was a long time ago," Kyle said.


    "Yes, it was. And I don't regret any of the mistakes I've made because, if I did, it would mean that Kristen wouldn't be in my life. And I can't imagine that. But it doesn't change anything. I disappointed them and they've never forgiven me for it."


    "How do you know that? Have you tried to contact them?"


    "Yes. I send them birthday cards and Christmas cards and anniversary cards. I call them every year during the holidays, hoping they’ll want to see me. But it’s always so awful. Dad won’t come to the phone, and Mom rushes me off because we don’t know what to say to each other. They know where I am. But they've never made any move to contact me on their own.” She swallowed hard, but the lump in her throat would not ease. “They've never seen Kristen. They left the hospital without even looking at her. They told me they wouldn't support me and they meant it."


    "What did you do? Where did you go?"


    She shrugged. "I managed. I had some money saved for college, so I bundled Kristen up and got on a bus. I knew the money wouldn't last, but I stretched it out long enough to move here and get a job waitressing at a good restaurant. I did that until this past September when Kristen started school. Part of me hoped that I'd be able take some classes and get my degree."


    He smiled. "I'm sure you will someday."


    She tried to smile, but the muscles in her face wouldn't cooperate. All her childhood dreams seemed a million miles away. "I barely have time to brush my teeth, Kyle. Did you forget I have a six year old?"


    He lifted himself from the chair and dragged it to the table before absorbing the distance between them. Though they weren't touching, she could feel his warmth. "Things change, Lauren. People can change."


    She laughed sardonically. "You really believe that?"


    Nodding his head, he said, "You should, too."


    She shook her head. "It's a nice fairy tale."


    "Give them a chance. Tell them you want to see them," Kyle urged.


    She sighed as she walked over to the table and picked up her coat. "It must be time for dinner," she said, moving toward the door.


    "You need to try again. You owe it to yourself and-"


    She cut him off before he could finish. "We'd better get back to the house. Kristen will wonder where I am."


    * * *


    Kyle pushed his plate away and stared at Lauren sitting across from him at the antique table. Although she smiled pleasantly and engaged in small talk with his family, he knew it was just a front. All during dinner, he watched as she picked at her food and twisted her fork without so much as taking a bite.


    "Did you see my new earring, Kyle? This makes ten," Zoey said, pulling at her gold clad earlobe.


    Groaning, Kyle inspected the stud his sister had added to her collection. "At least it goes with all the colors of your hair, Zoe."


    She waved him off and huffed. "I should have known you'd have no taste in fashion. You like it Lauren, don't you?"


    "Uh, sure. Very nice," Lauren complimented. She looked at Kyle and shrugged.


    Turning her attention to Judy, Zoey added with excitement, "Bruce says he's gonna get me one for my nose and my belly button for Christmas."


    Kyle darted a glance over at his father, who sat at the head of the mahogany table with his arms knotted across his chest and his eyebrows raised as high as his skin could stretch. Patience and tolerance were Will Preston's strong suits, but Kyle could tell his father was just about ready to blow his gourd.


    "How, ah, nice, Bruce," Judy replied with forced graciousness. "Very...thoughtful."


    Zoey smiled at Kyle, then leaned into her boyfriend, who had yet to crack a smile or say one word during dinner, and snaked her arm around his waist.


    It made Bruce blush.


    It made Kyle nauseous.


    "How wonderful. And this you do...why?" Kyle finally asked because no one else dared.


    "Oh, I can't talk to you, Kyle." Zoey stood up and started to clear the dirty dishes from the table. "Mom, is it okay if me and Bruce skip dessert? We're gonna catch an early movie."


    "Sure, just be home by nine."


    "How about eleven," Zoey bargained. "The movie gets out at nine and we thought we'd get a pizza or something-"


    "You've got school tomorrow," Will said firmly. "Be home by nine-thirty."


    "Awe, Dad. Ten-thirty."


    "You're sixteen years old, young lady. The curfew still stands."


    "Me and Max will hunt you down," Kyle cut in teasingly. Although he smiled, he kept his eyes fixed on Bruce. What his sister ever saw in this guy, or the portfolio of tattoos he displayed, was beyond him. The best thing he could say about them dating was that their hair colors matched.


    "Stay out of this, Kyle," Zoey shot back.


    Being the peacemaker of the family, Judy clapped her hands together and cut in with her usual flair, before WW3 erupted.


    "I have a cheesecake for dessert. I hope everyone left room for some," she said. Lauren stood up and started helping, but Judy held up her hand. "No, no. You just sit here and relax. I can take care of it. Zoey, will you help me with the coffee before you leave?"


    The little ones excused themselves and scooted into the family room to watch a video.


    Bruce bounded from the table and exited the room with Zoey. Both Kyle and Will dropped their heads forward in disgust.


    "I don't know what the heck I'm going to do with that one." Will rubbed his face with both his hands and looked up at the ceiling. "Please, Lord, tell me she'll outgrow him."


    Zoey swung through the doorway, her Army coat draped over one hand, a tray with plates topped with cheesecake in the other. She deposited the tray on the center of the table and rushed to kiss Will on the cheek. "See you, Dad."


    "Remember what I said. Nine-thirty on the nose." She rushed out of the dining room and he added under his breath, "Or I'll take Max and hunt you down."


    Kyle chuckled and looked across the table at Lauren. She shifted nervously in her seat, seemingly uncomfortable with the conversation. He wondered if she was thinking of herself at that age. Of her own parents' disapproval. Hard as he tried, he couldn't imagine her dating someone even remotely like Bruce.


    A scuffling noise erupted from the kitchen that sounded like scratching paws on the tile floor. He heard the familiar bark. "Oh, no," Kyle groaned as he bolted to a stand.


    "Whoa! Incoming!" Zoey called from the other room.


    "Kyle Preston!" Judy screamed.


    As if on cue, Will dove to the center of the table and grabbed the cheesecake tray just as Max pounced into the dining room. Kyle chased the dog around the table unsuccessfully until the animal lunged on top of the table, sniffing and slobbering for tidbits. Lauren jumped from her seat and stepped away from the table, her hand to her chest.


    "I got him, Ma," Kyle said to Judy when she appeared in the doorway, hands on hips and scowling. To Lauren he said, "In case you were still wondering, this is what happened on Thanksgiving."


    Judy's lips were tight. "Except that time this...this..."


    "Max," Kyle offered.


    "This animal got away with the turkey and dragged it through my house." Her nostrils flared with anger.


    Will cleared his throat and eyed Kyle in a message that said he'd better take care of Max before the woman of the house blew her lid.


    "Come on, boy." Kyle clutched the dog by the chewed leash and yanked, while Max continued to sniff for leftovers on the floor. When he got to the doorway, Judy glared at him and stepped back to let them pass. Kyle shrugged and said quietly, "Sorry, Ma."


    "Oh, go. I swear, Kyle Preston, you get worse as you get older. You don't have to take in every stray that wags its tail on your doorstep," he heard his mother say as the kitchen door slammed shut.


    As he crossed the driveway, he saw the red taillights of a car exiting the driveway. "I hope she knows what she is doing, Max," he said to the dog. Max whined, pulling away until Kyle ground his feet in to keep standing.


    He let the dog pull him to the back of the carriage house and noticed the frayed end of the leash where Max had broken free. "Looks like I'm going shopping first thing in the morning for a strong chain," he muttered to himself.


    He deposited the dog in his apartment, saying a silent prayer that his home would remain in relative order while he was gone.


    Pushing the kitchen door of his parents' home closed, he heard the sound of laughter spilling from the dining-room. Lauren's laughter. God, what a beautiful sound. "He was a lot of trouble? I can't imagine it." Lauren's wide eyes twinkled with delight as she watched him sink into the dining room chair.


    "Don't let him fool you. Kyle wrote the book on trouble." Judy handed him a plate full of cheesecake. But given the current topic of conversation, he didn't feel much like eating. "Kyle and Chas, I should say. The two of them were notorious for getting into everything."


    "Really?" Lauren stared at Kyle in disbelief. Well, he never meant to paint himself as anything other than what he was, but he didn't go broadcasting his youthful indiscretions.


    "There was the time you and Chas rolled that gigantic tractor tire down Main Street and wedged it in front of the Town Hall doors. I still can't believe no one saw you two do that," Will said, shaking his head.


    "Or," Judy eyed Kyle, this time with affection, "the time you two borrowed Mr. Marsh's horse and strung it up on the water tower for the whole town to see."


    Lauren's eyes flew open. "You put a horse on a tower?" she gasped.


    Kyle shrugged uneasily. "It was a life-size plastic horse from the dairy over on Mill Brook Road. You know the one displayed at the front gate?"


    Lauren nodded. "Oh, my word. How did you get that thing up the tower?"


    "He used the Romex wire from my van." Will chuckled. "I got to Mrs. McAffree's house bright and early the next morning to re-wire her house with no wire for the job. And of course, there was the time-"


    Kyle cleared his throat and extended his cup. "How about some coffee, Ma?" he asked as Judy refilled Lauren's cup. She turned and filled the cup he held out to her.


    "Speaking of Chas, he called earlier today when you were out," Judy said. "Seems he and Kim are coming back to Palmer. Things didn't work out like he'd planned in New Jersey so they decided to come back here before Kim has the baby."


    "Really?" he answered. "That's too bad. It’ll be good to see him again, though."


    "I invited him Christmas Eve. You and Kristen are welcome, too, Lauren. Unless, of course, you'll be with your family."


    Lauren's spirit plummeted.


    "Great idea," Kyle broke in before she could answer. "What do you say?"


    "Well, I, ah..." she stammered.


    "No need to decide right now. You let Kyle know. He'll be ho-hoing for the kids again this year."


    Kyle half grinned. "Max can be my reindeer." "He'll be no such thing. That dog is so far from my good graces, I don't want him in my house."


    Kristen and Julie ran into the room with Scotty on their tails. "He wants to shoot us!" Kristen screamed.


    "Yeah! With the gun!" Julie confirmed. Then the girls giggled as they climbed into their mothers' arms.


    "Scott William Preston," Will scolded as the little boy ran around the dining room table sporting a plastic gun loaded with a sponge torpedo on the end. "You know better than to scare the girls."


    When Scotty ran around the table, Kyle hooked him with his arm and reeled him in, tickling him on his lap.


    Lauren chuckled softly, her head still spinning from the chatter during dinner, trying to keep track of all the conversations going on at once. It was a crazy arena. Being an only child, it was something she never understood. She marveled that no one else here seemed to have any trouble keeping it all straight. But then again, it was probably second nature to them.


    Watching the commotion around her, she noticed how Kristen interacted and thrived among Kyle's family. The outgoing personality and confidence her daughter displayed both filled her with pride and stabbed at her heart.


    Involuntarily, she clutched her stomach and felt it tighten with the thought of how their lives could have been. If Kristen had been adopted, she would have had a family like this. She would have had Sunday dinners and maybe even sisters and brothers like Julie and Scotty. Had she been selfish to only think of what she was losing by giving Kristen up for adoption? She never once thought of what Kristen would be missing in her life. Never.


    And now Kristen wanted a daddy. What else did she want that Lauren couldn't provide?


    Everyone around her moved in slow motion. She looked at the faces, smiling, laughing, joking, as if she were in suspended animation. It suddenly seemed surreal.


    Someone touched her shoulder and she jumped. Looking up, she peered into Kyle's smiling eyes. The lines she'd seen around his eyes earlier had smoothed. She touched his hand and felt her heart race. It wasn't just Kristen who needed something more in her life. Deep down, Lauren knew she'd gone far too long with unfulfilled need.


    And Kyle Preston was just the kind of man to satisfy that need.


    A short time later, Lauren thanked Judy for the lovely dinner and sent Kristen up to Julie's room to help clean up the toys.


    She waited in the foyer, her wool coat draped over her arm. Kyle leaned against the doorjamb staring at her, looking through her, and making her incredibly nervous.


    "What's going on in that head of yours?" he asked.


    "I'm not sure I know what you're talking about." She avoided his gaze by looking at the pattern of the marble floor.


    He reached forward and brushed his fingers across the hollow of her cheek. But she didn't look at him, couldn't look at him. "Yes you do," he said in a whisper.


    "Am I still that predictable?"


    "Anything but." The rough timbre of his voice caused her to finally look up at him. He sucked in a deep breath of air, expanding his chest against the cotton shirt he wore.


    He was strong, no doubt about it. He had a strength she longed to wrap herself around, but feared like she'd never known fear before. She had the distinct feeling it wouldn't take much for her to tangle herself in his hold. He bent his head closer to hers and said, "I can't figure you out."


    "I'm...not all that complicated."


    He chuckled softly. "You look at me like you do, but you don't want to get involved," he said as he cupped both of her cheeks in his palms, forcing her to finally gaze up into his eyes. "That complicates things."


    She closed her eyes and swallowed. The startling reality shocked her to her senses. It wasn't fear that seized her, it was desire. And damn, he knew it. "Kyle, please..."


    "Look at me."


    She didn't move. She heard his shallow breathing echo in her ear louder and stronger than the sounds of laughter upstairs from the children and the clanging of dishes and pans from the kitchen.


    "Are you afraid of what you'll see? Of what I'll do?" he murmured when she didn't answer.


    No, she thought, I'm afraid of what you'll see written all over my face.


    This has to stop. She had to end it right here and now if she had any chance at all of getting away from Kyle Preston and the magnetic hold that was drawing her to him.


    She shook her head and his hands fell away from her, leaving her cold. Straightening her spine, she took a stand.


    "I'm sorry if I've been sending you mixed signals, but...you're right. I don't want to get involved. I don't intend to start something that I have no intention of finishing."


    "No one is defining anything yet. We can take things as fast or as slow as you want."


    "I don't want to take things at all."


    "I don't understand."


    "My daughter is very sensitive. She has hopes for a daddy for Christmas. I can't have men coming into Kristen’s life today, giving her false hopes that they'll be around tomorrow.”


    “What makes you think I won’t be around tomorrow?”


    She blinked hard. “It's not fair to her."


    He looked away as if she'd slapped him. "Are you sure that it's really your daughter you're trying to protect?"


    She cleared her throat. "Yes. I hope I've made my position clear."


    His jaw squared as his gaze bore into her soul. "Perfectly."


    # # #


    Chapter Five


    Monday morning turned out better than Kyle had anticipated. After getting too little sleep the night before, he downed a cup of black coffee and made a quick call to the newspaper. Three weeks of ads running in the paper and still no one had claimed ownership of Max. He swung around to the vet to give Max a checkup and make sure he had all the required shots before stopping by the house to do some work.


    Inhaling a breath of clean winter air, Kyle looked out to the mountain view in the back of the property. A snowshoe rabbit poked its head out from underneath a broken pine limb before hiding again. Max darted his ears up and wiggled his nose, but couldn't find the little creature before it disappear from sight.


    It had been at least a month since he'd been out to the construction site. He'd forgotten just how much he loved this place.


    The only thing he didn't like about it was the idea of living here alone. He'd spent too much time bucking family members and rejecting the love that was given him, that when he finally knew it, felt it, he didn't want to give it up.


    With thoughts of Lauren, he rubbed his chest where he felt an ache and gazed out at the thick blanket of smooth snow covering the ground. Except for the deer tracks he spotted out back, the whole yard was as smooth as a baby's bottom, thanks to last night’s snowfall. Reaching back, he picked up a piece of scrap wood from the barrel on the cedar deck just off the back of the house and pitched it out to the yard. Max flew from the deck and quickly clambered after it, tramping through the snow like a big floppy slipper, burying himself until he found the scrap.


    Scotty and Julie always enjoyed coming out here to sled down the slope out back. Now there was a fresh coat of snow to cut through. Maybe this weekend, he mused.


    Kyle let out a shrieking whistle to Max, but was not at all surprised when the dog didn't respond. He chased after the dog, rolling in the snow and getting himself wet in the process, until he got him on the new chain he'd purchased.


    After pulling a few logs from the pile out back, he set a fire in the woodstove in the den. Since the house was still unoccupied, there was no sense running the heating system. He'd always used electric space heaters when he was working if it got too cold, but he couldn't use them today for what he planned to do.


    He tossed his ski jacket to the kitchen counter and pushed up the sleeves of his UMass Amherst sweat shirt. Standing in the dining room, he looked long and hard at the walls on either side of the room. "Well, Preston, I hope you know what you're doing," he said to himself.


    Funny how he was so sure of himself when it came to dealing with business. Put him in front of Lauren Alexander and he felt like he couldn't even recite the alphabet.


    He'd been lucky enough to be at the right place at the right time during his business career and take advantage of many win-win situations. After countless business deals and property renovations where the name of the game was money, he had to wonder what else was in store for his life. Money didn't keep him warm at night when he was sleeping in a cold bed. Finally being at a point in his life where he had much to share, he had no one to share all that he'd achieved with.


    And then he’d met Debra three years ago. At first, everything was great. With her being the youngest of eight children, Kyle had foolishly thought that family was an important part of her life and she understood how much it meant to him. But he was wrong. What meant a lot to Debra was how much Kyle could give her. Period. Like many of the women he’d dated once he’d become successful in business, she was attracted to his checkbook. When it became glaringly obvious that she resented the time and attention he gave his family, their relationship crumbled. But not before he was deep into constructing the house Debra had wanted so much. His enthusiasm for the project plummeted soon after.


    But Lauren wasn’t like that. She was fiercely independent, devoted to Kristen and...stubborn...and incredibly beautiful. Since they’d met, Kyle was beginning to think that maybe she was someone he could share his life with, too. Maybe he wouldn't be living here alone after all. The way she'd opened up to him about her parents, seeing the way she had blended right in with his family, he thought she'd finally started to lay down the shield she used to guard herself. Despite the rift that tore her family apart, Lauren didn’t seem like the kind of woman who’d reject family without a reason.


    But then she did a complete about face on him when she left. The Lauren who’d sat at the dining room table, laughing and listening to stories turned into another person. Her words were like a whip to his back.


    I can't have men coming into Kristen’s life today, giving her false hopes that they'll be around tomorrow. Like Debra, did Lauren not want to be part of a family? Was that the real reason she’d drifted away from her own?


    Max barked out back just as Kyle heard the familiar sound of a van pulling into the driveway out front. A few minutes later, he heard a toolbox thump on the front porch and the thud of boots kicking against the sill.


    "Thanks for swinging by on such short notice, Dad," he said when Will walked into the house.


    "Having an electrician as a father certainly has its perks." Will looked around the room and nodded his head toward the woodstove. "No electricity? Is there a problem with the outlets?" He flipped a few switches as he walked around the room.


    "No, I shut down the panel. “Kyle placed his hand on the dining room wall adjacent to the kitchen. "We're knocking it down."


    Will scratched his head. "What for, son? Looks fine to me."


    "It'll open up the place more. That one, too." Kyle pointed to the opposite wall and unrolled a set of blueprints on the makeshift plywood table he'd set up. He pointed to the little box marked "dining room". "This wall is load bearing. We'll have to support it while we're waiting for the beam to be delivered from the lumber yard. The other one is okay, so it shouldn't be a problem."


    Will stared at him, perplexed. "You sure you want to do this? You were so adamant about having a separate room for your pool table. You must have argued with the architect a dozen times about it."


    Kyle chuckled. "I'll build a game room in the basement. This is going to be a dining room."


    * * *


    Kyle dipped the brush into the can of Polyurethane on the floor and tapped the ends against the can, draining the bristles of excess liquid. With care, he ran the brush along the fine oak trim he'd already stained a rich golden-honey color.


    Knocking down the walls had been a good move. He hadn't been aware that the downstairs rooms felt closed in before he'd made the change. A pool table off the kitchen and family room had been of bigger interest when he'd made the design change to the house. Someplace for the guys to escape but still remain close to the essentials of life, namely a well-stocked refrigerator.


    More than once during the week, he'd second-guessed himself for changing his house to suit Lauren's design. After all, she wouldn't be the one to live here, so why should he care if a poolroom off the kitchen didn't make sense? It made perfect sense to him. But now, seeing how the results of the last few days' work transformed the rooms, he knew that Lauren had been one hundred percent correct in suggesting the change.


    "Maybe all that's needed is a woman's touch," he said to himself, answering his own musings. And not just any woman. One special woman.


    Kyle glanced over at Max, who was lavishing great attention on a rawhide bone. "She doesn't want to get involved, boy."


    Given what she'd told him about Kristen's father, he realized he was no different in his youth. Would he have done the right thing back then? If he was at all honest with himself, he'd have to say no. He groaned at the realization of that. And if Lauren believed that Kristen's father could never change, then after hearing about all his past indiscretions, maybe she believed that of him as well. Most of his skeletons had already danced their way out of the closet, thanks to his parents. He couldn’t blame her for being gun-shy.


    He eyed the empty rooms, mesmerized by the light spilling into every corner. He then let his gaze drift out the window to the back yard. The smooth snow from a few days ago was now crumpled from Max trampling through, trying to chase squirrels. He noticed a set of new deer tracks cut in the snow leading to the back porch where he'd placed apples a few days ago. He could just picture one of those wooden swing sets with a tower and bright-colored canvas roof he'd seen at the lumber yard out there with Kristen, Julie, and Scotty playing. Maybe even a few little ones of his own running around or playing in a sandbox.


    And Lauren. She'd make her mark all over this house. He could just see her arranging roses in a vase at the table. She'd like roses. She seemed like the kind of woman who'd place a fragrant rose or two on his pillow just before climbing into bed. Maybe he'd make a rose bed out back so she could pick fresh roses...


    Wait a minute, Preston! You share some hot chocolate with the woman, sing a song or two, and already you've got her moving in! Hell, he'd already given up his pool room and all she did was come for dinner. "And she doesn't want to get involved." He muttered the words over and over again like a mantra but it wouldn't sink in.


    He knew what he wanted. A family. And he was pretty sure he wanted Lauren to be part of it. Before he took another plunge, he had to find out if Lauren wanted it, too.


    * * *


    Lauren reached the second floor landing, hoisting a laundry basket filled with clean clothes just as she heard the phone ring in her apartment.


    "Krissy, could you run for the phone, hon?" She'd have to ditch the clothes if she had any chance of catching whoever was calling. "I left the door open."


    Kristen moved her little legs and ran up the stairs ahead of Lauren.


    Lauren couldn't help but wonder who would be calling her and suddenly felt angry with herself for hoping. Her Christmas cards had gone out in the mail on Tuesday, four days ago. She'd picked out a special card for her parents and made sure to include one of Kristen's school pictures this year. It was Saturday. They must have gotten the card by now. Maybe this year they'll call. She steeled herself for disappointment as she scaled the remaining treads.


    Drawing in a deep breath of air, she dropped the laundry basket. "Who was on the phone, honey?" she asked as she emptied her lungs.


    Kristen swung the phone in her hand. "No one."


    "They hung up?"


    "I said 'hello' and I heard 'click'." Kristen blinked her eyes and squeezed her fingers as she demonstrated.


    Lauren propped herself against the doorjamb. "It was probably a wrong number," she muttered with a sigh.


    Why did she keep doing this to herself? It had been almost seven years. She never talked to her parents unless she called and even then it was always so awkward. Why should this year be any different?


    "They'll call back, right, Mommy?" Kristen dropped the phone in its cradle and bounced on the sofa.


    "No jumping, Krissy! You know the rules," she snapped. Kristen stopped bouncing and stared at Lauren and she immediately regretted her harsh words. It wasn't Kristen's fault she'd made a mess of her relationship with her parents.


    She felt like a heel, yelling at Kristen the way she did. Was it just her own guilt or did every parent feel this way? Just once, she'd love to be able to sit down with her mother and confide in her, talk the way they used to do before she'd made her life such a mess.


    "Sorry, honey." Lauren shut the door before sitting down on the sofa. Kristen climbed into her lap and wrapped her arms around her neck. "What do you say we skip the laundry and play Barbies for a while?"


    Kristen's eyes flew open. "Yeah!"


    * * *


    Lauren heard a knock on the door just as she finished making some peanut butter and jelly sandwiches for lunch. She licked the grape jelly smeared on her fingers as she shuffled her way to the door. "Coming!" she called out when the knock sounded again.


    She swung the door open, still sucking on her index finger. The cold air coming up from the hall blew into her face before she met Kyle's ice blue gaze.


    He glanced behind her to Kristen, who was sitting on the floor with her dolls, then back to Lauren again. One corner of his mouth turned up as he whispered, in a voice much too sexy for Lauren's peace of mind, "Mind if I do that sometime?"


    She quickly pulled her finger out of her mouth. Damn. All he had to do was show up and he had her second guessing herself. She stepped back with wild thoughts of Kyle's mouth on her fingers...and more. "What do I owe this visit to?" Fluttering her moist fingers by her side, she tried her best to act as nonchalant as her reeling body would allow.


    "I missed you. Did you miss me?" He smiled and cocked his head to one side, a lock of blond hair falling over his forehead.


    She wished he wouldn't do that.


    Instead of answering him, she shot him a sardonic look. Apparently everything she'd said last weekend had fallen on deaf ears.


    He shrugged. "I called, but no one answered."


    A pain stabbed at her heart. It wasn't her parents who'd phoned after all. Pointing to the unfolded clothes in the laundry basket still sitting by the sofa, she said, "I was doing the laundry."


    He gave a quick nod. "I thought Kristen might like to go sledding with the kids this afternoon."


    Kristen, who'd been totally engrossed in picking out a new outfit for her latest Barbie doll, shot her head up with the mention of her name. Within a matter of seconds, she was on her feet, tugging on Lauren's sleeve and begging, "Pleeeeeeaze."


    Lauren let out a sigh in defeat and knotted her arms across her chest. "She hasn't eaten lunch yet."


    "That's okay. Mom made a picnic lunch for the kids," Kyle said.


    "Yeah, Mommy, can I go play with Julie?"


    Lauren looked down at Kristen's puppy dog eyes and rumpled her blond curls. "I thought we would get a Christmas tree today, hon."


    Kristen's expression drooped, along with it, Lauren's heart. There was no way Kristen would enjoy finding the perfect Christmas tree if she was thinking about the fun she was missing with her friend.


    Staring back at Kyle, she jutted out her chin. "How are you going to have a picnic? It's ten degrees outside," she argued.


    "It's at least twenty-five and they're having the picnic inside my house. They'll be sledding out back." He smiled at Kristen and then at Lauren. Damn, he knew she wasn't going to win this one, she fumed inwardly. And he was enjoying it!


    Puffing her cheeks, she threw her hands up in resignation. "Go get your snow pants on, Krissy."


    It didn't take more than a heartbeat for Kristen to scoot to her room. Within seconds, Lauren heard the sound of drawers opening and closing. No doubt half Kristen's wardrobe would be piled high on her bed before she was done dressing.


    She met Kyle's gaze head on. "You play dirty."


    He laughed and said in a low voice, “I play to win."


    Does that include me? No, she didn't want to know the answer to that one.


    She glanced down at her navy sweatpants and sweat shirt. "If we're going sledding, I guess I should change, too."


    "That's a good idea, but we're not going sledding," he informed her. "Just the kids. My parents are downstairs in the van. They'll be taking them out."


    "Oh. I thought we'd be going with them." The thought of being alone in the apartment felt strange to Lauren. She couldn't remember ever being here without Kristen and she wasn't sure she'd welcome the feeling.


    "I was hoping we could spend some time alone."


    Of course. Deaf ears. Were all men this way? Or just the ones that she had an incredible magnet to attract? "I don't think that's a good idea," she said.


    "Didn't you say you still had a lot of shopping to do for Christmas?"


    "Yes, but-"


    "It would be the perfect time to get it done. You've got a free baby-sitter for the day. And Kristen is going to have a great time with-"


    "Okay, okay. I hear you." She held up her hand as a sign of truce.


    His eyes smiled his pleasure. "Anyway, I'd hardly call shopping a date."


    Despite her protest and words to the contrary to him last weekend, she did welcome the idea of being with Kyle. Only problem was, it also scared her to death. He'd come dangerously close to kissing her last weekend. Part of her was beginning to wish he had and that was not a good sign. She didn't know if she had the strength to ward off another advance.


    "Give me a minute to change."


    An hour later, they walked along Main Street in Sturbridge, perusing the displays in the specialty shop windows.


    Kyle pointed to a small Cape Cod-style house tucked behind some craft stores along the main road. "I bought that house ten years ago. That's the one that started it all for me," he said. "I was still at UMass then."


    "Business major, right?"


    "Yep. How'd you know?"


    "Lucky guess. How did you do it?"


    He laughed. "I almost flunked."


    "No, I mean buying the house."


    "Luck really," he said modestly. "I read about the property in the paper. It was owned by the bank and in need of repair. I pitched the idea to my father over dinner one night and he thought it showed promise. He backed me on the venture with the bank." He shook his head. "I still can't believe he did it, but he did."


    Lauren smiled. "He believed in you."


    "Yeah, well, I had given him plenty of reason not to, but it all worked out in the end. I couldn't have done it without him." Kyle pointed to a large post and beam building on the other side of the road. "There is a great antique toy shop next to the Outlets."


    He took her hand and guided her across the street toward the newer Outlet shops. All the buildings shared a style that mirrored the old time charm that made the area famous.


    Lauren couldn't help but wonder how her life would have turned out if her father had given her the same kind of support. Maybe she would have gone to college and become the architect she'd dreamed of becoming.


    A gust of wind whipped in her face, chilling her to the bone. As they walked along the brick path, Lauren realized that the little house Kyle spoke of wasn't the little Cape Cod-style home she'd thought it was when he first pointed it out. The front porch boasted a bright red sign announcing a 25% off sale of hand crafted furniture.


    "You bought a furniture store?" Lauren asked.


    "No, it was a residential home at the time. None of these newer buildings were here when I bought it. The carpenter I sold this building to had been working out of his basement for years, selling his pieces at the Brimfield Outdoor Antique Show. Have you ever been?" he asked.


    "Yes, we went last fall. I've never seen so many antiques in my life," Lauren said, remembering the acres upon acres of outdoor booths where antiques and collectibles of every kind were bartered tri-annually.


    Pointing to the furniture store, he commented, "We built a workshop out back for him before the sale and now he works and sells his furniture right here. It needed some work, but being right across the street from Old Sturbridge Village, I knew it would be worth the risk. A year later, they broke ground for the newer stores. That's when I sold it for twice what I paid. The profit helped me buy the next property and things just snowballed from there on in."


    In the distance, Lauren heard the faint sound of voices singing Jingle Bells. The voices grew louder as they walked, until she saw a small crowd of people walking up the brick lane.


    An announcement came over the loudspeaker that the Sturbridge High School Choir was performing the finale of its Christmas pageant in the courtyard.


    "I thought I heard music." Kyle tugged her by the arm and laughed. "You're on."


    Lauren gasped. "What are you talking about?"


    "Come on. You sang so good last week at the tree lighting ceremony, I'm sure they wouldn't mind one more person."


    She ground her feet in, but he was too strong and practically dragged her along. "Kyle Preston, don't you dare!"


    He gave a hardy laugh. He was enjoying this!


    Kyle stopped a student passing out lyric sheets and handed it to Lauren.


    "I have no intention of singing, Kyle."


    "Then I'll sing."


    "Now I'm really going to be embarrassed," she teased as she laughed nervously.


    In the courtyard was a stage decorated with evergreen garland and gold bows. In front of the stage were several rows of folding chairs arranged in rows. They stood in the back as most of the seats were already taken.


    "For our final number," the conductor said, addressing the crowd, "we'd like to solicit your help. Please join in with the words, if you know them, or hum the tune. It's a song I'm sure you're all familiar with." Turning back to the choir, he lifted his baton and the song began.


    The crowd sang along to Deck the Hall. After the first round of fa-la-la-la-la's the choir stepped down from the stage and began walking along the brick lane, two by two. A small group of people from the crowd joined behind the choir as they passed.


    Kyle gripped Lauren's hand. "Come on."


    "No, I can't," Lauren said, giggling. Something about the day, the moment, seemed enchanting. Being with Kyle, she felt light as a winged dove soaring to the clouds.


    "Why not?"


    The afternoon sun danced in his eyes and her breath caught in her throat. "Because you're crazy."


    He gave her a lopsided grin. "Just crazy for you." He squeezed her hand.


    An elderly couple who'd been seated in front of them gestured for them to join in. "Tis the season," the gentleman sang, then said, "Come on."


    They moved shoulder to shoulder down the brick lane with the crowd of carolers, singing and laughing as they went. Lauren couldn't help but steal a quick glance at Kyle as they walked in formation. His face radiated a smile so bright, it was as though he were intoxicated by the moment. A feeling Lauren couldn't deny had consumed her as well. Their eyes met and held for a lingering moment and his expression changed. What she saw was the etchings of raw human emotion nakedly revealed on the lines of Kyle's face. It should have frightened her, but to her surprise it only added to the mounting desire welling up inside her.


    What she saw did not frighten her. What she wanted in return did.


    # # #


    Chapter Six


    A smoldering fire burned in the depths of Kyle's ice blue eyes and suddenly, Lauren wondered just what it would be like to be engulfed by that flame. Hearing her heart beat like a timpani in her ear, she sucked in a breath and held it, before emitting a cloud of mist.


    Deck the hall...


    His lips didn't move. He was no longer paying attention to the music coming over the loudspeaker or the people singing. He focused on her and her alone. She wasn't sure when it happened, but they stopped moving and the carolers drifted pass them down the lane. She forced a chilled breath deep into her lungs and trembled with anticipation.


    He bent his head and his mouth came over hers like a gentle summer breeze caressing her skin. Hot, moist and oh, so inviting. Kyle placed his hand on the nape of her neck and deepened the kiss, seeking what she never thought she had to give. His scent filled her head and sent her senses reeling. He was warm and hard against her softness and she heard herself moan with delight. Or was that him? She didn't know...and didn't care. All she knew was that she'd been swallowed by an all-consuming passion that now threatened to dissolve her. And she didn't care if it did.


    She heard his sharp intake of breath amid the music blaring over the speakers as he pulled away. His breathing was ragged, as was her own, she realized. With his hand still at the back of her head, he gently caressed her neck and combed his fingers through her hair before dropping his hand.


    He held her gaze and she wondered what he saw written in her expression. A gust of wind lifted her hair and broke the trance between them.


    "We'd better get going." She turned away and looked into the faces of people who were filing away from the courtyard. For a moment she'd forgotten where and who she was or the presence of people around her. Suddenly, she felt as if she was an item on display, although she was sure none of the strangers were paying any real attention to them.


    Shaking her hair, she tried to regain her composure. "I don't want to get back too late." She spun around and walked toward the stores.


    "We have all the time in the world, Lauren," Kyle said to her back. She knew he wasn't talking about hours in the day. Within seconds, his hand was clasped around hers in a tight hold. It was clear he had no intentions of letting her take flight from him after their kiss. The thing that she couldn't figure out was why she didn't want to.


    As they walked down the brick path, they passed a store window displaying an assortment of gift-wrapped packages under a silver-limbed Christmas tree. Although the red and green ornaments were festive and shimmered under the display lights, it held little charm.


    "That's the saddest tree I've ever seen," Kyle said, staring at the display. "I like cranberries and popcorn, myself."


    She looked up at him in awe that he was thinking the same thoughts as her own. "And gingerbread cookies with gold ribbon," she added.


    He smiled. "Scotty made a star out of aluminum foil in pre-school a few years back. You should see his face when Mom puts it on the tree."


    "Hey, that's a good idea. We don't have a tree topper. I'll have to remember that when we put up our tree. Oh, look!" Lauren dropped Kyle's hand and raced to the toy store display window a few yards away.


    Behind the glass was a magical winter wonderland. A pair of moving Santa and Mrs. Claus figurines stood in the center of the display surrounded by miniature elves buried in a sea of fake snow. A toy train, set on tracks suspended from the ceiling, disappeared into a tunnel before coming back to the display for the outdoor viewing.


    But the thing that caught Lauren's attention was the magnificent antique dollhouse. It was every little girl's dream come true, from the Farmers porch with swing, to the miniature furniture and people all set up inside. The house opened on hinges, giving ample space for a child of any age to sit and re-arrange the pieces. She could just envision her and Kristen sitting on the floor of her bedroom, playing with it for hours.


    "Krissy would just love that." Lauren kept her eyes on the dollhouse and felt Kyle's hand on her shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze.


    "I've got the feeling you would, too," he said softly. "Let's go inside and take a look." Kyle led her to the double doors, opened one, and waited for her to proceed inside.


    Pulling the scarf from her neck, Lauren groaned and trudged to the display. There was no sense falling in love with this dollhouse, she thought with a sigh. Without even looking at the price tag, she knew that it was far beyond her reach.


    "Beautiful detail," Kyle said in admiration as he bent down and pulled the white tag, holding it out for her to inspect the price.


    Lauren’s shoulders sagged when she read the numbers. Just as she expected, it was well beyond her financial reach. She would never be able to afford spending an entire month's rent no matter how perfect a gift it would make.


    As if reading her mind, Kyle offered, "What do you say I pick it up as a gift for Kristen?"


    She glared at him, angrier with herself for not having the means to enjoy giving such a luxury than at his attempt at charity. Piqued, she knotted her scarf around her neck. "We've already been through this, Kyle. I won't take your money."


    She spun on her heels and pushed through the store door with force tantamount to her anger. When she reached the sidewalk, he caught her arm and twisted her around to meet his gaze head on.


    "Hey, this is no big deal. Why won't you let me do something for you?" he huffed. His drawn expression told her he was hurt by her rejection, not angry.


    Seeing his reaction defused some of her anger, but did nothing to squash her pride. "It is to me. I should be able to give my child what she needs without any help from you or anyone else."


    Damn, but she's stubborn, Kyle fumed inwardly. If it wasn't for the fact that he knew her pride would be destroyed, he'd run right back into the store and buy the dollhouse despite her protest. But he knew she'd hate him for it. And he couldn't bear that.


    His mind raced. If she won't take the money from him, maybe he could convince her to take a store credit. "Wait a minute. Let's go back in and see if we can work something out with the manager."


    "What good with that do? I still can't afford it." She sighed and his heart broke in two. It was such a simple thing, buying this damned dollhouse, yet she acted like she'd be giving up her first born child by accepting his gift. It was so ironic, he thought. Lauren was so unlike any of the women he’d known who were always too eager for him to pull out his checkbook for them.


    "Maybe not in one lump sum, but spread out over time, you-"


    "I can't, Kyle." He sensed her embarrassment as her gaze dipped to the ground and she shoved her hands deep into her coat pocket. "The store is not going to give me credit on my salary. It's no use even trying. Even if they did, I doubt I'd be able to make the payments."


    Kyle looked back at the dollhouse in the window. There had to be a way without Lauren feeling that she was compromising her ideals.


    Suddenly, this dollhouse held all the magic of Christmas. It wasn't just a toy, it was a symbol, a home. He envisioned his house and the fantasy he'd created earlier of Lauren and Kristen living there with him. As he peered back at her, he saw a sheen of moisture in her eyes. "Then I'll give you credit," he said, determination spurring him on.


    She sucked in a deep breath, her jaw set, and started to protest, but he put up his hand and cut her off at the pass. There was no way he was going to lose this battle.


    "Hear me out, lady, this is not charity. This is a loan." He sucked in a frosty breath and waited for her next move.


    She tilted an eyebrow and he thought he saw a spark of hope settling in her eyes. Good. It was just what he needed to bring the deal home.


    "It will be strictly business. A little like some of the wheeling and dealing I use to buy property. It's called creative financing."


    "Oh, I see." She rolled her eyes. "And what kind of creative financing are you going to give me? Non-existent payment plan? No thank you."


    The skepticism in her tone did nothing to deplete his resolve. He found the energy and spunk that made him what he was today come back to him tenfold with her stubbornness. She was a challenge, indeed, but no tougher than any of the other challenges he'd faced in his life.


    "We can figure out a workable payment plan. Whatever you decide you can afford comfortably." He could almost hear the wheels in her head spinning, contemplating, and then deciding.


    "With interest, right? I won't take-"


    "I know, I know, you won't take charity." He puffed his cheeks. "No interest."


    She raised her eyebrows and stuck out her chin.


    "Instead of interest," he bargained, placing his index finger to his cheek, "you spend the holidays with me and my family." There. He'd just used his trump card. How could she pass up a family Christmas?


    Her face softened, the wildcat fire in her ebbed away and was replaced by pain. "Christmas is a time for family."


    "And friends. There'll be lots of people at my parents' Christmas Eve. You and Kristen can stay in the spare room at their house."


    "You can't just invite me into your parents' home, you know," Lauren argued.


    Does this woman back down to anything?


    "They already invited you for Christmas Eve. I told them you'd be coming for Christmas, too." It was a lie; he hadn't told them any such thing. But he had her on the run and he wasn't about to let her slip through his fingers now by telling her so. Besides, he knew his parents wouldn't mind her staying the night. The more the merrier as the saying goes.


    The tension in her face eased and she gazed up at him, searching his expression. "Why do you keep doing this?"


    Because I can't think of anything I want more than being with you on Christmas morning, Lauren Alexander. He thought about saying the words, but in doing so, he knew she'd just make up some excuse for not spending the holidays with him. The thought of her and Kristen being alone was something he couldn't bear. The thought of him being without them suddenly seemed just as bad.


    Her wide eyes glistened and a smile tugged at the corner of her lips. "What if I'd said no?"


    "Does that mean you're saying yes?"


    She poked him in the ribs and chuckled. "You first."


    He hesitated for a second, weighing his words. He leaned into her and said softly, "I would have been incredibly disappointed."


    Her eyes flew open with surprise. After the kiss they just shared, how could she not know how he'd feel? "Really?" she whispered.


    He shrugged. "Yes." Why did he suddenly feel like he was standing buck naked on the street corner bearing his soul? Maybe because, in a way, he just did. He was surprised at how good it felt.


    She glanced back at the dollhouse in the window, a twinkle of glee sparkling in her eyes. "It's a deal." Lauren extended her hand to his and, with a nod of her head, gave it one hard shake to cement their deal.


    With their hands still clasped together, they pushed through the toy store doors to buy the antique dollhouse. This simple toy was much more than just a child's plaything. It was a symbol, the beginning of an upward climb toward trust. And he had every intention of reaching the top.


    * * *


    During the ride back to his house, Kyle couldn't help but revel in the triumph that lingered in him. The sun was still bright in the sky, glistening on the snow with a blinding sheen. He made the turn onto Tower Hill Road and stole a glance at Lauren as she looked out the window. He couldn't believe the transformation that had come over her this afternoon.


    Despite what she'd said about not wanting to get involved, she did have feelings for him. What transpired between them when they'd kissed was not something that could be imagined. It was raw volcanic emotion. Damn, but this woman could spark a fire below his belly that would blow a mountain top sky high. And he was sure it was something they both had experienced.


    She looked out the window at the scenery as they drove, a hint of a smile still dancing in her eyes. Several times he'd caught her turning to look at the box they'd carefully covered with a blanket and tucked in the back of the Jeep so Kristen wouldn't suspect anything. He couldn't keep from smiling himself. Not because it was the perfect gift for Kristen, but because of the milestone they'd achieved between the two of them in purchasing it.


    Lauren was beginning to trust him, if only in a small way. This one baby step they'd taken felt like a giant leap. If he had his way-and he was determined he would-this was just the first of many leaps forward.


    The street was lined with hundred-year-old maple trees displaying sturdy branches, now bare of the leaves that colored them each autumn. Just beyond a large farm was his property. He'd always loved this road. He hoped Lauren would, too. Blood raced through his veins in anticipation. He'd work the last two years designing, and then constructing the home he planned to live in alone. Why should he care if she liked the house?


    But he did care. He wanted her to like what he'd done because he hoped that someday she and Kristen would be living there with him.


    "This is it." Kyle pointed to the custom two story home set back from the road.


    Lauren leaned forward in her seat and sighed. Kyle's home was exactly how she'd imagined it. Completely breathtaking. She recalled her first reaction when looking at the blueprints in his apartment and how he'd described the yard. The driveway started at the far end of the property and meandered back a few hundred feet to a three car garage. Clusters of white birch trees were scattered in the front yard as if they'd been purposely landscaped that way. Lauren closed her eyes and could just imagine the vivid colors of tiger lilies and garden phlox glowing against the white tree bark in summertime. It was an awesome effect. Opening her eyes again, she saw the blanket of white covering the ground, no doubt hiding any blemishes to the earth caused by the ongoing construction.


    From the outside, the house looked completed, but Kyle had mentioned it needing the finishing touches.


    "It's beautiful, Kyle." She felt breathless and was sure she sounded that way as well.


    Kyle smiled his pleasure as he parked his Jeep behind the van. "What's first, the grand tour or a ride down the hill on a Flexible Flyer?"


    "Call me a wimp, but I'll take the tour."


    * * *


    After an impressive review of the house, Kyle joined his father in the back yard to help the children apply the finishing touches to a snowman they'd been working on. Lauren and Judy stayed in the kitchen sipping the last of the hot chocolate from the thermos.


    "I don't know how you do it," Lauren said. "I'm always exhausted by the end of the day and I only have one child, you have four!"


    Judy laughed. "Some days it might as well be ten."


    "How do you do it?"


    "I really felt the work when Julie and Scotty were born. I'm sure Kyle has told you all my children are adopted."


    Lauren nodded.


    "The little ones were the only two that Will and I have raised since birth. The list for adopting a newborn in Massachusetts is long, so we had quite a wait. Zoey was four when she came to live with us. We adopted her a year later." Judy patted Lauren on the shoulder. "Brace yourself for the teenage years. You'll need all your strength and patience then, my dear."


    Lauren groaned inwardly. No one had to tell her how trying a teenager could be. All she had to do was remember her own adolescence.


    "I'm glad you came into my son's life." Judy propped herself against the island counter in the center of the kitchen and eyed Lauren. She'd seen the same look before, at dinner last weekend, but dismissed it as simple kindness. Now she recognized it as a warm affection towards her.


    She couldn't help but chuckle. "Kyle's a pretty tenacious guy."


    "That's my son for you. I admire that in him. It's helped him along in life. Although Zoey may not see that as the most admirable trait in her big brother." Judy began tossing the leftover paper plates from their afternoon picnic into a trash bag. "But where you're concerned, I'd have to say I approve."


    Heat crept from her toes to her cheeks as she remembered how Kyle had kissed her earlier. "We're, ah, just friends."


    Judy stopped in mid-motion and stared at Lauren. "Hmm. Well, whatever it is, I think you're good for him."


    She turned away from Judy's scrutiny and stared out the window, fixing her gaze on the snowman project. "He likes to help people. I don't think I had anything to do with that."


    Judy chuckled. "Ask Zoey and she'll tell you he likes to help a little too much, to the point of being downright meddlesome."


    Lauren felt a grin tug at her lips. She'd actually thought the same thing herself over the past week.


    “Unfortunately, people can easily take advantage of a generous heart.”


    Lauren snapped her gaze at Judy.


    “No, no. I don’t mean you, Lauren,” Judy said quickly.


    “You mean the woman he built this house for?”


    It was Judy’s turn to be surprised. “Debra was a nice girl. A little needy, though. She wanted much more than even Kyle could give.”


    Curiosity won over Lauren’s pride. “Look at this house. How much more could she possibly have wanted?”


    Judy leaned her hip against the counter. “All of him.” She sighed. “Debra came from a large family. She was one of eight and they didn’t have much. Attention was at a premium, I suspect. She liked Kyle’s generosity as long as it was focused on her. With her family being so large, Kyle had assumed family was important to her.”


    “But it wasn’t?”


    Judy shook her head. “She didn’t want family around—his family—and Kyle can’t live without it. Family is very important to him. He likes being in the middle of everything, doing things for people.”


    That much was evident to Lauren. Since the moment she met Kyle Preston, he was doing things for her.


    When she said nothing, Judy went on. "Kyle's heart is in the right place. I make no bones about the fact that I'm proud of what he's accomplished given his troubled childhood."


    "He mentioned he came to live with you when he was twelve," Lauren offered. Part of her hoped to gain some insight into Kyle's past. Although he'd always spoken fondly of his adoptive parents, he had yet to speak of his life before he came to live with them. She was disappointed when Judy did not elaborate any further.


    "Trusting didn't come easy for Kyle. At first, he did everything in his power to push us away. I know he was afraid of getting hurt again." Judy sighed as she bent down to pick up the blanket on the floor. Lauren followed and helped with the folding. "Then he did everything he could to win our approval, as if that would make us love him. He could never quite believe he already had our love."


    Lauren knew those feelings well. Except she knew she didn't have her parents' approval. Their brand of tough love sent her out on the streets when she needed them the most. Despite the pain it caused, she'd give anything to get past the tension dividing them and have them back in her life again.


    After dropping the blanket into the picnic basket and adding the empty thermos, Judy continued. "This is a beautiful house, but I don’t think he was ready to make such a move. He did it to please Debra.” Judy shrugged. “That’s just the way he is.”


    Lauren felt a prick at her heart with Judy's words. After the afternoon they'd spent together, she let herself believe that maybe, just maybe she'd be able to allow herself to get close to Kyle. The kiss they'd shared just about rocked her world with its intensity. And she'd be lying to herself if she said she didn't want more. Earlier, as she walked through the house that he built, she foolishly let her mind daydream about what it would be like if she and Kristen lived here as Kyle's family.


    Well, now is the time for the old kick-in-the-butt reality check, girl. If what Judy said was true, and there was no reason for Lauren to believe otherwise, then Kyle was just being himself, doing what he always did. He was just trying to please her.


    Judy hooked the picnic basket in her arm and walked into the dining area, inspecting the open design. The pungent fumes of Polyurethane and stain hung heavy in the air. "So this is what he's been working on so diligently this week." She waved her arm around the room.


    Lauren had noticed the rooms were open, void of the walls that she'd seen in the original design. She didn't say anything about her suggestion to make the change. Like he’d done for Debra, had Kyle made this change just to please her? "I like how it makes the rooms feel," she said instead.


    Judy gazed at her and smiled warmly. "I like it, too."


    # # #


    Chapter Seven


    "I want the most beautiful one you have," Kyle said to the man mummified in a cold weather parka. He could barely see his face beneath the furry hood. "Just point me in the direction and I'll cut it down myself."


    "I've still got a couple of thirteen foot Douglas firs in the back of the farm, right near the one you cut down last week." The salesman, who Kyle had known for years, was the owner of the tree farm.


    "No, not that big. A seven foot tree, nice and full all around would be great." He rubbed his gloved hands together in an attempt to ward off the cold. It had been snowing off and on for the past two days. The trek up to the back of the farm would be too difficult with all the snow.


    "We've got a whole farm of seven footers. Pretty ones, too. Just take your pick."


    With saw in hand, Kyle plowed a fresh path through the snow in search of the perfect Christmas tree. Forty-five minutes later, he'd cut and purchased what he thought was just that.


    He just hoped Lauren would be home, he thought as he drove over to her place to deliver it. He had attempted to call Lauren several times, but hadn't been able to reach her. Earlier in the week, he hadn't thought much about it when the answering machine picked up and he heard her pre-recorded voice suggesting he leave a message. By Thursday evening, he began to get the distinct feeling that maybe she was avoiding him.


    Okay, so maybe he'd laid things on a little thick by commandeering her into dinner, hijacking her to go shopping, kissing her... He'd lay it on as thick as he could if he could kiss her sweet lips again.


    Most men would bring flowers to court a lady, he thought as he removed the rope securing the freshly cut Christmas tree to the top of his Jeep. He'd save the roses for another time. Hell, he'd build her a whole rose bed out back so she could have fresh roses every day.


    Today they were going to decorate a Christmas tree. He gripped the trunk in the center of the tree and pulled until the tree was on the sidewalk in front of Lauren's home.


    As he dragged the tree beside him, he saw her car parked in the driveway. Good, no answering machines, no excuses. She's home.


    Familiar with the sticky door, he clutched the handle and yanked hard. "That gets fixed once and for all," he muttered as he struggled with the branches. Once he managed to pull the tree through the doorway, he dragged it up the three flights of stairs to Lauren's attic apartment.


    * * *


    Lauren pulled the afghan snug to her chest and shivered. No! she groaned. This was the worst time in the world to be getting sick. She'd worked a week full of overtime just so she could take some time off after Christmas to spend with Kristen. She shivered again and sneezed.


    Kristen pulled a tissue from the box and handed it to Lauren. "God bless you, Mommy."


    "Thank you, sweetie," she said just as she heard a knock at her door. She twisted her legs off the sofa and padded across the floor.


    As she swung the door open, the cold breeze coming up from the hallway caused her to shiver. She closed her eyes and sneezed. Opening her eyes again, she frowned.


    "Is there a person behind this tree?" she asked.


    "Yes, ma'am." Kyle's gloved hand weeded its way through the branches, pulling them down so Lauren could see his face.


    "Kyle, what have you done?!"


    "I brought you a Christmas tree."


    "I can see that. But..."


    He tried forcing the tree through the door with visible difficulty. The branches were just too wide. "But what? Did you already get one?" he asked, grunting.


    "No."


    "Great. When I couldn't reach you this week I thought maybe you were out getting one."


    She sniffed, yanked a tissue from the box on the bookcase, and blew her nose. "I had to work late every day. I'm taking Christmas week off so that I can spend some time with Krissy."


    Still struggling in the doorway, he said, "Good idea. Do you have a tree stand?"


    Her lips lifted to a smile. She sucked in her cheeks to keep him from seeing her amusement with the situation. "Yes, but there is no way that tree is going to fit in here."


    "Sure it will," he said confidently. With exuberance he squeezed the tree through until he was in the living room. "When I was out at the farm, I could just envision this tree all lit up in the corner of the room. It's going to fit just perfect next to the..."


    With her hand to her face, Lauren bit her lip and chuckled. Kyle thoughtfully inspected the corner on the other side of the bookcase and frowned.


    "It's not going to fit," he muttered and propped the tree against the closed door.


    "Exactly."


    "It looked great in my head."


    Kristen bounced over to Lauren's side and waved to Kyle. "Is it ours, Kyle?"


    He crouched down to her level and rumpled her downy curls. "Sure is, scooter." He lowered his voice. "But it looks like we're going to have to perform some heavy duty surgery before it'll fit."


    Kristen giggled.


    Lauren sniffed and rubbed her watering eyes. "We planned on going out tomorrow."


    "Doesn't look like you'll be going anywhere with that cold. How long have you been like this?" he asked, a hint of concern coloring his tone.


    "It started yesterday. I think this is the worst of it. It'll pass." She waved her hand to make light of it, but Kyle just grimaced.


    "I'm sure it will when you get some rest."


    "I don't have time to rest. Look at this place." With a sweep of her hand gesturing to the room, she said, "Just a few days before Christmas and I haven't decorated the apartment."


    "There is plenty of time for that tomorrow when you're feeling better. Right now, you're going to rest." He gripped her shoulders and twisted her around before leading her to the sofa. If she'd been feeling herself, she would've balked at his command. But given her current state, she had to admit she welcomed someone else taking charge. "Kristen and I will keep busy while you get some sleep."


    "You don't need to take care of Kristen," she protested.


    "You're the one who needs to be taken care of." He held up his hand when she began to protest. "What good is taking time off to be with your daughter if you get pneumonia, which is exactly what you'll have if you run yourself into the ground?"


    "But-"


    "I'm not taking no for an answer, so don't waste your breath. You need all you can get." He handed her the box of tissues and picked up the afghan, carefully placing it over her shivering body. It should have made her feel better, but it did nothing to dispel the chills causing her to shake.


    "What will you do?" she asked. She plopped down on the sofa, plumping the throw pillow before laying her head down.


    "We'll get out of the house for a while and leave you to sleep. Maybe we'll go shopping for things to decorate the tree. Or maybe stop by my parents’ so the kids can play." He gave her a lopsided grin. "Don't worry. She's going to be just fine."


    Don't worry he says! That's pretty darn hard to do when for the past seven years her whole world revolved around this child.


    Ten minutes later, after Kristen was bundled up warm, Kyle shut the door behind them. It was the oddest feeling she had ever known. There had always been noise and commotion of some kind in the apartment. But now, there was silence.


    For the first time in years, Lauren was truly alone.


    It was some time later, when she felt a cold hand against her cheek, that she realized she'd actually fallen asleep. Her eyes still heavy, she struggled to pull herself from slumber. When she lifted her lids, she was met by Kyle's worried gaze.


    "You look awful." he murmured.


    "Thanks a lot," she managed to say as she strained to focus on the room. Supporting the full weight of her upper body on her right arm, she looked around, ignoring the ache in her shoulders. She stopped just short of panic. "Where's Krissy?"


    "Don't worry. She was having a good time with Julie." A smile tugged at his lips. "You should have heard the two of them plotting to arrange a sleep-over. I told her she could only stay if you agreed."


    "We've never been separated overnight before." She pulled herself to a sitting position and groaned as her head bobbed back. Her whole body felt as if she'd been hit with a sledgehammer.


    "Whoa, lady. You're burning with fever. You're not going anywhere." He coaxed her to lie down before walking away. She heard running water and cabinets opening and shutting before he was by her side again. Handing her a glass of water and two pills, he said, "Take these. They'll take your temperature down and help with the aches."


    She did as she was told and handed him the empty glass with a shaky hand. Her teeth began to chatter.


    "I don't know about you, but I think it's a good idea for Kristen to stay with my parents tonight."


    Closing her eyes, she shook her head.


    He eased himself on the sofa. "You don't want her getting sick, too."


    The tenderness in his voice told Lauren he knew how hard it was for her to be separated from Kristen.


    "I...think you're right."


    He nodded. "She can borrow some of Julie's clothes. They're about the same size."


    Her eyelids fluttered and she felt a cold compress on her forehead. "What time is it?" she asked, shivering.


    "About four-thirty." He pulled up the afghan and squeezed next to her on the sofa. His body pressed against the full length of hers.


    "What are you doing?" She had no strength to protest.


    "You've got the chills. I'm just going to use my body temperature to warm you until you stop shaking."


    Her head fell against his chest and she closed her eyes. Immediately, her body relaxed when she felt his fingers stroked her head. The heavy thump of his heartbeat set a tranquil cadence and soon rocked her to sleep.


    When Kyle heard Lauren's rhythmic breathing, he eased himself off the sofa, trying his best not to disturb her. Her hair clung to the beads of sweat on her forehead. Good, he thought with relief. That was a clear sign her fever was breaking. He kissed her head before reaching for the telephone and dialing his parents' telephone number.


    After two rings, Will answered, "Hello?"


    "It's me," Kyle answered. "Do you mind telling Ma it's okay for Kristen to stay the night?"


    Will sighed. "Sure, no problem." The slight hesitation in his father's voice was cause for alarm.


    "What gives?"


    After another hesitation, Will said, "Your mother had a run in with Zoey this morning. She took off with Bruce afterward. When I heard the phone, I thought maybe it was her." He heard his father's breath distort over the phone line.


    "Mom didn't mention anything when I was there," he said.


    "It's not like this hasn't happened before. Zoey and your mother haven't exactly seen eye to eye lately."


    "Did she say when she'd be back?"


    "No."


    "I'll go look for her," he said, already reaching for his jacket.


    "No, no. That won't be necessary. It's still early. I'm sure she's just being sixteen." He paused a moment and added. "I just don't like seeing your mother worry."


    Him, too, Kyle reflected. Despite the concern for his wife, Kyle knew this thing with Zoey was making his dad crazy. He ought to know. He'd put his parents through this sort of anguish more times than he could count.


    "How's Lauren feeling?" Will asked, changing the subject.


    He pushed his fingers through his hair and looked over at her. Although she was asleep, she seemed restless. "Worse than this morning. She's got a nasty fever. Aches and pains."


    "Your mother's soup should help."


    "Yeah, I'll warm some up for her when she wakes. Hopefully it's just the twenty-four hour bug that's been going around." His mind raced ahead to his sister. "And Dad?"


    "Yeah, son?"


    "You will call me if you can't find Zoey, right?"


    "Don't worry. She'll be home."


    Kyle sat in a rocking chair and watched Lauren sleep until the shadows stretched across the room. Lifting himself up, he flicked on the lamp and paced to the kitchen area. Hearing his stomach growl, he realized he hadn't eaten since breakfast. He simmered a potful of the chicken soup his mother had given him to bring over to Lauren and sat with a bowl of it at the kitchen table. He was just finishing when he heard Lauren stir.


    As she kicked the blanket off, she turned her body to face him, the blanket falling to the floor.


    "That smells good," she said, her voice groggy. "That can't possible have come from my kitchen."


    Kyle chuckled as he pulled another bowl from the cabinet. "Mom sent it over. You must be feeling better if you're thinking about food."


    She sat up and yawned into both hands. "Much. I'm starved."


    "That's a good sign."


    She started to stand, then fell off balance and landed back on the couch. "Whoa."


    "Better not overdo it. I'll bring the soup over to you."


    "Have I been asleep long?" she asked, combing her fingers through her hair as if she was suddenly self-conscious.


    "A few hours." He handed her the soup bowl on a dishtowel. "The bowl is hot," he warned, joining her on the sofa.


    "Thanks." She took a few spoonfuls.


    As Kyle gazed at her, he noticed some color had returned to her cheeks and her eyes were not as drawn. Apparently the sleep and aspirin had done their work.


    She stopped eating, her gaze lingering on him for a moment. "I must look awful," she said self-consciously. "You look beautiful," he murmured.


    "Liar."


    "Who me?" he teased, placing his hand over his heart in a mock gesture. He felt his smile fade. "I'd never lie to you, Lauren."


    Her eyes dipped and then looked back at him. Changing the subject, she asked, "What did you and Kristen end up doing this afternoon?"


    He couldn't help but smile. Kristen had wanted to get something special for Lauren, so "the girls" went shopping while he stayed back at the house with Scotty. When they returned, Kristen proudly announced that she bought some "smelly perfume" as a gift.


    "I hung out at the house."


    "Did you finish yet?"


    He shot her a puzzled look.


    "The house. It looked pretty close to being complete last weekend. There can't be much left for you to do there."


    "Oh, my house. Yeah, I just need my occupancy permit and I'll be calling the movers.”


    “You’ve decided to move in after all.”


    He shrugged. “Maybe. But I wasn't out there today. I stayed back at my parents'."


    Silence stretched on for an uncomfortable moment.


    Lauren placed the bowl on the end table and wiped her lips with the dishtowel. "Remind me to thank your mom for the soup. It was great."


    He nodded.


    She wrapped the blanket around her shoulders and sat with her legs tucked underneath her. "Your mom mentioned your friend Chas was going to be there Christmas Eve."


    He nodded.


    "You two have quite a history as I understand it. Sounds like you were close."


    He smiled and nodded.


    "Do you see him much?"


    He shot his head up to meet her probing eyes. "Not as much as I’d like. He's been living out of state for a few years. I’m glad he’s moving back."


    "Did something happen between you two?"


    He shifted his weight as if he were uncomfortable. "Full of questions, are we?"


    "Stop trying to change the subject." She tossed the dishtowel at him. It bounced off his chest and landed in his lap.


    "What was the subject?" he asked, giving her a mischievous grin.


    "Chas. Why do get all uncomfortable when his name is mentioned?"


    He shrugged. God, he hated talking about this. And by the way she was throwing questions at him, he knew that Lauren wasn't going to let it go. "I don’t. Not where Chas is concerned, anyway. We had quite a reputation way back when as the bad boys of the county. I just don’t like being reminded."


    "The things Judy and Will talked about sounded like harmless adolescent pranks. Nothing to stop the press about. I'd hardly call you a hardened criminal."


    "I stole a truck." He looked at her stone-faced and saw her expression change from disbelief to shock. "Grand theft auto qualifies as a criminal felony."


    She swallowed visibly.

  


  
    "I didn't go to prison. Except, of course, County Jail the first night."


    She fiddled with her fingers in her lap. The afghan fell from her shoulders and she quickly pulled it back. When she looked at his face again, he was relieved to see that she was not judgmental, merely nervous. "Was Chas with you?"


    "Like always." He looked away and held his breath. He'd give anything if he'd been alone, but back then, he and Chas were joined at the hip. Where there was one, so was the other.


    "What happened?"


    "It was the night of a big town meeting. The selectmen were arguing some big issue. I don't even remember what it was." He scratched the back of his head and took a deep breath before continuing. "The Town Hall was packed. Chas and I thought it would be a great time to go night skiing at Mt. Tom. We were sure the meeting was going to go late into the night so we just borrowed the selectman's truck."


    "Without telling him."


    "Unfortunately, that was the point."


    "And you got caught."


    "Not when we were stealing it. We went skiing for about an hour. I was driving home, rushing to get back before the meeting was over. I was so cocky," he whispered to himself with the memory.


    "You got pulled over for speeding?"


    He shook his head. "I wish it were that." God, how he wished it were only that. That one incident had changed his life forever and scarred his friend. That was something he had to live with. "I hit a patch of ice and the truck spun off the road into a ditch."


    Lauren gasped. "Were you hurt?"


    He shook his head. "I managed to bail out before it rolled. I had some scrapes and bruises, but Chas wasn't as lucky."


    "He didn't bail out?"


    "He'd fallen asleep. He didn't have time to react." He stretched his arm over the back of the sofa and nervously drummed his fingers on the upholstery. "It was quite a scene in the emergency room."


    Lauren forced a smile, hoping that it would ease the tension in the room. She couldn't imagine what Kyle was feeling, the pain it had caused. But at the same time, it warmed her heart that he felt comfortable confiding in her.


    "I heard Chas's parents yelling, crying...my mother crying. Do you know what that does to a person?"


    Yeah, Lauren knew. Her mother had cried for a week when she told her parents she was pregnant. Images like that don't fade with time.


    "Most of the night seems like a blur now, but what I remember most is my father's face. He was so angry, but his eyes were filled with disappointment." He pushed his fingers through his hair and his expression changed. "Are you still hungry?"


    "Ah, no." It took her a second to comprehend that he was trying to change the subject.


    "Do you want some more? There's plenty left." He leaned forward to stand, but Lauren reached out and clasped her fingers around his hand, pulling him back.


    "Wait a minute."


    "Would you like something to drink?"


    "You're doing it again. Stop going in circles."


    He sank back on the sofa and appeared aloof. "Forgive me for playing Doctor Kildare."


    "Don't run away from me. Tell me what happened. This had to have happened ten, twelve years ago when you were a minor or you would have gone to prison," she said.


    He gave a weak grin. "If it wasn't for my dad, I would have." The admiration he had for his father was transparent as he spoke. "I wasn't quite eighteen yet, but they could have tried me as an adult. After he bailed me out of jail, my dad took me down to the selectman's office and told him he wouldn't blame him if he pressed charges. I was a smart-ass cocky kid back then. There was no reason for him to cut me a break. Using me as an example would've been more of what I deserved."


    Kyle stood up and began pacing the room. Lauren had never seen him so forlorn. Breaking open an angry wound from the past was never easy, but for someone who'd climbed his way out of that black hole like Kyle had, it was excruciating.


    "My dad was humiliated, but he stood by me. Because of his reputation, not mine, the charges were dropped. I worked alongside my dad for months to pay for the damage to the truck. Chas worked for months to heal."


    "You paid your debt. You changed your life around for the better." She wrapped the afghan around her shoulders again. "It's a classic example of something good coming out of something bad."


    He looked at her straight on and she shuddered with his intensity. "No, it's not. That's just the point."


    "But you turned your life around."


    "Yes, I have. It proves that people can change. Unfortunately, you can't change the past."


    "I don't understand."


    "I came out of that scrape the better for it. Chas didn't get that luxury."


    She looked at him baffled. "But you said they dropped the charges."


    "Chas almost died. He broke his neck and his right leg was crushed."


    "Kyle, I'm so sorry." She didn't know what else to say.


    "Believe me, so was I. I wasn't the one who was supposed to succeed in life. You know, voted most likely to be imprisoned by the senior class. How prophetic." He laughed cynically. "Chas had it all ahead of him. He lost his football scholarship after the doctors told him he'd never play. He didn't have any big dreams of going pro, but his family had three kids in college already and they couldn't exactly afford to send him once the scholarship was pulled. He never did end up going."


    “You blame yourself for that, don’t you?”


    Regret hung heavy in the room. “I used to because it was my idea to steal the truck. Chas was angry for a long time. He had a lot to be angry about. But we got past that a long time ago.”


    "You didn’t do it alone. Chas was right alongside of you every step of the way."


    He buried his fingers in his hair. "I know. But every time I see him struggling, I can’t help but think he'd be a lot farther along in his life if that scholarship hadn't been pulled out from under him. When he was learning to walk again, I was out landing my first real estate deal. It’s hard when you have to do it alone."


    Suddenly tired again, she slumped back onto the sofa. “Don’t I know it.”


    His expression softened. "Hey, you've done a great job with Kristen. You should feel proud of all that you've achieved on your own. I couldn't have done it."


    She smiled with his compliment and leaned her head against the back of the sofa. As much as she'd doubted herself these past few weeks, she couldn't help but feel uplifted by his admiration.


    Bending toward her, Kyle felt her forehead with the back of his hand. "You're a little cooler, but you're still pale. You need to rest."


    "Is that so, Dr. Kyle," she teased. "And getting me to bed is part of your prescription?"


    Now that was a loaded question, Kyle thought. He could think of a hundred things he wanted do with Lauren in and out of bed that would take the edge off his wounds, but none of them would help her get any better. No matter how much he ached to act on the fantasy whirling out of control in his head and settling in a place that a woman could drive a man wild, he forced it aside. His raging libido still out of control, he swallowed hard and said, "Sleep will do you good."


    Burying himself in the snow bank on the sidewalk would do him good, too, if he had any chance of actually sleeping here with Lauren in the next room.


    She tossed off the afghan and he held out his hand to help her stand. She was still wearing the same gray stretch pants she'd been wearing earlier. He hadn't noticed earlier when she was under the afghan that she'd changed out of her sweatshirt sometime during the afternoon and put on an oversized pink T-shirt. What was hard not to notice was how little the T-shirt hid the soft curves of her breast beneath the thin cotton fabric. Her nipples, now taut and pressed against her shirt, betrayed any modesty she may have been trying to hold beneath the confines of the afghan.


    Kyle squeezed her hand lightly. Touching her would lend him trouble, but he just had to feel her soft skin, connect in some way. It wasn't the time to lose himself with this woman no matter how beautiful her full lips looked in the dim lighting. Or how much he wanted to tangle his fingers in her rumpled ash hair.


    "You know, you don't have to stay. This sofa isn't the world's most comfortable thing to sleep on. You'd probably have a much better night's sleep at your place." She took a deep breath and unconsciously slipped a lock of hair behind her ear.


    Did she really not want him to stay? His eyes focused on her exposed earlobe and instantly wondered what it would be like to nibble on the soft flesh there, taste her skin. It made his heart race and his breathing quicken.


    "I don't mind," he said. No, he didn't have to stay and torture himself with a sleepless night thinking of Lauren stretched out in a bed just mere feet from where he lay. Being as worn as she was, she'd probably sleep through the night, maybe even well into the morning. He could probably go back to his place and bring Kristen back after breakfast before she even woke up.


    But he wanted to stay. He'd never confided in a woman before about what happened with Chas. Even Debra hadn’t been really interested in how he’d changed his life around, only what he’d become. He'd always forced those dark feelings into a black hole and focused on the positive.


    Tonight when Lauren forced the issue, he was ready to give it up. Surprisingly enough, it hadn't left him empty like he thought it would. It didn't change anything. But confiding in Lauren had left him strangely uplifted for the first time in years. And he knew without a doubt he’d fallen hard. He was hopelessly in love with Lauren Alexander.


    He wasn't ready to break the energy between them by going home and crawling into a cold bed. Sure, he was crawling onto a cold sofa, no arms and legs to become tangled with, just wild fantasies about what may be, someday.


    Soon he hoped.


    But that he could handle. He'd have to.


    "You may need me in the middle of the night...for something." He looked away from her for a moment, sure that his thoughts would betray his words. When he looked back, she was smiling.


    "Well, since Kristen is staying at your parents' house, you may as well sleep in her bed. But I warn you," she cast a glance at the length of him, "it's a twin bed, so you may be just as cramped."


    "Are you trying to get rid of me?"


    "No. It's just...it's not even eight o'clock. What'll you do all night?"


    A cold shower and a bucket of ice came to mind. And he was going to need them pretty damn fast if she was going to remain this close to him, staring up at him the way she did.


    He waved his hand at the Christmas tree, still propped up against the wall. "There's the little matter of getting this Christmas tree set up so that it fits in the corner. That'll keep me busy for a while."


    She nodded and opened her mouth to say something, but the words died on her lips and she offered up a sleepy smile instead.


    He didn't push it. In her eyes, he saw the questions he knew she needed to ask and he wanted to answer. There was plenty of time for that. This was just another step forward.


    # # #


    Chapter Eight


    The sun streamed through the blinds of Lauren's bedroom window, causing long shadow lines to stretch across the room. She forced her eyes open, feeling immediately that something was different. The full night's sleep had done her a world of good, but better health wasn't what she noticed.


    The apartment was strangely quiet and it took a moment to register what was odd about this morning compared to every other day. The noise, or lack of it, finally struck her with a sense of urgency. As a rule, Kristen was always the first to be up and about, which gave Lauren no real need for an alarm clock. The absence of morning cartoons filtering in from the television in the living room or the tumbling of toys from the toy box in Kristen's room gave a weird sensation to the morning.


    Lauren glanced at the digital clock on the nightstand next to her bed. The red numbers told her it was seven-thirty. After pushing up from the bed, she pulled a white terry robe from her closet and wrapped it snug around her body. The nightshirt she threw on last night when she went to bed was sheer gauze and fell to her upper thigh. It was not the kind of thing to go parading around in with a house guest.


    Kyle. Was he even still here? She hadn't heard any signs of stirrings from him, either. Walking over the threshold into the living room, she found her suspicions were right on target. The bathroom door was wide open and the kitchen area empty. A folded blanket lay on the empty sofa. He was gone.


    Swept by a sense of abandonment, she pulled the terry robe tighter and looked around the room. She tried to tell herself it wasn't a good idea for Kyle to stay last night. There was no need for him to take care of her. In the end, it had been way too easy to let him take over.


    The bottom line was that, despite the need, she wanted him to stay. She liked having him around. For what reason, she didn't want to even think about.


    Kyle had been busy last night while she slept, that much was evident as she scanned the apartment. In the kitchen, a bowl with nothing but a few popcorn kernels lay in the middle of the table surrounded by strings of popcorn garland. Somehow he'd managed to find her Christmas decorations in the eave and pulled out her tree stand. The Christmas tree was now clipped and neatly tucked in the corner, filling the space completely. Although the branches were still bare of any decoration, it held the promise of elegance and holiday cheer.


    She must have slept like a rock, because she hadn't heard any commotion at all after her head hit the pillow.


    After opening a cabinet and grabbing a glass, she poured herself some orange juice and leaned against the kitchen counter, drinking and listening to the quiet. Many times she longed for a morning to sleep, a quiet moment to herself. But now that she had it, she wasn't so sure she liked it at all.


    She finished her juice, put the glass in the sink and stopped short, expecting to see a mountain of pots and pans and bowls from yesterday still sitting there, waiting to be cleaned. There was nothing. Kyle had done the dishes? As if needing proof, she opened cabinets and drawers to find the missing items put back in place. "Huh. Kyle did the dishes," she muttered. Although nothing was put back in exactly the right place, they were indeed washed, dried and put away. Tucked behind the gleaming chrome faucet was a folded piece of paper with her name scribbled in the middle.


    She read the note.


    Went to pick up Kristen and a few things from the market. Take advantage of the quiet and go back to bed. We'll be back before lunch.


    She folded the note and sat down at the kitchen table. Seven-thirty and he was already up and out the door. Seven-thirty in the morning and alone, and she had no idea what to do with herself.


    * * *


    It was quarter to ten when Kyle and Kristen finally made it back from the market. He opened the door to Lauren's bedroom and peered in. Her eyes were closed and her hair mussed as she lay on the pillow, still sleeping soundly. Hopefully she'd have more energy when she woke up so they could decorate the tree.


    He began to close the door and cringed when he heard the hinges squeak. Peering through the crack, he saw that Lauren hadn't stirred and he shut the door.


    "What does this say, Kyle?" Kristen asked, straining with the weight of a five pound bag of flour in her arms.


    "Do you recognize any of the letters?" he tossed back at her.


    "It starts with a big F. Is it the flour?"


    "Yep." He'd searched Lauren's cabinets last night and found the cupboards bare of any ingredients for making gingerbread cookies. Armed with his mother's cookie recipe and a list of ingredients and instructions, he and Kristen hit the supermarket first thing after breakfast.


    Kristen pulled a bottle out of the brown paper bag. "What's this syrupy thing?"


    "Molasses," Kyle told her.


    "Do we need it for the cookies?"


    "Yeah, but first we need a bowl."


    Kristen jumped down from the kitchen chair she'd been standing on and opened the cabinet next to the stove. After a short inspection, she pulled out a small plastic bowl. "Is this going to be big enough?"


    Kyle crinkled his nose. "I don't know about you but I want to eat some of these cookies, not just put them on the tree. We need a real big bowl."


    Kristen look puzzled, as if she were thinking of where she could find a bowl big enough. Kyle took the bowl from her and put it back in cabinet. Crouching down to her level, he began pulling pots and pans out of the cabinet Kristen had just searched. "How about this one?" he said, holding up a large stock pot for her view.


    "That's the pan Mommy uses to make spaghetti."


    "Works just as good for cookies. Do you think it'll be big enough?"


    Kristen smiled and nodded.


    "Okay, hop on board. We're going to make some cookies."


    Kyle read the ingredients out loud to Kristen as she sat on the edge of the table, her feet dangling down to the chair. "Preheat oven to 350 degrees." He looked at her over the top of his recipe card and added, "I'll do that because you're too little. Do you know where your mom keeps the mixer?"


    Kristen lifted her shoulders and let them fall, before returning a blank look.


    "Have you ever seen her use a mixer?"


    She shook her head. "What's a mixer?"


    He chuckled. "Not quite sure myself. Maybe we don't really need one. What about measuring spoons?"


    Her face registered a puzzled expression.


    "We'll use something from the utensil drawer. Not a problem." He positioned the bowl in front of him and read the recipe card again.


    "Kyle, have you ever done this before?"


    "Sure," he fibbed. "Piece a cake. We just need to dump all these ingredients into the bowl and mix them. We can do that."


    He tore the seal on the flour bag and a cloud of white dust puffed in his face.


    Kristen giggled. "You have white eyebrows!"


    Kyle swiped the dust away with his palm and focused on the recipe card. "Two and a quarter cups of sifted flour. I wonder what you sift it through," he muttered, to himself mostly. "Half a cup of shortening. We do need measuring cups."


    Kristen jumped down from the table again and pointed to a cabinet above the sink. "There's some stuff up there."


    Kyle opened the cabinet and found the measuring cups and other baking supplies he hadn't found the night before. They made a pretty good team. He measured the ingredients and she poured them in the bowl. They both took turns stirring. Each had their share of diggings from the bowl.


    * * *


    Lauren sat up in bed, pulled her knees to her chest and listened to the laughter spilling in from the kitchen. The gabbing and giggling had pulled her from a deep slumber. The bass tone of Kyle's voice juxtaposed with the smooth, high pitch of Kristen's was stilling. What a wonderful sound, she thought.


    "Where are the cookie cutters?" she heard Kyle ask.


    "We don't use those. We use this cup." Kristen's response brought a smile to Lauren's lips. It had been ages since they'd made cookies, but Kristen still remembered that they always used a special plastic cup with Mickey Mouse on it as a cookie cutter. She had been guiding Kyle around the kitchen for the better part of the fifteen minutes Lauren had been awake. Lauren had no doubt which one of them was really in charge of the cookie project.


    "Okay, scooter. Time for the cookie sheet," Kyle said.


    Lauren heard a clunk on the linoleum floor, followed by a heavy clank on the table.


    As she listened to the easy conversation between Kyle and Kristen, she felt a tear roll down her cheek. They seemed so comfortable together, just like father and daughter.


    Memories of her own childhood crept into her mind. Sure her father had never baked cookies with her. He'd left that sort of quality time for her mother. But there were many other wonderful memories that came to mind. Memories that she had forced aside years ago, still did when it hurt too much.


    Now all those memories forged to the surface as she listened to the easy interaction between Kyle and Kristen.


    Kyle had a natural talent for charming women of any age. He'd succeeded in charming his way into her heart, despite her every attempt to keep him at bay. Now he was charming his way into Kristen's life.


    She sighed. She wasn't so sure she liked the idea of that. If it was just her heart, well hell, she'd have nothing to lose. She could take care of herself when the inevitable happened.


    And it would happen. Kyle would leave. Because men always left when things got too rough, didn't they? Loving Kyle would be the easiest, most natural thing to do. But his leaving would tear the very fabric of her heart.


    Kristen was too vulnerable. Her need for a father figure, a need that Lauren had ignored, was evident in the way she interacted with Kyle. She wanted so much to have a daddy and Kyle's presence proved to be ample replacement for what her life lacked. But what would happen when he was gone? How would Kristen cope with that loss?


    She threw her blankets aside and reached for the robe at the foot of her bed, slipping into it as she walked to the door. Opening the door an inch, she peered through the narrow crack at the two bakers diligently working in the kitchen.


    "It's too sticky. You need more flour," she heard Kristen instruct.


    Kyle tossed some flour on the table, half of which landed on the floor, the rest created a cloud of white dust. "Ooops!"


    "You missed the dough." Kristen giggled. "Mommy's going to be mad."


    "We'll sweep up before she's even awake. She won't ever know."


    "Mommy won't know what?" Lauren opened the bedroom door and stood in the doorway, watching as the two bakers hid the contraband. Kyle twisted and hid the bowl behind his back. Kristen scurried to grab the wooden spoon and hide that behind her back. Lauren sucked in her cheeks but couldn't help but laugh. She was sure there was more flour on the two of them, and the floor, than mixed in the dough. They were positively covered.


    "You're feeling better?" Kyle asked, trying to appear casual.


    "The sleep did some good." She perused the disaster in her kitchen. In the short time she'd slept, Kyle and Kristen had managed to turn it upside down.


    As if reading her reaction to the mess, Kyle shrugged and gave a sheepish grin. "This was sort of a surprise."


    "Yeah," Kristen added, smiling as if she were quite pleased with herself for all her effort.


    Lifting her eyebrows, Lauren replied, "Believe me, it is." She walked back a step and thumbed toward the bathroom. "I think I'll just take a shower if you don't mind. Let you finish up with your, ah, surprise."


    After collecting a pair of her favorite blue jeans, a red turtle-neck shirt and clean underwear, she withdrew to the sanctity of the bathroom. She discarded her robe and hung it on the hook on the back of the door. With her hand on the faucet, she stopped short of turning on the water. The sound of laughter coming in from the other room brought an ache to her heart.


    Kyle would be such a wonderful father. He was kind and gentle and patient. And loving. Everything a child needed to feel safe and secure and loved.


    Everything she needed, too, she couldn't deny.


    She turned the faucet and dipped her hand under the stream of water until it was warm. When it was, she stepped into the shower and let the heat do its magic.


    Thoughts of Kyle invaded her mind. If she let herself think about it, she pictured herself with a man like Kyle. Someone who'd help her bear the load, make her feel safe and secure, keep her warm at night.


    But what was she doing? That wasn't going to happen. Long ago she'd conditioned herself to thinking that there wouldn't be another man in her life. Not while Kristen was young and needed so much of her time and attention.


    In the short time since she'd been working at the Woodlawn Industries, she'd heard many young women talk about the men in their lives. There were some good times, some bad, but there always seemed to be the inevitable heartache that followed. She'd offered her shoulder to cry on, then listened for weeks, endlessly about how they'd never go through that again, only to have one of them come in Monday morning with news of a new man.


    Sure, she'd listened to the talk and even envied a few that spoke of the true love they shared. But it always ended up the same. Like Jimmy, and like her father, the men would always leave.


    And now Kyle. How was she going to feel when he walked away? She hated to admit it, but he'd opened up her heart and claimed a piece of it for himself. She cared for him and with those feelings came an incredible fear of loss.


    Men didn't stick around once the pleasure had been spent. They didn't stay when the hard times hit. She'd learned that the hard way. With Kyle, she wanted to believe different. But how could she?


    Twenty minutes later, she powdered herself, slipped into her clothes and decided to brave entering the kitchen.


    "Is there any room in here for me?" she asked.


    She was greeted with two wide grins inviting her to join them. It may be an illusion, she thought as she picked up the rolling pin, but the moment was too precious to ignore.


    And Lauren wasn't quite ready to give it up. It had been so long since she had anything resembling family and Kyle had brought that into her life again. And introduced it to Kristen. Just for a little while, she wanted to savor the warmth he’d brought to their lives.


    Many baked cookies and tied bows later, all the efforts of the day were finally completed. Lauren strung a strand of gold satin ribbon through the hole in the top of the last gingerbread cookie to be placed on the tree. After tying a big bow, she handed it to Kyle.


    "You do the honors," she said.


    "Why me?"


    "You did so much work to make such a beautiful tree. You put on the last ornament."


    "Too bad Kristen didn't stay awake long enough to do it herself." He placed the ornament on a branch just under the star.


    "She must have played hard at your parents'. It isn't often that she asks to go to bed. At least she got to put the aluminum foil star on the tree." She sighed. "Look at this tree."


    "Yeah. Beautiful." She felt his eyes on her and a warm heat crept up her neck to her cheeks.


    "After all the work you did while I was snoozing, it should be beautiful."


    "I meant you."


    She bowed her head, embarrassed by his compliment. But no, it wasn't embarrassment at all, was it? It was something much more. Her insides hummed and her head was light as a feather. Why did he always do this to her? She averted her gaze and stared at the Christmas tree.


    "You look just like a little girl who's wishing on a star," he murmured.


    "Do I? I don't feel very much like a little girl," she admitted, and yet in so many ways she knew she was still as naive and insecure as a child.


    A deep chuckle bubbled up from his throat and he smiled, cocking his head to one side. The soft glow from the lights of the tree illuminated his face. His features were strong and sure. In his gaze, she saw the raw edges of desire. "But you're not a little girl, Lauren. You're a woman. An incredibly beautiful woman."


    He brushed her cheek with the back of his hand. She involuntarily leaned into the source of pleasure.


    She wanted him to hold her. It had been so long since she allowed herself to feel this vulnerable and exposed. Kyle was strong in body and in will and she needed his strength, needed him, more than she was ever willing to admit before.


    "What do you dream of when you put your head down on your pillow at night? Tell me, Lauren," he whispered, pulling her into his arms, gazing down at her in a way she swore he could see straight through to her soul.


    As she trembled in his arms, she knew if she opened her mouth to speak, it would be her undoing. The truth frightened her, the way he made her insides stir with the mere thought of him, the longing she had whenever he was gone.


    No, she couldn't tell him the truth. If she did, then she'd have to tell him how she lay awake at night, longing to feel his hands run over every inch of her body. And how she wanted to return that pleasure. She'd tell him how she wanted to burn with the heat of his flesh and feel his heart racing wildly so close to hers.


    That was her wish, her fantasy.


    But she couldn't say a word, because she might just get her wish. And God help her after that.


    "Kyle...I..." She closed her eyes and felt his lips brush against hers. At first, his kiss was like a gentle breeze blowing across her skin. Quickly it turned hot and hard, filled with a passion she'd never known. She burned with the intensity that melted her resolve. No amount of reasoning could convince her that she didn't want Kyle Preston.


    And now he was here with her, holding her, kissing her with a wild abandon that made her forget all her fears.


    # # #


    Chapter Nine


    Lauren felt Kyle's hard muscles flex beneath her touch as she leaned closer to his warm body. She looked up at him, into his eyes, and saw that his gaze was on her lips. She licked them instinctively and heard a guttural groan escape him. His desire was raw and transparent. It made her dizzy and catapulted her own desire skyward.


    Was this really her? She'd never thought of herself as a woman who could feel such deep emotional hunger. Or that she could bring forth such a response from a man.


    Her past experience was non-existent except for the one act that had produced her daughter. Although it had changed her life forever, it was over and done with before she even knew what was really happening. She was young then and didn't know the powerful effect that love could have on her.


    Love.


    Yes, this was definitely love, she realized. She was falling hopelessly in love with Kyle. This wasn't just about a physical need that had been left unfulfilled. It was about an emotional need she had no control over.


    She hadn't known anything about love when she was eighteen. But what she knew now was that what she had with Kristen's father had never been love.


    She didn't want that this time. She wanted to feel every touch, every breath, and every nuance that made her know she was the woman that Kyle desired. And he did desire her. The thought of that rocked her world. Never in her life had she felt such power and yet felt so vulnerable at the same time.


    He bent his head and kissed her lips softly, then withdrew. "You still have a cold."


    She nodded. "I'm sorry."


    He frowned slightly and shook his head. "No, no. Don't be. You concentrate on breathing. If you don't mind, I'll just take my time concentrating on you." And he did. She felt his hot breath scorch her neck as his lips brushed against her skin. She gasped and felt herself melt against him when he tugged at the soft flesh of her earlobe with his teeth.


    She closed her eyes and flattened her hands, brushing her palms against his chest. Acting on impulse, she curled her fingers around the fabric of his shirt and pulled him toward the bedroom.


    She looked up into his face and saw in his eyes what she felt in her heart. They shared a basic, primitive emotion that was so strong, nothing could divide it.


    "My sweet Lauren." His voice was rough as he gazed into her eyes.


    She reached up and framed his face in her hands. She'd never loved any man before. But she was in love with Kyle. What a frightening and wonderful revelation.


    With the bedroom door safely closed behind them, he resumed his quest to concentrate on her. She tangled her fingers in his dark hair as he continued to kiss her neck, her cheek. When she felt his rough hand beneath the cotton fabric of her shirt, she sucked in a deep breath.


    Kyle raised his head and looked at her, as if asking her permission to take this dance they'd started a step further. She gave him her answer as a smile. She arched her back as he reached behind her and undid the clasp of her bra.


    With a low rumbling groan, he lifted her shirt off and lowered his head. The feel of his lips on her breast were like nothing she'd ever known. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and pulled him down on the bed with her. They sunk into the mattress with the weight of Kyle’s body laying along the length of hers. She lifted her hips to meet him. Beneath the fabric of his jeans, she felt his desire was strong and hard. He pressed himself against the cradle of her thighs in response and Lauren thought she'd die of torment.


    In an instant, her longing to have him took over. She would have waiting to follow his lead, after all, she couldn't say that she was completely sure of how to fulfill the desire she saw raging in him. Or felt in herself. But as she'd suspected all along, loving Kyle was as natural as breathing. Her love for him had taken control and washed away any fears lack of experience had given her.


    She closed her eyes and felt his fingers tangle in her hair. As they kissed, she felt his tongue brush against her lips. He deepened their kiss and she welcomed the intimacy with each stroke, thinking about the promise of a deeper intimacy they were about to share.


    She was nearly naked, except for her blue jeans and panties. And Kyle was completely dressed. She worked to change that fact.


    She fumbled with his belt buckle until she was frustrated with her lack of success. "You do this," she panted. "Let me take care of your shirt."


    With one swift motion, she pulled his shirt up to his shoulders, revealing a lattice of hard muscles. With him being so tall, she quickly realized the flaw in her plan and couldn't get the shirt any higher. But he deftly finished what she'd started, tossing the shirt to God knows where and dropping his jeans to the floor.


    My Lord, but he was beautiful, she thought, gazing at him. Every inch of him was muscle and pure man. Her already raging body reached a fevered pitch and she moaned-she couldn't help it-when he stripped his briefs, revealing the strength of his desire.


    Pulling the down comforter aside, she crawled on the bed and slipped off the last of her garments. "Come here," she said, holding her hand out to him.


    He advanced toward her and abruptly stopped, turning toward his jeans instead of her. She watched impatiently as he sifted through his wallet, a worried look etched in his features, then a flash of relief before he pulled out a foil packet.


    Her breathing grew more ragged as did his before he finally slid on top of her, their flesh burning with a passion almost to the brink of eruption. His hands stroked and caressed, his lips nipped and crushed, driving her skyward until she thought she'd go insane with need.


    She wanted him inside her, to feel how close they could be. But she wasn't sure enough of herself to set the pace. Finally, she held his face in her hands and looked into his eyes. In them she saw a thousand promises meant to last a lifetime. She lifted her hips until they pressed against him in an erotic plea. And he instantly understood her unspoken words and smiled.


    They came together like a tidal wave crashing against the shore. Her heart pounded with every breath, with each moan and cry, with each torturous stroke. They clung to each other until the first wave of release split her in two. She couldn't see or think or even breathe for what seemed like an eternity. Within seconds of floating back to reality, she felt every muscle in Kyle's body that was touching her grow hard until he, too, was taken over the edge of oblivion.


    It took a few moments for her breathing to become even again and her mind to clear.


    "Mommy?"


    Panic struck Lauren hard in her chest when she heard Kristen's faint voice coming from the other room. She bolted upright in the bed.


    "Mommy, I don't feel good."


    Taking a few deeps breaths to compose herself, she watched for Kyle's reaction as she slid off the bed, grabbing the first thing she could find to cover her bareness.


    He ran the fingers of both hands through his hair and looked at her. Was he upset? Did he understand that she would always give of herself as a mother first? As much as she wanted to stay in his arms, she couldn't let that get in the way of Kristen's needs.


    "I'll be right there, honey," she called out. To her own ears, her voice was still shaky.


    She took two steps toward Kristen’s bedroom door and heard Kyle behind her, pulling on his clothes. She flicked the light switch as she walked into the room.


    Kristen clutched her stomach and moaned. "I have a belly-ache."


    "How many cookies did you have today?" Lauren asked softly. Then she glanced at Kyle, who was now standing in the doorway, for confirmation.


    He shrugged and wilted against the doorjamb. "We both ate quite a bit of dough while we were making the cookies this afternoon. Sorry."


    Lauren frowned in disgust and sat on the edge of the bed. "No wonder you have a belly-ache, sweetie," she said to Kristen as she rubbed her stomach.


    "I'll get some ginger-ale," Kyle suggested.


    When Kyle was out of earshot, Kristen tugged on Lauren's shirt, her eyes widened. "Are you going to marry Kyle?"


    Completely taken aback, Lauren sat up straight and tried to steady herself. Where on earth had that come from? Had her little eyes seen something she shouldn't have? Oh, Lord, what had she done?


    "Why do you ask?" Lauren probed.


    "You look at him funny."


    Her eyebrows furrowed. "Funny how?"


    As if she were impatient, Kristen heaved an exaggerated sigh and said. "You know, the way Belle looks at the Beast in the video."


    "I do?" she croaked.


    Kristen nodded. "Julie says that sometimes people get divorced, just like a boy in my class, and they get new daddies."


    "That happens sometimes."


    "And Santa Claus said that all the other daddies are taken already."


    "Well, honey-"


    "And Julie said she never sees Kyle with a girl. Even though we didn't have a divorce, you could marry Kyle and he can be my new daddy. We can live together and be a family." She yawned before adding, "Wouldn't that be great?"


    It would be wonderful, Lauren thought.


    "Is that what you want, sweetie? You really want a daddy?"


    Kristen nodded. "If you marry Kyle, will Julie be my sister?"


    "The two of you were plotting more than a sleep-over, I see." Lauren's shoulders sagged and she puffed her cheeks. "I don't think we have to worry about all this just yet."


    Kyle rapped on the door with his left hand and held a plastic cup in his right. "Everything okay?"


    "Yeah."


    She had no idea how long Kyle had been standing in the doorway or how much of their conversation he overheard. But by the look on his face and the slight tilt in his smile, she knew he heard enough.


    He handed her the cup of ginger ale and settled onto the mattress at the foot of the bed. Kristen smiled her obvious pleasure.


    If it hadn't been so delicate a situation, she may have allowed herself to feel lighthearted. What pained her was that no matter how hard she tried, she couldn't keep herself from doing just that. If anyone looked at them and didn't know any better, they'd think they were a family.


    But that wasn't the case. They weren't a family. Who knew how long she and Kristen would be able to revel in all the delightful feelings Kyle Preston bestowed on them?


    Still rubbing Kristen's belly, Lauren asked. "Any better?"


    Kristen yawned and nodded, her eyelids at half-mast.


    "Goodnight, honey." She bent down and kissed Kristen's forehead. Kyle got up and did the same. He followed Lauren, turning the light off behind him before shutting the door.


    She waited to speak before they were both alone in the living room. "You must be tired, too, after such a long day. I can't thank you enough, again, for all you've done."


    "Are you trying to get rid of me already?" he teased, reaching for her.


    She picked up his jacket and extended it to him. "You must want to get home."


    His smile faded when he saw she wasn't kidding. "You really do want me to leave?"


    She took a deep breath, but said nothing.


    He brushed his blond hair back with one swipe of his hand. "Is it what Kristen said about us getting married?"


    "I'm sorry you heard that."


    "I'm glad I did. At least I have one of you on my side." His gaze was searching as if he were trying to understand the about-face. And why wouldn't he be after what had just happened between them. If not for Kristen’s call to Lauren, they’d still be in bed making love all night.


    "This isn't about sides. I just think it's better this way," she said softly. "Kristen has never seen me with a man before. She's beginning to get the wrong idea."


    His expression drooped. "Why do I get the feeling I did, too."


    "She's not used to having family around. Suddenly, she's overwhelmed being with your family. Please don't get me wrong, I'm grateful for it. I've missed my own so much and, except for me, Kristen has never had that. But she's already asking me if she's going to be Julie's sister."


    Kyle's face brightened. "We can accommodate her if she wants a sister."


    "I'm serious."


    "So am I."


    Frustrated with the situation, she blew out an exaggerated breath. "You're missing the point."


    "No, I don't think so. Kristen wants a family. And if you're honest with yourself, you want it, too."


    She swallowed hard and averted her gaze.


    "I could talk to your parents."


    Her head snapped up and her eyes flew open wide. "And what, Kyle? Invite them to dinner? Is that your answer to everything?"


    He lifted his arms in the air and let them fall clumsily to his side. "No, but it's a start, isn't it?"


    "I won't let you do that. They've made their choice to stay out of my life despite my efforts. If that’s the way it has to be, then so be it. It's not your problem."


    "I'm making it my problem."


    "For how long? I'm not some stray dog that wandered into your yard and scratched on your door."


    He rolled his eyes. "Believe me. I don't put you in the same category as my dog."


    "But I'm still a stray, aren't I? Are you going to make everything all right for me, then move on to the next person with a problem? When I'm no longer a problem?"


    "What are you talking about?"


    She touched one of the cookie ornaments on the tree before looking at him. She recalled how Kristen and Kyle had worked to decorate it with just the right amount of frosting and sprinkles. "Sooner or later, things aren't going to be as nice and pretty as they are today. It's inevitable. Then what? I don't want Kristen to get hurt."


    "You're not talking about your daughter this time, Lauren. You're talking about yourself." He moved closer to her, but she backed up two steps. When she had the courage to look into his eyes, all she saw was pure pain. "Don't be afraid of us. I'm not like the other men in your life. I'm not going to leave you."


    She laughed sardonically and mumbled under her breath, “That's exactly what they said."


    "What do I have to do to prove to you that I'm not like them? Do I have to climb a mountain every time I walk through your front door? Because if that's what it takes, then I'm ready for the challenge."


    "Don't you see? I don't want to be your challenge. When the challenge has been conquered, the game is over."


    "Then tell me what you want."


    "What I want doesn't exist. I want someone who's willing to stay for the long haul, when things are great and when they're ugly. I've never known a man that was willing to do that."


    "You know me." He took her hand in both of his and kissed it lightly, then rested it against his cheek.


    Easing her hand away, she said, "Really?"


    She wasn't convinced. Kyle knew by the edge in her voice and heaviness in her eyes. What was it going to take to convince this woman how much she meant to him? To prove to her just how much he loved her?


    "I was eighteen when I was adopted."


    She looked at him, puzzled. "But I thought you were twelve."


    "No. When I was twelve, my biological father went to court and relinquished me as his son so he wouldn't have to keep paying child support after my mother died."


    He watched her horrified face. "Kyle, I'm so sorry."


    "I don't remember much of my mother. I was younger than Kristen when she died. My father was married to someone else and didn't want me. I stayed with my grandmother until she couldn't care for me anymore. After that, I shifted from one distant cousin to an uncle or aunt for a few months until they couldn't handle me anymore and I went into foster care."


    "It must have been awful for you."


    "All you have to do is look at my childhood and you'll know how mistrust breeds."


    "Judy and Will-" she started to say, but Kyle broke in.


    "Are the best things that happened to me. And I almost blew that, too. After the accident, I was sure my new parents would throw me out of the house as soon as I turned eighteen. They had every right after the way I'd behaved. I figured I'd save myself the humiliation."


    "What did you do?"


    "I packed my bags and told them I was leaving." He shook his head. "I don't know what I was thinking. I suppose I thought they'd open the door and let me walk away and say 'Good Riddance'".


    She shook her head and held her hands to her chest. "But they didn't, did they?"


    He smiled and a flood of warmth filled his heart with the memory. "No, thank God. I remember my dad got angry and dragged me to the car, which was kind of hard since he's a full foot shorter than me. He didn't say a word until we got to his lawyer's office. Before we got out of the car, he told me I could go down to the bus station and leave. He'd even pay for the ticket. Or we could march into the lawyer's office and file the papers to make me his son legally."


    Her mouth dropped open. "But why then? You were already legally of age."


    "Exactly. There was no more red tape keeping them from adopting me. The state didn't care, but they did. My dad said he was there for the long haul, whether or not there was a piece of paper collecting dust in a courthouse somewhere saying he was or wasn't responsible for me. He said I'd always be his son." His voice cracked as he spoke. "That day it meant more than I can say to hear him call me son."


    He saw a single tear trickle down Lauren's cheek, which she quickly brushed away with her fingers.


    Kyle cleared his throat. "That's the kind of man he is and the kind of man I strive to be." He reached out to her again, hoping she'd welcome his touch, needing hers in return. She didn't back away this time. Instead, she wrapped her fingers around his hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. "I want to be here for you and Kristen. Some men mean what they say, Lauren. Some do stay."


    "Your parents are wonderful people."


    He nodded and couldn't help but smile. "I know your parents will come around. Whatever it is that is holding them back can be overcome."


    She stiffened and pulled away, crossing her arms across her chest. "I'm glad you told me this, but-"


    "But you don't believe me." He felt his heart fall through the floorboards.


    She averted her gaze for a full five seconds before looking at him again. "I don't know what to think."


    Somehow, some way, he had to get her to believe in him. It was the only way she'd learn to trust his word. Damn every man who let her down before, but he wouldn't be one of them. And somehow, she would know that as fact.


    He picked up his jacket and walked to the door. Bending down, he saw her close her eyes as he kissed her cheek. He breathed in her sultry scent, filling his head with tantalizing memories of how they lay so close to each other, making love just moments ago.


    And he walked out the door. Not because that was what he wanted to do, but because that's what she wanted.


    Once he was out on the bitter cold sidewalk, he turned and peered up at the top floor gable window of the Victorian home. Behind the curtain, he saw the soft glow from the light and a faint shadow of a silhouette standing by the window.


    She was watching him leave her.


    Because that was all she knew.


    He climbed into the Jeep and jammed the key in the ignition until the engine roared. If this is what she wanted, then he would respect her wish and he'd leave.


    For now. Only for now.


    # # #


    Chapter Ten


    Lauren wiped her hands on the red cotton apron Judy had given her to wear. She looked around the kitchen and frowned when she saw there was no available counter space left. "Where do you want me to put this cake?"


    Judy turned and searched the same surface Lauren had just perused. "Mmm. There's no room in here until the food is cleared from the buffet table."


    "I'll take it," Kyle said, walking through the kitchen doorway, munching on a pastry.


    Judy swatted him on the arm with a dishtowel. "I told you to wait until I serve."


    Kyle returned a mischievous grin.


    She picked up a two pastry dishes and headed for the kitchen door. "You'll go nowhere near that cake until dessert is served. Do you hear me?"


    With Judy gone from the room, Lauren darted a glance at Kyle and held his gaze. His eyes were smiling as well as the rest of his face.


    Relieved, she felt a smile tug at her own lips. After the way things ended the other night, she wondered how he would react to her. She thought about not coming. But a deal was a deal. She promised him she would be here. And she wanted to be here with him.


    When she'd stood at the window and watched him drive away two nights ago, she fought to keep herself from running down the stairs after him. She'd been tempted to tell him she wanted him to stay, that it didn't matter how long. She wanted to tell him how she felt.


    But that was just it. What was she feeling? For the first time in years she allowed herself to think about herself as a woman with real emotions and desires. She'd been both exhilarated and frightened by the exigent need she had when Kyle held her, kissed her until he took her breath away. She would have allowed him to take her to the pinnacle of that need if she hadn't been pulled back to reality by Kristen's call.


    And now, was it too late? Had she pushed him away too far?


    As his smile danced in his eyes, she knew it wasn't. And she knew he was feeling the same thing, but it wasn't the right time. At some point, she would find the right moment and tell him, show him exactly how much she loved him.


    “We haven’t had so much as a moment to talk since I got here.”


    Kyle bent his head and kissed her cheek. “I know. We have a lot to talk about. There’ll be some time tonight, after everyone’s gone.”


    She bit her bottom lip to keep it from trembling. “We can pick up where we left off the other night,” she whispered.


    She watched his eyes grow dark and smoky, fueling her with the satisfaction that he knew what she meant.


    “You’re going to help me set up the dollhouse for Kristen, right?”


    “You bet.” He glanced at the kitchen clock and said, “I've got to go change. The kids are asking when Santa will arrive." He brushed by her and paused a moment to cup her cheek. His hand was rough against her skin and sent a tingling sensation through her body. She leaned into his touch before her eyes caught sight of Judy coming into the kitchen again.


    Suddenly self-conscious, she straightened. But as if he understood her hesitation, Kyle didn't seem to mind. He bent down, kissing her lightly on the lips and said, "I'll be right back."


    When he closed the kitchen door behind him, Lauren took a deep breath and glanced at Judy. Her approval was evident in the slight tilt of her mouth, and the twinkle in her brown eyes, but she said nothing.


    "I guess I should go round up the troops," Lauren finally said.


    Judy's smile widened and she gave a quick nod. "Good idea. And I'll dole out the dessert."


    With the help of little Scotty, Will brought in an antique rocking chair with detailed scrolls carved into the back and placed it at the end of the room by the Christmas tree. It didn't take more than five minutes to gather all the kids in the house and settle them on the floor of the family room. Chas and his wife, Kim, whom Lauren had met briefly earlier in the evening, sat together on the loveseat with their youngest daughter. From the size of her, Lauren guessed her to be about two or three years old. Their eldest daughter was about the same age as Kristen and Julie.


    When the room was set and Judy had finished setting all the pastries out on the buffet table in the dining room, they all sat...and sat...and waited. Twenty minutes later, Santa Claus still had not arrived.


    "Where is Kyle?" Judy whispered, so the children in the room wouldn't suspect.


    "I know, he's been gone a long time." Lauren looked at the children sitting on the floor. They were fidgeting and beginning to get restless.


    "I'll pass around the cookies. See if you can round up my so...ah, Santa," Judy said.


    She nodded and weaved her way through the crowded room toward the kitchen. After pouring a glass of eggnog, she left the kitchen in search of Santa Claus. She did a walk through the downstairs of the house. There were small groupings of neighbors and friends talking in the formal living room, the dining room and the den, but Kyle was nowhere to be found.


    As she rounded the corner toward the foyer, she met Kyle head on.


    Or rather Santa Claus.


    No wonder she hadn't recognize him in the parking lot the evening they met. The disguise was authentic, complete with lifelike white beard and hair. No one would recognize him beneath that red suit.


    She held the glass of eggnog out to him. "You're late."


    "You try stuffing yourself into this suit," he said, straightening his thick black belt. The disguise may have been convincing, but the voice was unmistakable, and lulling. She wondered what it would be like going to sleep each night having the deep sound of Kyle's voice be the last thing she heard before she fell asleep. And the first thing she heard in the morning when she woke up.


    "You've got quite a crowd in there waiting for you."


    He gripped the glass and took a long sip before handing the glass back. "I need my bag with the toys for the kids. Do you know where I left it?"


    "In the kitchen. It's in the broom closet." She reached up and brushed his fake white beard with her fingers. "You dribbled."


    "Thanks. Job hazard."


    Zoey trudged through the foyer, dragging a pillow case filled with wrapped gifts. Lauren hadn't seen her all evening until now. Zoey tossed the bag to Kyle. "I'm not your little elf, Kyle," she grumbled.


    "Hey, where's your holiday cheer?" he said as she climbed the stairs.


    Zoey waved him off and kept going. Lauren hadn't recalled seeing Bruce hanging around either and wondered if his absence was the cause of her mood.


    She turned to Kyle. "You ready?"


    "As much as I'll ever be."


    "You've got about twenty neighborhood kids sitting in the family room. If you don't get in there, there's going to be a kiddy revolt."


    "Nah." He hoisted the bag of goodies on his shoulder and tested his ho ho's before weaving his way through the crowd of people now gathered in the family room. "Ho, ho, ho."


    Although Lauren couldn't figure out how Judy managed it, all the kids were still seated on the floor and began to cheer when Kyle came into the room.


    She watched as Kyle squeezed his stuffed body into the rocking chair. As he pulled the gifts from the pillowcase, he called out each child's name and they came up and sat on his lap.


    After waiting so long, it took no more than fifteen minutes until everyone was done opening their gifts. "It's your turn, Mommy," Kristen said, tugging Lauren by the arm toward Kyle.


    Kyle opened his arms wide. She could see a hint of mischief playing in his eyes beneath the white fluff he'd pasted to his eyebrows. Heat filled her cheeks as she looked around the room at the smiling faces of people she'd just met, urging her to sit on Santa's lap.


    She hesitated a moment, feeling like she was a mannequin on display in a store window.


    Kyle leaned forward in the rocker and pulled her to him, taking the decision out of her hands. She settled into his lap and felt her whole being melt.


    "Did you cook this up with Kristen?" she asked, gazing in the depth of his blue eyes. A rumble of laughter bubbled up from his throat. "You're bad," she whispered in his ear, wrapping her arms around his neck, breathing in the scent of his aftershave.


    He laughed seductively and darted his furry eyebrows up. "Do you want to find out how bad I can be?"


    Oh, yes, she did. More than anything, she wanted to find out all she could about this man.


    He cleared his throat and ho ho'd in a low rumble. But when he spoke to her, it was pure Kyle. "So, Lauren, tell me what you want for Christmas."


    It may have been her imagination, but the noise in the room seemed to fade and she felt all eyes on her. But she never tore her gaze from Kyle. Beneath all the decoration and disguise, she saw the most incredible man she'd ever known. It was if all the fear of the past seven years, the shell of mistrust, melted like ice, leaving her able to see for the first time. And what she saw was the love of one hell of a man.


    How could she think she could deny him?


    Or herself?


    She now knew he was the only thing she wanted. And she was totally and completely in love with Kyle Preston.


    "Kyle...I-" she whispered, but she was cut off by Judy's voice calling her.


    "I hate to interrupt, Lauren." She looked over at Judy, who was standing at the other end of the room holding the cordless phone in her hand. "You have a phone call."


    Now who could that be? Lauren thought. No one but Mrs. Hopkins knew that she was planning to be here, and she hadn't given out the telephone number.


    She looked at Kyle, his smile filled her with warmth.


    "Go ahead," he urged gently.


    "What is this?"


    "It's going to be a great Christmas."


    She cocked her head to one side and said, "Kyle, what'd you do?"


    "Go ahead. I'll be waiting."


    She eased off his lap and nervously brushed her hands down the skirt of her dress as she walked through the crowd, making her way toward the kitchen.


    Judy handed her the phone. "The house is full of people, so there's not much in the way of privacy. But you might find a quiet corner upstairs," she made a sweeping gesture with her hand, "or here in the kitchen since everyone seems to have a full belly."


    "Thank you." When Judy left the room, she turned away from the noisy family room and said, "Hello?"


    For a few seconds, Lauren didn't hear any response. "Is anyone there?"


    She was just about to hang up when she heard, "Hi, honey."


    Emotion gripped her at the sound of her father's voice.


    "Daddy? How did you..." She turned and saw Kyle standing in the family room talking to Chas. Of course, it had to be Kyle. How else would her parents have known to call her here?


    "Honey, I'm..." She heard her father's voice crack. She tried to choke back her tears, but she just couldn't keep her emotions at bay. It was the first time in seven years hearing her father’s voice. He cleared his throat. “I thought it was about time I called.”


    After all this time, she didn't know what to say. She filled her lungs with air before attempting to speak. "I’m...really glad you did. Did you get the picture of Kristen?"


    His voice suddenly sounded lighthearted. "She's beautiful. She looks just like you."


    "Yeah."


    They were silent for a few agonizing moments. Like with her mother, Lauren feared the awkwardness that plagued them would win out.


    “Ah...how on earth did Kyle track you down?”


    “Kyle. Yes, he seems like a...persistent fellow.”


    She chuckled as a tear rolled down her cheek. “Well, he has that way about him.”


    "He said I should be proud of you, that you're a wonderful mother.”


    She swallowed hard. “I’ve really missed you, Daddy."


    There was silence before he answered again. “Listen, honey, about what happened.”


    "No, Daddy. Let's not talk about that. It was a long time ago. Please, let's just start over." She didn't want to dredge up the past. It was better to leave all the bad feelings where they were and start anew.


    "But you need to know that I never thought it would be like this. I never meant to make you feel we didn't care. It’s just...somewhere along the way I’d forgotten how to reach out to you."


    Hot tears streamed down her face. "I’ve always been here, Daddy."


    She heard his muffled sobs. After a few seconds, her mother got on the line.


    "Lauren?"


    "Yeah, Mom, it's me." She held her hand to her mouth.


    "Is everything okay, sweetheart?"


    She sniffed and wiped her moist cheeks. “It could be. Mom, it’s been so long. I have some time off of work next week and...I’d like to see you and Daddy...if it’s okay."


    “Next week?”


    Lauren held her breath. “Yeah.”


    “I was hoping it could be sooner. That is if you don't mind. Kyle invited us to have Christmas dinner with you there."


    Kyle was as tenacious as ever and she had to laugh at that. "Sounds like something he'd do."


    Her mother cleared her throat. “Your father and I have talked about it. We won't come if you don't want us to."


    “Oh, I want you to come. Please come. You won't believe how big Kristen is, and I know she'd love to meet you." She gulped back a sob. “We have a lot of catching up to do, don’t you think?”


    "Yes, I think it’s time. I love you, honey."


    Lauren closed her eyes. Simple words that meant so much. "Me, too. I'll see you tomorrow."


    She hung up the phone and took a deep breath. It was a start. One small step that alone they were never able to make. But Kyle had made it possible.


    Looking through the doorway, she saw Kyle was still in the other room talking to Chas. Knowing her makeup was probably all over her face by now, she decided to go upstairs to the guest room and freshen up before talking with him.


    * * *


    "It's good seeing you, buddy," Chas said, slapping Kyle on his back.


    "Me, too. I'm sorry things didn't work out in New


    Jersey." He shrugged uncomfortably.


    Chas waved him off. "At least I don't have to listen to Kim complain about how much she never sees the family anymore."


    As Chas talked about his plans, Kyle glanced through the doorway at Lauren. She stood with her back to him. One hand was on the phone, the other was touching her face. Right then, he would've done anything to know how she'd reacted to her father's telephone call.


    If it hadn't been for Mrs. Hopkins being able to remember that Lauren had come from Syracuse, he never would have been able to track them down. He remembered she mentioned her parents were psychologists. He called every number in the Syracuse phone book until he tracked them down. It took him half the day, but three quarters of the way through the listings, he found them.


    At first, Samuel Alexander was less than enthusiastic about talking to a total stranger about his daughter and refused to speak to him on the phone. But Kyle wouldn’t be put aside. It was much too important to Lauren. If he could help them mend their fences, then it was worth doing anything it took to make it happen. He got in the Jeep and drove all the way to Syracuse to meet with them. Only then did Lauren's parents see how serious he was and finally agreed to talk to him.


    Turning back to Chas, he asked, "Do you have anything lined up yet?"


    Chas shook his head. "With the baby due in a few weeks, I figured I'd just wait until after Kim delivers and help her for a week or so with the girls. I've got my sights set on that property over in Belchertown. You know, the one that was abandoned a few years ago."


    "Yeah, it's been on the market a while."


    "Well, I have some ideas for a re-hab project you might be interested in getting in on. I could use your help putting it together."


    Kyle smiled. It felt like old times. Except now, their partnership had nothing to do with trouble. “When you're ready to talk business, let me know."


    Chas glanced over at his family and smiled with affection. "Fate has a funny way about her, doesn't she?"


    "Are you getting philosophical in your old age?" Kyle teased.


    "Hey, who are you calling old?" Chas gave a mock punch to Kyle's stuffed suit. "Beer belly and white hair. Look at you. You look like hell."


    He laughed along with Chas, but stopped short when the laughter faded. "Do you ever wonder what things would be like for us if we'd never been in that accident?" he asked, suddenly uncomfortably. After all this time, Kyle truly believed they’d gotten past what had happened that awful night. But unlike Chas, Kyle’s life had been turned around for the better. Chas had all his hopes and dreams stripped from him. “You regret losing that scholarship?”


    Chas chuckled, shaking his head. "Hell, no. If I’d gone off like I’d planned, I'd probably be working too many hours, divorced, giving all my money to an ex-wife who'd love spending it."


    "No, seriously."


    "I am. If I could go back and change things, I wouldn't do it. It was fate. If that accident never happened, I never would have met Kim and we wouldn't have what we have." Chas glanced over at Kim, who was sitting on the sofa with a coffee cup on her belly. The kids were gathered all around her, staring intently at her belly until the little bundle inside kicked the cup off. "Kim and the girls are the best thing that ever happened to me. I wouldn't trade them for anything in the world. All in all, I’d say I’m truly blessed.”


    Kyle smiled, feeling his heart lift a notch. "I'm really happy for you."


    Chas motioned toward the kitchen. “She seems like she fits right in here. You might want to think about settling down yourself."


    Kyle looked over and saw Lauren was now off the phone.


    “I'm working on it."


    She turned in their direction, and he saw her wiping her cheeks. She was crying. Crying. His heart plummeted as she turned and ran from the kitchen. What had he done?


    Chas shook Kyle's hand. "I've got to get my little princesses home." He lowered his voice. "This Santa has some bicycles to put together before morning. We'll see you soon?"


    "You bet."


    Kyle couldn't wait any longer. He had to find out how things went with Lauren and her parents. Seeing how upset she was, it didn't look good.


    After giving a quick search to the rooms downstairs, he groaned inwardly. She was gone.


    Most all the other guests had either left or were saying good-bye at the door. As he rounded the corner of the family room, he saw Julie and Kristen sitting cross-legged on the floor, playing with the paper dolls they'd gotten as a gift. But he still couldn't find Lauren.


    Why hadn't he listened to her and stayed out of this business with her parents like she asked? After he’d hung up the phone with them this afternoon and learned that they'd agreed to make amends, he was sure he'd made the right decision in going to see them. They were finally willing to try to work out their problems. It seemed like everything was going his way.


    Now he wasn't so sure. Maybe he'd just made matters worse.


    # # #


    Chapter Eleven


    Lauren pulled the flowered comforter up to Kristen's chin and kissed her cheek. "Did you have a good time tonight?"


    Kristen nodded, already half asleep.


    She kissed her goodnight and flicked off the light on the nightstand before lightly walking across the room. She started to close the bedroom door when she saw Kristen's bolt upright in bed. From the light streaming in from the hall, she saw how wide and luminous her little girl's eyes were, searching for the answers to something as if it lay heavy on her mind. She swung the door open again. "What is it, hon?"


    "Do you think Santa Claus will really be able to find us here?" Kristen asked.


    Lauren immediately felt a lump in her throat, but tried to appear nonchalant when she answered. "Yes, of course. He already saw you here tonight, didn't he?"


    "Mommy, that was Kyle," Kristen replied, whispering as if she didn't want anyone else to hear.


    "Oh, well..." She padded across the floor and eased herself down on the mattress next to Kristen. "Then I guess I'm just going to have to call Santa and tell him where we are."


    The skeptical look on Kristen's face told Lauren that she wasn't sure of that answer, either.


    Lauren decided to try another approach. "There is going to be a special surprise for you tomorrow."


    Kristen perked up. "You mean Santa is really going to bring me a daddy?"


    Her smile was so bright, it made Lauren's heart ache. She'd been ready to tell Kristen that she would meet her grandparents for the first time. Lauren had always talked of her parents and kept their picture displayed. Kristen would periodically ask questions about her grandparents, but tomorrow they would become real to her. It was what Lauren had dreamed of for so long.


    But that was not what Kristen truly wanted.


    This thing with Kyle was so brand new. There was no telling where it would lead them. Lauren wanted to give it all she had to give. But having a relationship with Kyle didn't mean Kristen would get her Christmas wish for a daddy. She only hoped that come Christmas morning, Kristen wouldn't be too disappointed.


    "Honey, I don't think that's possible."


    Kristen's eyelids drooped and her lips pouted. "I know," she said softly. "Santa Claus already told me all the daddy's were taken."


    Lauren heaved a sigh and tried to sound cheerful. "I know there will be something special from Santa tomorrow morning. But you can't get your present if you don't go to sleep."


    Instead of questioning her mother again, Kristen gave an idle nod and lay her head back down on the feather pillow. Lauren kissed her on the forehead and left the room.


    A few minutes later, she pranced into the living room to join Will and Judy, who were already setting up their Santa display.


    "I hope you don't mind, we already started," Judy said. "No matter what time they go to bed, Julie and Scotty will be up at the crack of dawn."


    Will chuckled, fatigue pulling at his features. "And so will the rest of the house." He pointed to the cardboard box sitting next to the sofa. "Kyle carried your box in for you."


    Lauren felt giddy with delight. The living room, like the rest of the home, was beautifully decorated. Stockings hung along the stone fireplace, each one embroidered with the names of all the family members. She smiled when she saw that Judy had added stockings for her and Kristen. Earlier, Kristen had been quick to point out that she recognized her name next to Julie's. The tree was still lit with tiny white lights and literally covered with glass ornaments. The formal appearance of this tree was a sharp contrast to the one they'd decorated at her apartment just days before. But it held its own unique charm. Beneath the tree, Judy and Will placed packages wrapped in every imaginable color and design.


    A rendition of I'll Be Home for Christmas by Johnnie Mathis played softly on the stereo. Lauren filled Kristen's stocking with the few odds and ends she'd purchased and swallowed a large lump in her throat. For the first time in years, Lauren felt as if she were part of a family. And tomorrow would bring her closer to her own.


    She started to tie the big red satin bow she'd purchase at the linen store around the dollhouse and stopped. Looking around the room and down the hall, she realized something, or rather someone, was missing. It just didn't seem right setting up the dollhouse without Kyle. After all, he was the one who made this gift possible. Where was he?


    She finished tying the bow and lifted herself from her awkward kneeling position on the floor.


    "I'm going to get some water. Can I get anything for anyone?" Lauren asked.


    "No, thank you," Judy said, the fatigue of the day finally beginning to show on her face.


    Will shook his head and kept on studying the directions for constructing one of the kid's toys.


    It was nearly two-thirty when she made her way past the grandfather clock in the foyer and to the kitchen. Her aching toes started to protest loudly after being in heels for so long and her pantyhose were uncomfortable. She couldn't wait to change out of her clothes and get into a pair of old sweats, but all that would have to wait. She needed to see Kyle first.


    If she could only find him.


    Zoey was in the kitchen when she poked her head through the doorway. She was barefoot and her oversized team T-shirt hung just above her knees.


    "Did the Santas finish up or am I still banned from the living room," Zoey said, taking a glass from the cabinet. She opened the refrigerator and poured herself a glass of orange juice. In the dim light from the lamp above the sink, Lauren noticed her eyes were puffy and red.


    "I'm surprised you're still up," she said.


    "There's only so much sleeping a person can do before it gets old. Do you want some?" Zoey held out the carton of orange juice and waited for a reply before placing it back in the refrigerator.


    Lauren shook her head. "Bruce didn't show up tonight?"


    Zoey slumped back against the counter. "I think Kyle scared him off." She sighed and looked as if she were on the verge of tears. "Who am I kidding, he probably had something better to do than hang out here. You can't count on a man for anything, can you?"


    Up until a few hours ago, Lauren probably would have agreed with Zoey.


    But not anymore.


    "I'm sorry things didn't work out. But that doesn't mean it never will." Her words sounded lame, even to her own ears. She'd heard those same words before, over and over, but never believed them. "You know, you remind me of myself a little when I was your age."


    Zoey chuckled and pulled at her spiked hair. "Yeah, minus the Technicolor hair and pierced everything."


    Lauren couldn't help but laugh. "Yeah, you're right. But I would have given anything to have a big brother to look after me the way Kyle looks out for you."


    Zoey deposited the glass in the sink and swung around to face her. "Be my guest. You can have him."


    Nothing would make me happier.


    "Speaking of Kyle, do you know where he is?"


    Zoey motioned out the window. "He went back to the carriage house a little while ago to change. Said he was going to turn in. The lights are on. He's probably still awake if you want to head over."


    Her shoulders sagged. Why hadn’t he waited for her as they’d planned? "I don't want Kristen to wake up and find I'm not here," she said quietly.


    "She did fine the other night when she was here. She probably won't wake up until Scotty drags us all out of bed at five in the morning." She rolled her eyes, then smiled, softening her expression. "She'll be okay. I'll check in on her. It's not like I'm doing much of anything else."


    Lauren hesitated a minute. "Okay, thanks Zoey."


    She grabbed her coat from the closet in the foyer and slipped out the kitchen door. The moonlight was bright and her body cast a shadow on the pebble stone path as she walked. But the path remained well lit. Her high heel shoes dug into the gravel and crunched with each step. Or maybe that was her toes. They were bunched up from being in her heels all evening and were now cold. But even with the frigid temperature outside, it was amazing how warm she felt inside now that she finally knew love.


    There had been plenty of times when she never thought she'd find love in her life. Many times when she felt there was no room in her heart to love anyone but Kristen. But she had been wrong. Thank God she'd been wrong and found a man like Kyle Preston to show her how good love could really be.


    That is, if he'd still have her after all the pushing away she'd done.


    As she pulled the outer carriage house door closed and started up the long staircase to Kyle's apartment, anticipation raced through her veins. Each step was taking her closer to fulfillment, closer to the love she never thought she'd have.


    She knocked lightly on the wooden door and strained to hear an answer. Please let him be awake, she prayed silently.


    "It's open," she heard him call from inside, and her heart skipped a beat. She eased the door open, hearing the hinges creak slightly, and stepped inside.


    It was dim in the apartment, she noticed as she made her way passed the bedroom and down the hall toward the living area.


    When she saw him, she said, "You disappeared on me. I thought you were going to help with the dollhouse?" Even to her own ears, her voice sounded uncertain.


    Kyle was seated in a recliner facing the woodstove. Max was sprawled out on the floor by his side. When she walked into the room, he looked at her, then turned his gaze to the dog and stroked his thick fur. "I went looking for you...after you got the phone call, but you weren't anywhere around. After a while I figured maybe you didn't want to be found, so I came back here."


    "I had to get Kristen ready for bed." She stood by the counter in the kitchen, and he was way too far on the other side of the room for her comfort. "You know, she knew it was you playing Santa tonight."


    From the woodstove's fire glow, she saw his half grin, but he didn't answer or look her way. He just held his gaze down and stroked Max fur. She still couldn't be sure he was happy that she'd come here at all.


    In an instant, Lauren forgot her reasoning, replaced by sheer impulse that was foreign to her. She didn't recognized the womanly impulse she was acting on or the woman she'd become. But it felt good and natural and being with Kyle had made that metamorphosis.


    She exhaled slowly. "It's been a long time since I've felt part of a family." She dropped her coat on the back of the kitchen chair and willed herself across the room. Kyle made no move to meet her. She wondered just what he was thinking, maybe why she'd come to see him this late at night, what her intentions were.


    He lifted his head with her motion. Their eyes met and held for a lingering moment and Lauren thought it would last a lifetime. He still didn't speak. He just gazed at her, a thousand different emotions flashing across the strong features of his face.


    "I was...thinking...you know, that you..." Lauren stammered, then puffed her cheeks. “Oh, boy.”


    "I know. Me, too." His baritone voice swept across the room, singing softly in a way that filled her soul. "I've been doing a lot of thinking tonight."


    She flipped a lock of hair behind her ear and with her fingers, followed the strand down until she reached its end, just above her breast. “You called my parents-"


    "Don't," he said tersely, looking down at Max lolled on the floor. "I know I had no right to go against your wishes, no matter how good my intentions were. I wanted you to have a special Christmas. I wanted you to be with your family again. I thought I could help. And now I've-"


    "I'm so glad you did," she cut in.


    His head shot up and his expression was one of pure shock.


    “I’m glad you didn’t listen to me. In seven years we haven't managed to get as far as we did tonight.”


    "But I saw you. You were crying. I thought I'd-"


    She smiled, feeling her bottom lip quiver. "They were happy tears, Kyle."


    His chest heaved with a sigh and the muscles of his face smoothed instantly, as if he were relieved. In the light from the fire, she saw the glistening of tears in his eyes. "I thought I'd messed up everything for you."


    “Tomorrow, Kristen will finally meet her grandparents and have a real family Christmas. I’m a little nervous about how things are going to go. Scared to death, in fact. It’s been so long since I’ve seen my parents, but you’ve helped give us a start and for that I’m so grateful.” She shrugged. “Who knows? We may just be okay, after all."


    Kyle smiled, then bolted from the chair and met her half way across the room, pulling her into his arms in a tight embrace. He felt so good, so alive, so comforting. She breathed in his scent, intensely masculine and inviting, absolutely arousing all her senses. She couldn't imagine how she'd made it this far without his strength and now she knew she couldn't live without it.


    Her cheek was pressed against his shoulder, her eyes closed. "I'm sorry about what happened the other night at my apartment. I...was scared."


    He kissed her head. "I know. But you don't have to be. Not with me."


    "I know that now. I missed you that night when you left. And every night since."


    "Then stay with me now. Let me hold you like I should have held you then."


    That was all she needed to hear him say. Taking a step back, she unzipped the back of her dress and waited. Kyle tucked his fingers beneath the delicate fabric and pulled it down to reveal the bare skin of her shoulders. Gravity took hold of the dress and pulled it to the floor, where it puddled at her feet.


    The hunger in his eyes was fierce and matched the pounding of her heart. His breathing turned quick and rough when she took his hand and pulled him toward the bedroom. They reached the door and she heard prancing paws on the kitchen floor. Kyle swung around for a second and warned, "Not on your life, Max." Then closed the door behind them.


    # # #


    Chapter Twelve


    Lauren rolled over on her side and ran her index finger across Kyle's brow as he slept. She was in love with Kyle Preston. It was an incredible feeling.


    Snuggling closer, she bent down and kissed his cheek. His response was immediate as he wrapped his arm around her, pulling her close to his naked body, tangling his legs with hers.


    "Merry Christmas, Lauren," he murmured in that deep tone she found so sexy, his eyes still closed.


    She smiled. Yes, it was a very Merry Christmas, indeed. For all of them. She kissed him again, this time full on the lips and breathed in his scent, mingled with the scent of sex from the warm sheets.


    "I hate to do this, but I need to get out of here," she murmured.


    His eyes flew open and he lifted out of bed, resting the full weight of his upper body on his arms.


    Lauren chuckled. "Don't worry. I just need to get back into the guest room before anyone wakes up. I have a six year old daughter, remember?"


    He smiled and sank back onto the pillow. "I guess it wouldn't look very good for you to be strolling in the house wearing last night's party dress when everyone is in their pajamas." He reached over and pulled her to him. "Personally, I'd rather be out of my pajamas with you."


    Her head felt as light as a feather and she giggled. "I like the sound of that, too. But we have to hurry. We have a big day ahead of us."


    "Are you nervous about seeing your parents?"


    She hesitated. "A little."


    "It's going to be okay."


    Lauren knew Kyle was right. He had to be right. "First we have to get through Christmas morning. I want to be there when the kids wake up. I can't wait to see Kristen's face when she sees the dollhouse."


    “Me, too.”


    The room was just starting to get light as the sun rose over the hills. As she threw the blankets off her body, the cold air chilled her skin, warm from snuggling so close to Kyle, and caused Goosebumps to rise on her bare skin. "Where are my clothes?" she muttered, searching on the floor for her pantyhose and underwear, discarded last night in their haste to make love.


    "I think your dress is still in the other room. At least, I hope it's still there. Max was loose all night."


    "Oh, no! How am I going to sneak back in to the house unnoticed without my dress? What if someone is awake and they see me?"


    Kyle started to laugh.


    "What are you doing?" she scowled teasingly, trying to wiggle into her pantyhose and bra. "What am I going to wear?"


    "I'll give you a sweatshirt," she heard Kyle say as she ran into the living room to search for her dress. Despite her initial horror, she found her dress on the floor by the leather sofa, apparently spared by the dog's teeth.


    The shades to the bay window were open and Lauren caught the first poking of the sun up over the horizon. After wiggling into her dress, she turned to find Kyle standing behind her wearing a pair of blue sweatpants.


    "What I wouldn't do to crawl back into bed with you," she said, brushing her hand down his washboard stomach.


    "I know. But if I know Scotty, he's probably already knocking on my parent's bedroom door, begging them to see if Santa came."


    "You'll be right behind me?"


    "All the way."


    Lauren could hardly contain her excitement as she ran back to the house. Christmas morning was here. So many possibilities lay ahead.


    * * *


    It always amazed Kyle how much time it took to wrap all the gifts for Christmas and how little time it took for everyone to tear them apart. He'd caught Lauren worrying her bottom lip when Kristen sat down in front of the dollhouse. But any fear of Kristen's disappointment was dispelled when Kristen's whole faced beamed. Yanking on her mother's arm, Kristen pulled Lauren to the floor, and they proceeded to spend the morning rearranging all the miniature furniture inside each tiny room. He didn't think he'd ever forget Lauren's radiant smile and how happy she was at that moment.


    Kristen's strong desire for a daddy had been put aside. At least, for the time being. There was plenty of time later in the day to put his plan in motion. Then they'd all have their Christmas wish.


    Judy had pushed dinner to later in the day to allow Lauren's parents time to drive down from Syracuse. Lauren chewed on her fingernails and peeked out the window more times than Kyle could count. He knew the instant Samuel and Brenda Alexander arrived.


    "They're here," she said breathlessly, turning to him with tears in her eyes. "How do I look?"


    He walked with her to the foyer and kissed her before opening the door. "Beautiful. You go on. I'll get Kristen."


    Lauren clutched her stomach as she opened the front door. She was glad Kyle had taken care of getting Kristen. It would give her a few minutes alone with her mom and dad before they met the rest of the Preston clan.


    As always, her mother waited inside the car until her father came around to open the passenger door. Tears spilled from her eyes with the sight of them. Her father was older than she remembered. His hair was more silver than black now. He'd taken off his overcoat during the long ride. Lauren guessed he wore a size or two larger that he had seven years ago. As her mother stepped out of the car, she saw how the years had taken its toll, but Brenda Alexander was still as beautiful as Lauren remembered.


    All fear of her parent's rejection was cast aside when Brenda opened her arms to Lauren. Lauren ran to her. The arms she never thought would hold her, clutched her tight. Samuel placed his arms around the two of them and they huddled in the driveway for a long overdue embrace.


    "I'm so glad you're here," Lauren said, sniffing back happy tears.


    "Me, too," Brenda cried.


    "Where is my beautiful granddaughter?" Samuel asked.


    Lauren couldn't help but giggle. She'd waited so long for this moment. "She's inside with Kyle. Come on and meet the Prestons. You'll like them."


    She walked up the driveway arm in arm with Brenda. Samuel walked on her other side of Lauren, a bundle of brightly wrapped presents in his arms.


    Brenda tugged at her. "Kyle seems like a good man."


    She looked up and saw Kyle standing on the porch, holding Kristen in his arms. Words didn't describe how she felt about Kyle Preston. She swallowed the lump in her throat. "Yes, Mom, he is a very good man."


    "I'm happy you found him."


    Lauren could have told her that Kyle had been the one to find her broken down in an empty parking lot. He'd rescued her that night. In more ways than one. Did he really know what he'd done? She'd have to make a point to tell him in her own special way.


    They all walked into the house together and introductions were made. Judy and Wally stayed back as Lauren introduced Kristen to her grandparents.


    "This is Grandma and Grandpa, Krissy."


    Kristen clung to Lauren and stared at her grandparents. Lauren had expected as much and hoped her parents were hurt by Kristen's shy reaction.


    Samuel took Kristen by the hand and said, "Do you see this bag? I'll bet you can find a present or two in here with your name on it. You want to sit down with your Grandma and Grandpa and take a look?"


    Kristen peered up at Lauren with a weary expression.


    "It's okay, honey. I'm right here."


    Lauren stayed by Kristen's side as she unwrap more gifts. She was aware of Kyle's gaze the whole time. When it looked as though Kristen was comfortable being doted on by Brenda and Samuel, Lauren went to Kyle's side.


    "Thank you for this," she said, taking his hand, knowing she could never adequately express her feelings for all he'd given her.


    He wrapped his arms around her waist and kissed her head. "You got your Christmas wish."


    "And what about you, Kyle? What's your Christmas wish?"


    He breathed deeply and she felt his chest press firmly against her breast. He tipped her chin with his fingers so she'd meet his gaze. "I have everything I want right here in my arms."


    She sighed. "It's not just me. This is a package deal."


    "I wouldn't have it any other way. I love that little girl as much as if she was my own flesh and blood."


    "I know. I just needed to hear you say it."


    Kyle bent his head and kissed her. "I have something for you," he murmured against her lips.


    She chuckled softly. "Kyle, you've done enough. What more could I possibly need or want?"


    "For us to be a family. I can't think of anything I'd want more."


    She gazed into his eyes and saw the promise of forever. "You're serious."


    He pulled a velvet box from pocket. The room went still as if everyone was focused on the two of them alone. Kyle opened the box to reveal a sparkling diamond solitaire. "Oh, Kyle," Lauren gasped.


    He placed the ring on her trembling finger, and she peered at it through tear-filled eyes.


    "This was my Christmas wish. I love you and I want us to be a family." He took a deep breath and held her, pressing her hard against his body.


    "I love you, too. So much."


    "Now maybe we could find a way to make Kristen's Christmas wish come true."


    "You mean it, Kyle?" Kristen squealed from the other side of the room. Everyone in the room started to laugh.


    Kyle crouched down to Kristen's level, and she ran to him, wrapping her arms around his neck.


    "Would you like me to be your daddy?"


    Kristen beamed up at Lauren, as if hoping to get approval. When Lauren smiled and nodded, Kristen jumped up and down and said, "You bet!"


    The next moments were filled with hugs and kisses from the whole family congratulating them on their engagement. Julie and Kristen were giggling about being sisters. Judy and Brenda laughed about how wonderful it was to have a wedding to look forward to in the coming year. And Samuel and Wally were busy getting acquainted.


    Lauren couldn't remember ever feeling as happy as she did at that moment.


    Kyle drew up behind her, resting his and on her shoulder. "You got quiet all of the sudden. Are you feeling a little overwhelmed?"


    "Never. Just appreciating my blessings."


    "We've got a lifetime of those ahead."


    "I'm so glad. Merry Christmas, Kyle.”


    He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her against him, kissing her long and forcefully. She had a family again and a lifetime of kisses from a man that took her breath away. Who could ask for anything more?


    THE END


    * * * * *
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    THE KNIGHT AND MAGGIE’S BABY


    


    


    There were more digits in his bank account than most corporate portfolios saw in a lifetime of business. But right now, for the second time in his life, Jonah Wallace had empty pockets.


    As a flurry of people swirled around him, he stood on the crowded Harvard Square sidewalk, roasting in the blistering sun, contemplating his options, such as they were. Dragging a deep breath of humidity into his lungs, he decided it was no use. He was going to have to swallow a mammoth lump of pride to get out of this pickle.


    The first time he'd been forced to admit his failings he'd been thirteen, alone, and on the run. He had made an oath then it would be the last time he found himself in such a scrape. The fact that he was standing there penniless, wearing a satin-lined tuxedo in the middle of an August steam bath of an afternoon, the sun unmercifully beating him into the concrete, only magnified his current predicament.


    How had he managed to let this happen again?


    A taxi horn whined loud and long at his back, signaling the driver's unrest over the hordes of people jaywalking through the Square. Every one of them was in a hurry to go somewhere. At this time of the day, they were probably all heading home, which was where he intended to go.


    But first...


    He dragged his gaze back to the coffee shop door. It was his last hope. Tugging on his bow tie to give him some needed room, he reasoned the fastest way to make it home and deal with his disastrous day would be to swallow what was left of his stolen pride.


    That is if he didn't choke on it first.


    As his hand connected with the door handle, the heated metal bit into his palm. Jonah yanked open the door in front of which he had just spent the last ten minutes standing, hoping there was no one other than the owner inside. If he had no choice but to grovel, he'd prefer it be without audience.


    As he swung through the doorway, the cool air from the air conditioning bathed his face, giving him immediate relief from the heat.


    He drew in a deep breath to gather some courage and scanned the empty diner as his eyes adjusted from the sudden change of light. The room smelled of sugar and cinnamon and gravy. A strangely appealing combination, he thought. But at this point, anything was appealing. His stomach protested loudly at the scent of food assaulting his nostrils. Yeah, he was starving, but first things first.


    Jonah had never stepped foot inside the small coffee shop, despite the fact that he practically lived at his office, located just across the street, for the past three years. The diner was compact; just a few booths lined the outer-glassed wall. A few more tables with red and white checked vinyl tablecloths occupied the center of the room. It reminded him more of something he'd see in the North End of Boston rather than Harvard Square.


    Clusters of white spotlights shone against the brightly colored walls, and it took a moment for his eyes to register the color fully. Behind the counter were rows of parfait cups lying upside down on a glass shelf along with glasses and dinnerware.


    A picture on the wall by the kitchen door caught his attention. Since the restaurant was empty, he took a few steps toward the counter for a better look. The photo was of two women, one elderly and one much younger, maybe even in her early teens, standing on the sidewalk from which he'd just come, arm in arm, smiling affectionately. Draped around the frame was a tiny cross of gold on a delicate chain.


    A swish of cool air blew into the room. Instinctively, he glanced up toward the source. That's when he noticed the woman standing in the kitchen doorway, one arm on the door, the other in the pocket of her apron. She let go of the door and breezed into the dining room, slipping a psychedelic purple pencil from her apron pocket, and reaching for a small notepad at the same time.


    “You caught me. I was just about to close up the shop early. I think the heat has been keeping people away.”


    Her voice was smooth as velvet and her smile seemed genuine, not just pasted on for show. Her rich dark hair was pulled back tight into a ponytail, resistant tendrils curled around her face, framing high cheekbones.


    The woman motioned with her hands toward the vinyl-covered stool at the counter. “You can sit wherever you’d like.”


    “I'm not here to eat. I was hoping I could ask a bit of a favor.”


    She stopped short, a slow grin lifting the corners of her lips. Not the genuine smile of courtesy. This one was different, a hint of...something, perhaps mixed with a bit of surprise. Jonah wasn't quite sure.


    “You're not from around here, are you?” she said, fiery blue eyes wide with interest. They were uniquely lit, not just by the canned lights positioned on the ceiling above her, but with gold streaks set into their deep sapphire color.


    “Well, actually yes. My office is in the building just diagonal from you.” Jonah motioned out the window toward the street and beyond the honking horns and bumper-to-bumper late afternoon traffic. When he looked back, her gaze was fixed on him.


    Her eyes widened, twinkling with a hint amusement. She flipped an errant lock of hair that had fallen from her ponytail neatly behind her ear and just stared at him.


    “You may work in town, but I know for sure you're not from around Cambridge, Massachusetts.”


    Jonah glanced down at his black tuxedo as he slid into the stool by the counter, brushing his hand absentmindedly across the smooth, clean Formica countertop.


    “I know I look rather odd given the fact that it's about a thousand degrees outside.”


    “One hundred and two if you want to be technical,” she said, cutting in. She thumbed back to the double doors at the end of the counter. “I had the radio on in the office.”


    Jonah pulled at the collar of his wilting white tuxedo shirt until the top button popped free. “It feels every bit of it,” he said, forcing a smile.


    And it was getting a whole lot hotter. It had already turned out to be the worst day of his life. Making a fool of himself couldn't possibly make it any worse.


    As Jonah drew in a deep breath, he watched the smile play at the corner of the waitress's mouth. Her full lips were bare of color, and he wondered if she'd chosen not to wear any lipstick or if working a full day and conversing with customers had chewed off what color she'd applied earlier. His mind instantly pictured her full lips in ruby to compliment her dark hair.


    He silently berated himself for thinking along those lines. If the day had gone as planned, he'd be on a flight to Aruba with his new wife at his side.


    The best laid plans...


    “Well, regardless of where you're from, you look a little lost,” she said. “I don't see many tuxedos here at the Coffee Drop. Everyone who's been in here today was wearing shorts and shirts that barely meet proper dress code.”


    “The clothes. Is that what gave me away?”


    “Actually, it was your accent,” the woman said, dropping the notepad on the shiny counter top.


    Heat crept up his skin from beneath his collar. He'd naturally assumed she'd been referring to his clothes when of course, his British accent would be a dead giveaway no matter what he was wearing. All he'd managed to do is draw more attention to himself.


    “Now, since you've already informed me you're not here to eat, how about a coffee? I have to warn you though. Despite the name, I don't serve any of the fancy stuff here. No special blends, no cappuccino or espresso delights. No latte or chai. Only thing on my menu is old fashioned regular and decaf.”


    It was now or never.


    “I'm afraid I don't have...” He shook his head. It was never a good day for humiliation and it was something he didn't do well even if it was. If Catherine had at least left him with his keys when she fled the courthouse, none of this would be happening. “Never mind, it doesn't really matter.”


    She appeared completely oblivious to his bumbling. “Oh, that extends to iced coffee, too. Given how oppressive it is outside, I'm sure you'd prefer that over something hot.”


    She turned and pulled a clean white coffee filter from a plastic bag tucked to the right of the coffee machine and proceeded to make a pot of coffee.


    “No, that won't be necessary...” As she turned around, Jonah took the opportunity to glance at her nametag. “Maggie. Yes, what I really wondered is whether I could use your telephone.”


    She stopped spooning coffee into the filter and propped her slender hip against the counter. She stated the obvious. Obvious to anyone who'd stepped one foot on either side of the coffee shop door.


    “No cell phone?”


    “It’s in my other coat, I’m afraid.”


    “There are pay phones lining Harvard Square.”


    “I know.”


    He dipped his head, embarrassment burning its way to the surface of his cheeks more than the blazing sun he'd escaped outside. If only he hadn't agreed when Catherine insisted they take the car instead of having his driver take them to the airport after the ceremony. Unfortunately, when she walked out on him moments before the ceremony began, she'd taken flight with his car and luggage as well. Since the clerk at City Hall was less than thrilled with the idea of allowing him to call his driver from her phone, given the scene that had erupted in the City Hall lobby, he'd taken the next step and pulled out his pockets.


    Only to trip over them.


    “I don't have any change and...I'm afraid I'm without my billfold at the moment as well.”


    Her eyes grew impossibly wide, the fine features of her face registering panic. “Oh, I see,” she said, quickly lifting an empty cup from beneath the counter and placing it in front of him as if she were suddenly on automatic pilot.


    “Are you hurt? Do you need some water or--”


    He shook his head.


    “I can call the police for you. Are you sure you weren’t hurt?” She was already heading toward the kitchen when he realized she had misunderstood.


    “I wasn't robbed,” he called out to her.


    “You weren’t? You don't need to call the police?”


    He let out a staccato breath and shook his head.


    With a slow gate, Maggie quietly walked back to the counter and resumed the task of filling the coffee filter with coffee grounds. She popped the filter into place and turned on the coffee machine before swinging around to him again.


    “I must admit I'm a bit confused now.”


    “Look, it's a bit of a long story. I would have preferred using my office phone, which, as I said earlier, is just across the street-”


    “Let me guess. You don't have your keys to the building with you, either, right? And there’s no one there to let you in?”


    “I gave them all the afternoon off.”


    “Oh, how nice of you.”


     He shook his head, wishing to God he'd wake up and this nightmare of humiliation would be over. It had been bad enough when he was thirteen and discovered on the run from the London boarding school he'd attended. Now nearly twenty years later, he wished the tile floor would open up and swallow him whole.


    “I just need to use your phone to call for a ride.”


    She nodded. “From the look on your face, this looks like it's one heck of a story.”


    “You have no idea,” he grunted.


    Maggie raised her eyebrows. “People tell me their troubles all day over a coffee and pie. Take a load off. I’m all ears.”


    He was just about at his wits end when he saw the corners of her full lips tilt up to a teasing grin. “Look, this has been a horrific day and... I'll reverse the charges.”


    She smiled again. This time it was full blown and when the light twinkle reached her eyes, he knew he was home free.


    “Follow me. The phone is just on the other side of the swinging door. Careful it doesn't hit you in the butt when you walk through. The coffee will be ready in a few minutes. I just have to finish up in the back office so if it's not done brewing by the time you are off the phone, help yourself. And to a piece of pie from the desert tray, too. I left a clean dish on the counter.”


    “Thank you. You're an angel.”


    “No, I'm just the owner of this coffee shop.” She stabbed a pointed finger at him and tossed him an irresistible crooked grin. “But don't you dare breathe a word to anyone that I'm a softy or I'll go broke passing pie out to every sorry-eyed college student who walks through that door.”


    “It’ll be our secret.”


    As he followed her through the double swinging doors to the phone, she smiled back at him, and then walked into what looked like a supply closet at the far end of the kitchen.


    If the day had gone as planned, he'd be married to Catherine by now. He'd be on an airplane, sitting in first class, heading to Australia for a three-week honeymoon he hadn't wanted to go on in the first place. All his problems would be over. Not only would he have a wife, but he'd have his car, his keys, his wallet...


    And his pride.


    * * *


    Maggie tucked the bank slip in the moneybag and zipped it closed with a trembling hand. She'd already finished tallying up today's register totals and counting the money in the drawer when her tall, dark and sinfully handsome stranger waltzed into the Coffee Drop. As she straightened up her desk, her mind kept wandering to the gorgeous Englishman with the adorable accent now eating blueberry pie at her counter. Who would have ever thought a sensible girl like her would go weak in the knees over a few well strung out syllables?


    She pulled at the waistband of her skirt and grimaced at the sudden tightness. Okay, so she never thought that a levelheaded girl like her would end up pregnant before marriage either. But there you have it. She’d done a lot of praying from the time she’d found out about her unplanned pregnancy and made her peace that with God’s guiding hand, she was on track again. She was determined to do right by her child.


    She snapped the light switch off in her office and closed the door, giving the kitchen a last once over in conjunction with a silent reprimand. It would do no good to berate herself any more than she had over the last few months for being so careless. Regrets over the past took too much time and energy, and she didn't have any spare energy to waste on self-deprecation.


    Money bag in hand, she peeked through the glass window of the kitchen door into the dining area out of habit to make sure no one was on the other side before she swung through.


    There he was. He sat at the counter hunched over a blue stained plate that had a bite or two of pie left. Not many men could fill out a tuxedo the way this man did. He almost looked too tall to sit on the stool. His dark hair was cut short, but the ends still curled around the nape of his neck, most probably from being out in the heat in that tux.


    Maggie fanned her face with her hand, telling herself she was just sympathizing with the man. But she knew she was lying to herself. She'd seen many people come and go in her coffee shop, but none of them gave her a jolt of lightning with just one look like he did.


    He glanced up at her as she pushed through the swinging doors.


    “What's your name?” she asked. She sounded a little breathless, even to herself and all she was doing was talking to a handsome stranger. Maybe the heat was getting to her, too.


    Deep cobalt eyes smiled up at her and pulled her into his gaze. It wasn’t the heat. She was breathless. And over a guy!


    Geesh. She had no business being attracted to this man, or any man for that matter in the condition she was in. She sucked in a deep breath and reached for the coffee pot, which was just about done brewing.


    “My name?”


    “You know my name. It seems only fair that I know yours.”


    “Oh, right. Jonah Wallace and this blueberry pie was the best I've ever had in my entire life. Did you make it yourself?” He clanked the fork on his empty plate.


    She shook her head. His compliment was probably just general small talk, but it flattered her just the same. She liked pleasing her customers. And as her grandmother always said, there was no better way to get a man’s attention than by plying him with good food.


    “Anything is good when you're hungry. You ate that piece of pie like it was the first thing you had all day.”


    He glanced away and appeared to be thinking, and then he chuckled. It was the first time she'd heard his laugh. It was rich and full of character like the tone of his voice. And it was nice. Too nice.


    “Oddly enough, it was,” he said. “I don't usually leave the house without breakfast but it's been a...”


    “Horrific day. I know, you told me,” she finished for him. “As flattered as I am, I can't accept the compliment for the pie, though. Virginia, my morning manager, does all the baking.”


    “Then I'll have to make it a point to stop in and pay her the compliment in person.”


    “I’m sure she’ll appreciate it.”


    Mr. English would be paying the Coffee Drop another visit. She wasn't quite sure why that pleased her so. Maybe because men in general weren't on her list of priorities for the coming year, possibly not for a long time to come.


    He'd said he worked across the street but she didn’t recall ever seeing him before. Sure, there were thousands of people who worked in the square. And yes, he stood out now wearing a tuxedo on the hottest day of August like a big pumpkin at an Irish festival. But Maggie had the feeling even in simple casual wear Jonah Wallace would stand out among a crowd of men. He had a presence that commanded attention and that was rare. At least among the men she'd known in her life.


    Oh, dear Lord, please give me strength.


    Maggie fidgeted with the zipper of the moneybag. “I take it your ride will be coming soon?”


    “Yes, I can't thank you enough for the use of your phone. If it wasn't for your kindness, I'd still be baking in the sun.”


    “It was my pleasure. I hate to throw you out of the air conditioning and onto the street, but I do have to lock up here and make the bank before it closes. I'd be more than happy to give you an iced coffee to go while you wait for your ride.”


    He slid off the stool and dabbed his mouth with a napkin. Instinctively, she took the dirty plate from the counter and slipped it into the gray tub filled with soapy water under the counter.


    “You've been more than gracious. I don't want to keep you. But I'm afraid I won't be able to pay the check until--”


    Maggie waved him off. “Don't worry, it's on the house.”


    “You're very kind,” he said in a low voice that stirred something deep inside her. “But I've never left a bill unpaid in my life. I don't intend to take advantage of your generosity now.”


    He dipped his gaze, hiding from her view the most incredible blue eyes she'd ever seen, as if he were embarrassed. She was sure that was the case. She'd had her share of Dutch treat dates for the brief time she'd attended Boston University, but she'd bet this week's register tally that Jonah had never allowed a lady he was with to go Dutch.


    She couldn't help but chuckle. “It's just a cup of coffee and some pie. In some parts of the world people call that being neighborly.”


    Jonah stared blankly, and then his eyebrows knitted together.


    She pointed to the building across the street. “You said your office is in that building.”


    His lips stretched into a slow grin. “I guess that would make us neighbors then.”


    “Exactly. So, don't worry about it. Where I come from we look out for our neighbors.”


    “And where do you come from, Maggie?”


    His question as well as the genuine interest in his eyes caught her by surprise. This man was an enigma for sure. But it didn't take much to figure out they'd lived their lives worlds apart. Not just geographically, but socially. Despite not having two nickels to rub together at the present moment, Maggie could tell this man was from money. Either that or he was a good impersonator.


    “Across the Charles River,” she said. Not quite the other side of the track, but far enough to make their differences evident. He was money, she wasn't. End of story.


    She locked the door behind them and walked out into the sunshine of Harvard Square, wilting immediately under the cruel sun. The choking smell of fuels and garbage from a nearby trashcan made her stomach roll. Every little smell seemed magnified lately, just like this sudden attraction to a stranger.


    Hormones. That's what this is, Maggie decided instantly. Not that she'd had this kind of reaction since she found out she was pregnant two months ago, but she'd never liked the combination of pickles and chocolate sauce either and that had been a regular treat of late.


    “Thank you again, Maggie. I didn't catch your last name.”


    “Bonelli.”


    Jonah gripped her hand. She was struck by how small her hand felt in his stronger one, how snug his fingers curled around hers. Safe and strong. For a moment, she found herself drawn even closer to this stranger. Abruptly, she snatched her hand away.


    “It was nice to meet you Maggie Bonelli. You've made an otherwise rotten day...almost bearable.”


    “I'm just glad I could help. Make sure you stop by again.”


    She turned and walked next door to the bank, muttering to herself she shouldn't look back at Jonah Wallace. And she didn't. She made her deposit and decided her day had already been too long.


    * * *


    “Congratulations, Sir. How was the--” his driver said, opening the door to the back seat of his shining black limo.


    Jonah put up his hand. “Hold that thought, Michael. Did you remember to bring the petty cash for me?” he asked, tossing the tuxedo jacket to the leather seat.


    “Yes, Sir. It's in the--”


    Rummaging through the console deck, he found his wallet and his spare set of keys.


    “I have it, thank you. Be right back.” Twisting around, he walked back the way he’d just come.


    He slammed the back door of the limo just as he saw Maggie push through the bank door, and walk out into the heat, moving in the opposite direction.


    A few quick strides through the crowd and Jonah fell into her stride.


    “I want to thank you again for your kindness.”


    With the sound of his voice, Maggie did a double take, and stopped walking. His heart did a flip-flop as she peered up at him with wide eyes like she had inside the coffee shop.


     “Didn't we do this already?” she asked, her brow crinkling slightly.


    “Yes, but I see that you're still here and I've retrieved my billfold--”


    As he held the leather billfold up for her inspection, she laughed. Little beads of sweat were already forming on her forehead and matting stray ringlets of hair to the sides of her face.


    “You have a hard time letting people help you, don't you?”


    He lifted a shoulder. “I'm use to taking care of things myself. I don’t think you full appreciate how unusual today was for me. I'm grateful for your help.”


    Shaking her head, she said, “It was a cup of coffee and a phone call. You're making too much of this. “


    “Don’t forget the pie. And I’m really not. I'd been to three other shops in the square before I came through your door. No one so much as offered up a smile. With you, at least I got a bite to eat while I waited.”


    She rolled her eyes and grinned, pursing her lips. “It's genetic. I'm a softy. So was my grandmother.”


    She continued walking again, this time passed him, and dropped her bag on the wooden bench in front of the bus-stop sign. She glanced back once, just to see if he was going to follow? He took it as an invitation. She glanced down the street toward the shiny black limousine that was now double parked outside her coffee shop.


    She nodded toward the limo. “Yours?”


    “My ride, thanks to you.”


    She tried her best not to look impressed, but he could see that she was. He was used to it, but not many people were used to having a chauffeur at will. He generally didn't ask Michael to take him anywhere but formal functions. He'd hired him mainly for his housemaid, Mary, since she detested driving in the city on her own.


    “If your friend doesn't want a parking ticket, I suggest he pull into a parking space...or two. The meter maid can be scary, I hear.”


    “I'll have to remember that.” He glanced up at the bus-stop sign and then back at her. “Can I give you a lift?”


    Maggie pulled at the waistband of her skirt. The white cotton top that she'd seemed cool enough wearing inside the coffee shop was now clinging to the swells of her breasts, compliments of the heat and humidity.


    “That won't be necessary.”


    “It's no trouble, really.”


    She let out a quick breath and looked around at the people walking up and down the sidewalk, until her gaze settled back on his face again.


    “Look, you seem like a nice man and all. But I don't make it a habit of getting into cars with strange men I've never met before?”


    “I'm not a strange man.”


    She tilted an eyebrow as her eyes drifted down to his tuxedo.


    “Right. The clothes again.” He motioned back to the diner with his hands. “What was it you said earlier about being neighborly? We’ve just shared coffee and pie together. You could hardly consider us strangers anymore.”


    Maggie chuckled, covering her mouth with her hand to hide her laughter. He liked the sound of her laugh, musical and sweet.


    “Every day people come into my shop.”


    Nodding, he said, “I see your point. These days you can never be too careful.”


    “Exactly. Thank you for the offer. That’s really sweet of you. But the bus will be here shortly.”


    Jonah turned and started toward the limousine, then abruptly stopped and angled back. He didn't know why this should mean so much to him. It wasn’t just her kindness that had him making the extra effort. He’d met many selfless people working with the Foundation for Young Wanderers. Something told him Maggie was a woman with a heart of gold and perhaps saw little back.


    Now that he knew she'd been working directly across the street from him, he knew he could see her at the coffee shop again. He would see her. Something inside him told him it was a certainty.


    He wasn't a gambling man by nature, but he decided to go for broke.


    “Still, it is August and I hear the busses don't always run on schedule. The limo is air conditioned.”


    Maggie eyed him speculatively, but didn't say a word.


    “I promise to be a perfect gentleman and sit tight on my side of the seat. Scout's honor.”


    She pursed her lips, grinning as she had before, making his heart hammer in his chest.


    “You were never a boy scout.”


    “Correct, but one good deed does deserves another, wouldn't you say?”


    “I suppose,” she said quietly, glancing back at the limo, then at her coffee shop.


    “If you accept my offer, you'll be home in no time. Or you could spend the next fifteen minutes to however long it takes for the bus to arrive roasting in this heat. And then of course, because the busses are usually crowded, another fifteen or more minutes standing with aching feet on a sweaty bus after a long day of--”


    She tossed him a wry grin. “You're pulling out all the stops, aren’t you? All this for a lousy cup of coffee and a piece of pie?”


    “Air conditioning,” he said, smiling devilishly, knowing that would be the catalyst to push her over the edge to accepting.


    She heaved a sigh and then laughed, pointing a finger at him. “If my feet weren't killing me so much... You drive a hard bargain, Mr. Wallace.”


    He gestured to the car with both hands, a grin of satisfaction stretching across his face. “Right this way.”
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    The Marriage Contract – book 2


    


    Cara Cavarlho could think of a hundred places she wanted to be right now.


    This wasn't one of them.


    She tugged on the rope dangling above her head. A musty cloud of dust hit her in the face as the stairs leading to the attic of her parents' Westport home dropped, gaining her access. Gripping the splintered stairs, she began her ascent into the “black hole” she so affectionately dubbed the attic in her childhood, with mixed emotion. Ever since her parents decided to sell the home she had grown up in and move to Florida with the senior league, she found herself becoming overwhelmed with emotion.


    Of course, her thirty-fifth birthday being right around the corner wasn't a big help. That her mother kept reminding her of her single, childless status only added to her emotional unrest.


    She yanked on the metal chain dangling above her head and light quickly spilled into the sweltering crawl space. “It's a furnace up here!” she called down, immediately feeling the cool air below bathe her warm face.


    Whose idea was it to delve into this black hole on a hot August afternoon? Certainly not mine! she fumed silently.


    “I know. We should have done this earlier in the day, before the sun had a chance to heat the attic,” she heard her mother, Ruthie, call up from below. “Do you want me to get the fan?”


    I want to get out of here and not do this. “No. I can't stay up here long, anyway. I'm already sweating like a pig.”


    On her hands and knees, she carefully crawled along the aged planks, feeling them bend under her weight. Aerobics twice a week and running three miles a day had her wearing the same size she had worn since college. With each creak of the aged floor boards, she was glad she’d taken pains to keep her figure trim.


    Despite the dim light, it was difficult to see. She squinted her eyes and tried to focus. Boxes. There were loads of them scattered Helter Skelter around her, tucked into corners they'd been placed in years ago and long since forgotten. The life she used to lead was lost up here. Why couldn't things ever remain the same...?


    “Just start with a few, dear. We can rummage through them first and price anything you want to include in the tag sale,” Ruthie suggested.


    “Sounds like a good idea. I'll come back up tomorrow morning before breakfast to get more. I can barely breathe up here now.” Cara's eyes roamed the piles of memories one last time. After choosing the five boxes closest to the hole and carefully lowering them to her mother, Cara descended to fresh air once again.


    She helped her mother drag the boxes down the stairs and out to the back porch of the beachfront home. Plopping the last one on the wrought iron patio table, she puffed her cheeks and slid the back of her hand across her sweated forehead. The sooner we get through this the better.


    Ruthie was the first to begin the unveiling and plunged into the first box while Cara poured both of them a tumbler of her mother’s homemade lemonade. After a few minutes of digging, Cara found her tension ease. While she'd been dreading the idea of unearthing old memories, she found the task easier once she delved in and became lost in them.


    The first box was filled with old Christmas ornaments and treasures she and her brother, Manny, had made in school when they were kids. A paper doll chain. An old wooden whale Manny had made in woodshop. The next box had old crochet blankets and booties from when they were babies. While Cara fingered the soft yarn of a baby afghan, Ruthie dove into the box filled with old yearbooks and newspaper clippings from Manny's athletic high school days.


    “You suppose Manny would want to keep any of these things?” Ruthie asked, picking up a yearbook and fanning the pages open. A candied piece of what looked like edible underwear fell to the floor boards by their feet. Ruthie retrieved the “article” and held it up in the air between her fingers.


    Cara laughed, remembering the gag gift Manny had given her years ago. It was harmless, but she knew her mother wouldn't find the truth so humorous.


    “Those are mine, Ma. Manny gave them to me before he left for the seminary.”


    As she expected, Ruthie threw her an appalled look. “How would your brother know about such things? He's a priest, for goodness sake!”


    Cara sobered immediately, sucking in her cheeks to keep her laughter at bay. She knew her mother had a hard time remembering Manny as a normal everyday teenager before he'd left for the seminary.


    As usually, Cara didn't leave well enough alone. She reached across the table for the naughty underwear. “What size are they anyway?”


    “Never you mind.” Ruthie dropped the brittle article of “clothing” in the green rubber garbage can by the table. “If your grandmother saw this, she'd probably take them for herself.”


    Cara gasped. “She would not!”


    “Oh, you'd be surprised. The other day I caught her standing in front of the full length mirror, trying on one of those tight bustiers Madonna wears all the time.”


    “You're kidding. You are kidding, aren't you?”


    Ruthie sighed heavily, a worried looked suddenly etching her face. “I think she has Alzheimer’s.”


    Cara’s hand flew to her chest. “Why?”


    “She's acting strange.”


    “So what’s new? She always acts strange. She's a free spirit.”


    Ruthie remained somber. “As we speak, she's at church.”


    “So?”


    “It's Tuesday.”


    “What? People only go to confession on Sunday?”


    She slapped the yearbook on the table. “She thinks she's Madonna. And there's the fishing thing.”


    Cara held up her hand to halt her. “Fishing?”


    Ruthie sighed and reached across the table, patting Cara's hand. “You’ve been away for a while, honey. You'll see what I mean after a few days.” Cara turned her attention back to one of the boxes in front of her and pulled out a pair of white baby booties.


    “Oh, were these mine?” she crooned, examining the tiny booties.


    “No, dear. I made them for your children, just after you were born. Not that they'll ever be used,” Ruthie quipped under her breath.


    “You made booties for your own grandchildren when I was just a baby? What about me? What did I get to wear?” Cara shook her head in disbelief. Utterly bewildered, she stared blankly at the silk threads sewn in minute stitches with loving care. Her eyebrows furrowed as she read the name embroidered on the heels. “Omar? What's this Omar you have embroidered here?”


    “Your grandmother made you plenty of booties when I was a little girl. I was merely passing on the tradition. One that I won't hold my breath you'll continue.”


    Oh, this vacation is going to be good, Cara thought. A full three weeks helping her parents get the house ready for sale, and listening to poor Ruthie dig about her lack of grandchildren, was going to be a slow, agonizing death.


    It was times like this she could throttle her brother for becoming a priest and dropping all the procreation pressure on her shoulders.


    “And Omar,” Ruthie continued, “is the name I picked out for your first born son. What can I say? I had a thing for Dr. Zhivago.”


    “You were already naming my kids!? Omar?” She mouthed the name with disgust.


    “You didn't like Dr. Zhivago?”


    Cara drew in a deep cleansing breath of salted sea air, wondering how she could have been born to this crazy family. This was going to be an extremely long three weeks.


    Ruthie plucked out an old birthday card from the box and read it. “Devin Michaels. Mmmm. Now that's a name I haven't heard you speak in a long time.” Turning it over, she read the ink staining the back and squealed in delight, practically jumping from her seat. “Devin proposed to you!”


    “What are you talking about? He did not.”


    “On your birthday card. He proposed!” Ruthie sputtered, “How come you never told me about this?”


    “Let me see that.”


    Cara nabbed the card from her mother and speed read the note, smiling.


    I, Devin Michaels, agree to marry you,


    Cara Cavarlho should both of us still


    be single at age thirty-five.


    Signed: Devin Michaels


    “I remember this,” she said as the memories poured back one by one. She and Devin had just toasted her birthday. After sneaking out on her own birthday party, they sat on the concrete ledge of the watchtower at Gooseberry Point, watching the midnight moon, drinking cheap wine illegally, and toasting to their future success.


    She had been lamenting about Manny leaving for the seminary and the predicament he'd left her with regarding her mother's future grandchildren. If she dared to remain single--which, given her lofty career goals, she'd whole-heartedly planned to be at age thirty-five--Ruthie was sure to hound her for the rest of her life. Or at least until menopause, whichever came first.


    Devin joked that he would be chivalrous and rescue her from being eternally damned by her mother. What was nothing more than a little joke between two friends was now coming back to haunt her.


    Cara couldn't help but smile, remembering the boy, the friend Devin had been. They'd been inseparable that summer.


    “Devin always had a thing for you, you know.” Ruthie raised her eyebrows and shined her matchmaking smile.


    “Thirty-five seemed so old to us back then.”


    “Still is when you're single, dear,” Ruthie returned.


    Some things never change.


    Cara rolled her eyes. “We were just kids, Ma.”


    Kids or not, back then they thought they knew everything. Most of all what they wanted in life. Devin was going to take on the world, she reflected. From the little bits and pieces she'd heard over the years from people back home, and news coverage on the tube of the highly publicized cases he'd won, he'd done just that, as a prominent Manhattan defense attorney.


    Winning one highly publicized case he'd taken straight out of law school, one that the prosecution as well as the world thought he'd lose hands down, had propelled him into the most exclusive law firm in Manhattan. It hadn't taken him long to make a name for himself and become a much sought after, multi-million dollar baby of law.


    Cara had her own plans, in which marriage had no part. She had to admit pride in the fact that, like Devin, she'd reached the pre-set goals made that fateful summer. She had worked hard and become a home interiors expert, opening her own successful shop in the posh Back Bay area of Boston nearly ten years earlier.


    Looking at her mother's bright expression, and knowing what conclusions she'd already drawn, Cara said, “It was a joke, Ma.”


    “It's in black and white.”


    “Blue and white.”


    “How many assistants have you lost to motherhood already?”


    “Four,” Cara sputtered.


    “In a month or so, Louise will make five.”


    The heaviness of her mother's statement hit Cara hard. Especially in light of the feelings she'd been having of late. Forcing the thoughts away, she tossed out the usual response she used when her mother started this line of conversation.


    “That's why I’m not getting married. In case you hadn't heard, barefoot and pregnant went out long ago, Ma. Women have careers now.”


    “That may be so, but look me. I was so thrilled when you were born, I never once regretted leaving my catering business behind.”


    “My point exactly.”


    Ruthie scowled and snatched the card back, holding it to her chest as if it were the only hold she had on getting any future grandchildren. “We'll see about that. I may just get to see your father walk you down the aisle before I die after all.”


    Cara cocked her head to one side and blinked hard, trying her best to gather up her control. “I haven't heard from Devin in over fifteen years! I doubt he even remembers me.”


    Even as she said the words, she knew it wasn't true. She and Devin had been inseparable. Warmth spread from the center of her chest outward just thinking of their friendship. It had been a long time since she'd thought about Devin.


    Ruthie gasped. “Don’t be ridiculous! Devin would never forget you. If I know Devin, he’ll keep his word. He’ll honor this marriage contract,” Ruthie continued, as if she were in her own world. “You must have some feelings for him or you wouldn’t have kept his card all this time.”


    “I didn't even know it was there.”


    “We'll see.”


    The way her mother clutched the card, fanning herself from mid-day August heat, Cara knew this was only the beginning. These next three weeks were going to be the longest weeks of her entire life.


    Devin Michaels strode through the full glass door of his lavish downtown office in the heart of Manhattan, success evident from his steady gait.


    “Congratulations, Mr. Michaels,” the receptionist at the front desk said with a gleaming smile.


    “Thank you, Lucy.” He walked by the woman without so much as a nod of his head, ignoring the overt physical appraisal she made of him in his expensive suit as he paced down the corridor, leather briefcase in his hand. Despite his court win this morning, his mood was growing fouler by the moment. If will alone could kill the bitter taste his profession left in his mouth, he'd have done it long ago. But the past few months of trying hadn't managed that feat.


    “Way to go, Devin.” Kurt Langdon, an associate partner, slapped him on the back, then shook his hand, squeezing it with competitive zeal. “They said it couldn't be won, but then again, you always prove them wrong. Victory is sweet, eh ol’ boy?”


    Devin glared at Kurt's hand on his shoulder until it was removed. He'd become used to the other lawyers in the office wanting to befriend him for the sole sake of furthering their own interests within Wallingford, Collins, and McCaid. Kurt's transparency made him nauseous. In fact, all of the vultures working in this firm were circling the dead flesh, waiting for their chance to have their name stand aside the big boys.


    Devin had made it his purpose to ensure his name alone would stand out before the rest. That’s the way it had always been, and what he’d worked so hard for all these years. He didn't know when it had started, but lately he wondered why he ever thought that was worth fighting for.


    Kurt cleared his throat. “We're toasting the big win in the conference room in fifteen.”


    Devin nodded, and then ventured toward his office door, hoping to find a quiet moment before he'd have to pretend to actually be happy he'd won a case where the guilty won.


    “Congratulations, Mr. Michaels,” Brenda said softly. His administrative assistant's soft brown eyes twinkled admiration up at him and forced him to smile for the first time that day. They reminded him of warm cinnamon brown eyes that used to smile at him in his youth. Years stood in the way of those memories. Funny how, ever since Brenda started working for him three months ago, those memories kept creeping back into the recesses of his mind.


    Brenda shuffled some papers on her desk and stacked them into a neat pile, which she cradled in the crook of her arm. She was green out of business school, and although he had balked at the idea of taking on an assistant so inexperienced, she was quickly shaping up to be an asset to him. His reputation for being an arrogant barracuda was one that made it a difficult position to fill. Brenda’s determination to keep up with him was something he admired.


    He smiled his gratitude. “Thank you, Brenda.”


    She quickly grabbed her daily planner and steno pad, adding to the stack and followed on his heels through the double oak doors of his office. “You have a lunch meeting at noon with the senior partners. Mr. Ryan of Ryan Enterprises at two fifteen. Logan Hayward confirmed your squash game at three. You have a meeting with your Real Estate agent at four thirty to finalize the sale on your Co-op.” She took a deep breath before continuing, her pause causing him to lift his head to look at her for the first time. “Dinner with Cheyenne at--”


    “Cancel dinner,” he cut in, remembering he'd forgotten to take care of that loose end himself. Cheyenne Lewis, his companion for the last six weeks when time permitted during his grueling schedule, had overstayed her welcome in his life. She was beginning to get too clingy. “Send her flowers--I think she likes lilies--and tell her...” he thought a minute and shook his head. “I'm sure you'll think of something, but don't make any promises.”


    “Yes, Mr. Michaels,” Brenda said, jotting the note in her steno. “Today's mail is on your desk as well as your phone messages. Ruth Cavarlho was insistent-”


    Devin snapped his head up, his pulse quickening. “Who called?” He sucked in a deep breath as if the wind had been knocked out of him after hearing the name. When he saw his young assistant’s startled expression, he realized his surprise was evident in the way he’d barked at her.


    “Ruth Cavarlho,” she repeated, darting her gaze from his face to her steno, her hand still poised in place for the next instruction. Then back again.


    It wasn’t like him to unravel in front of anyone. He’d be damned if he’d start today.


    “That'll be all, Brenda,” he said, straightening his spine and pushing strength into his voice as he spoke. A pen on his desk suddenly became his anchor and he gripped it between the pads of this fingers until Brenda nodded.


    “Yes, Mr. Michaels.” She turned and walked to the wide oak double doors and added, “They're toasting in-”


    “Fifteen.” He pushed up his suit jacket sleeve and glanced at the gleaming gold watch on his wrist. “Ten minutes. Call me. And get Ruthie Cavarlho on the phone for me, please.”


    The heavy door echoed in his head as it was closed. He sunk deep into his thick leather arm chair behind his desk and swung the seat around. Rubbing at his jaw, he stared out the window at the hustle and bustle of people below. Everything seemed so small. So very small.


    For a man who'd made it his purpose in life to remain frozen, void of emotion, he was thawing fast. To feel anything at all would mean death in the snake pit of a career he'd willingly entered. It amazed him that the mere mention of a name, the thought of Cara could still trigger a deep emotional response to their friendship. The years somehow hadn't managed to wash that away.


    He leaned forward in his seat and rested his chin on his steepled fingers. The Manhattan skyline had always been a source of inspiration. It was his dream. But lately, he’d been far too unsettled about the career that had always driven him hard. Instead thrilling in the victory of a court case like this morning’s win, his mind eagerly sought out memories of those easy summer days with Cara.


    He remembered it well. It was the summer before his father passed away. Carl Michaels had taken ill earlier that spring, told to get his affairs in order and spend time with his family. The elder Michaels had never been willing to take time for anything other than activities he suspected would further his business interest. When they'd received the news his condition was terminal, the family rented the same beach house on the coast of Westport, Massachusetts they’d always spent summers, hoping to capture years of what they missed in what little time they had left. Before that summer, Devin didn't even know his father, and when they finally had a chance to connect, he was losing him.


    A bittersweet grin tugged at his lips. Although they were polar opposites in the looks department, he was a lot like his father.


    Cara had been more than a friend. She'd been his rock, the one thing that he could always count on to keep him stable while the earth beneath him crumbled. When he first saw her, he was instantly attracted to her cinnamon brown eyes and chestnut curls. The coral string bikini she wore wasn't half bad, either, he recalled, thinking of her walking along the shore collecting shells, flaunting assets she hadn’t yet discovered a man found so desirable.


    But it was the friendship that bound them together. It hadn't taken long for her laughter to embrace him and, eventually, they’d become inseparable.


    Devin chuckled at the irony. He'd built his reputation being a hard as nails, cut throat, defense attorney. Respected and admired by his peers, he was feared by his opponent. In one fell swoop, seventeen year old memories flooded him and brought him to his knees like a spineless jellyfish.


    The buzzer on his telephone sounded and Devin swung around in his chair to answer the page from Brenda.


    “Mrs. Cavarlho on line one,” she announced.


    His heart raced as his pushed the blinking yellow light on the phone panel. Ruthie Cavarlho. Everything he remembered about her spoke of love and warmth.


    “Devin, dear. It's so good to hear your voice,” Ruthie said brightly.


    “It's been a long time. I hope everything is well with you.” And Cara. Tell me everything about Cara, he said inwardly. Look at him! He was shaking in his shoes like an eighteen year old boy pumped full of testosterone. If only the vultures outside his office door could see this...


    “Yes. How's your mother doing, dear? It’s been a few years since I’ve seen her. She doesn’t come to Westport anymore.” Ruthie continued her small talk and filled Devin in on the family's plans to move to Florida within the month.


    “I'm sure Harold is happy to be retiring.” With a brisk motion, he slicked back his hair in frustration, waiting for her to be the one to mention Cara's name. A hot fire burned in his gut as he waited, anticipating the news that she was married, maybe with children, living happily ever after in the arms of another man.


    But no, what was he thinking? That wasn’t Cara at all. The Cara of his memory was a carbon copy of himself, driven in her quest for success. She’d chanted over and over again how she’d never marry. But that was a long time ago...


    “Did you receive Cara's card in the mail, yet?” Ruthie said, mentioning her daughter for the first time.


    He quickly rummaged through the stack of mail on his desk, tossing each letter aside until he found the thick violet enveloped. “I’m just reading it now.” He tore the seal and pulled the cards--yes there were two, he noticed--and began to read the first.


    Happy Birthday, Dev!


    It's pay up time!


    Love, Cara


    Confused, he glimpsed the second card, finding it vaguely familiar, and laughed out loud when he finished reading the back. Lord, it felt great to laugh. “I can't believe she kept this!” A strange feeling tugged at his heart that she’d kept a keepsake of him.


    “Well, you know, Devin, she always had a thing for you,” Ruthie confided as if it was a known fact among them all.


    “How is she doing?”


    “Fine.”


    He paused a second, a tinge of disappointment settling in his gut with her lack of elaboration.


    “Good.”


    There was a slight pause before she continued. “She's staying at home until Labor Day, helping her father and me with the move and all. We're having a bit of a bash for her thirty-fifth birthday. We'd love to have you. Are you available?”


    The inflection in her voice rose as to emphasize her double meaning. Same ol' Ruthie.


    It wasn't until faced with the possibility of seeing Cara again that Devin realized he'd give anything to see her. He punched up his schedule on the computer and immediately groaned at entries flooding each and every day for the next month. “Things don't look good, Ruthie. I'm not sure I can get away.”


    “Oh, but...what about the wedding?” she gasped.


    “Who's wedding?”


    “Why...yours and Cara's, of course. You did read the card, didn't you?”


    “Yes, but...” Puzzled by her query, Devin picked up the card again and turned it over in case he’d missed some important piece of information. The search proved futile.


    “Cara will be thirty-five next week.”


    “Yes, I know.”


    “Well, then you know what that means, don’t you?”


    He was silent.


    “Do you or don't you intend to honor that contract, young man.”


    A grin tugged at his lips. Although Ruthie's voice held a hint of amusement, he sensed her taking this line of offense immensely serious.


    Knowing in advance how Ruthie Cavarlho operated, he proceeded with caution. “Ruthie, this contract is bogus. There was no serious intention of marriage by either of us, no meeting of the minds. No-”


    “Devin, dear, don’t talk to me in legal mumbo jumbo. I don’t understand a word of it.”


    “It was a joke. It’s not legal.”


    “Not legal,” Ruthie grunted.


    There was silence on the other end of the line for a few seconds. Devin picked up the ball point pen he'd strangled earlier and started tapping in his desk to fill in the void.


    “Would Cara know this?” Ruthie finally asked.


    “Well, I-”


    “I'll bet she doesn't,” she proclaimed, an undertone of hope resonating in her words. He could almost hear the wheels in her head spinning triumphantly when she declared, “What she doesn't know won't hurt her.”


    “Ruthie, what are you up to?”


    “Nothing. I’m merely planning a birthday party for my single daughter, and I would love for you to attend. Is there anything wrong with that?”


    “Of course not.”


    “And once you're here, if things should happen to, how shall we say, fall into place, then so be it.”


    He had to laugh. It surprised him how good it felt inside. He'd always been a sucker for Ruthie’s charm and seventeen years of passing time had made no difference.


    “Devin Michaels, you know how fond I am of you. I've never made any bones about that,” she admitted warmly. “And all these years I have been praying my daughter would someday find a nice man like you. So why can’t it be you? I know you care for Cara.”


    He couldn’t deny that. But it had never been the way Ruthie had always wanted. What he and Cara had shared was friendship, nothing more. His whole world with Cara felt like a lifetime ago. And at the same time, their friendship was so close to his heart he could almost touch it.


    His heart pounded in his chest and he rubbed the spot that squeezed tight. “I'll see what I can do,” he conceded, his smile fading. “But I can't make any promises.”


    “Be sure to bring your tuxedo.”


    He heard the phone click just as Brenda paged him again. “They're waiting for you in the conference room.”


    He cradled the phone in his palm wondering what the hell had just happened. He couldn’t quite get a grip on the flood of emotions coursing through him. Dropping the phone, he fingered the pink slip on his desk with Ruthie Cavarlho's name scribbled on it for a good long time.


    He wanted to see Cara. More than he could even think right now. There was a time when she was the very first person--the only person--he'd seek out was Cara. She'd certainly seen him through the worst times in his life. And some of the best.


    This was it, he realized. Going back to Westport to reconnect with his best friend was the medicine he needed help him get his life back on track.


    Devin pressed the intercom button on the panel, suddenly feeling good for the first time in days. “Cancel,” he said briskly, the rush of excitement from this morning’s victorious court appearance long forgotten. The excitement of a new battle took its place.


    “I...I beg your pardon.”


    “I said cancel! Make some excuse; I don't care what it is.” Rubbing his face with his hand, he drew in a long breath. He couldn't believe he was actually considering something so foolish, so destructive, putting everything he'd work so hard for on the line.


    All he had to do was make a few calls and he could catch the next flight. In a matter of hours he'd be standing face to face with Cara. Something inside him clicked, as if everything that was laid out before him no longer held any meaning. He knew what he had to do.


    “Cancel the rest of the day, too. In fact, cancel the month. I'm taking a leave of absence starting now.”


    He heard Brenda’s slight gasp. “Mr. Michaels, I don't understand-”


    “Just do it! And Brenda, get me my Realtor--” His voice broke off, “No, never mind. I'll take care of that myself.”


    He leaned back in his chair and swung the seat around. Rubbing his chin between his thumb and index finger, he stared vacantly at the Manhattan skyline. The city he'd sought out in his youth that drove him with every beat of his heart, had lost its magic with a single phone call. The unsettled feeling that had plagued him for the past few months suddenly lifted and he could finally breathe again. He was taking a new direction, and it felt great.


    Hearing the buzz from Brenda again, he swung around and saw the light panel on his phone lit up like a Christmas tree. The grapevine in this office was as fast as a New York cabby racing from one green light to the next. He could almost hear the whispering vultures strategically planning his downfall outside his office door, starting with the moment he walked through it. And suddenly he didn’t give a damn what they did.


    Brenda sounded again with a repeated buzz that spoke of urgency. If he didn't make a quick getaway soon, the senior partners were sure to barrel through the doors of his office in full justifiable protest.


    * * *


    Cara smiled regally at the many people inspecting the odds and ends she and her family had accumulated her entire life and had displayed on their front lawn for purchase. She was annoyed, to say the least, at their perusal. This was her life they were scrutinizing!


    When had she gotten so sentimental? Sure, her parents were moving away, selling the home she loved so much. But she'd left home long ago. Maybe it was just her time of the month. No, that would mean she had perpetual PMS for feeling the way she did. Who could possibly endure that?


    Or maybe...it was because Roger, the man she'd been dating for the past year and a half, had become a fixture she wasn’t sure she wanted in her life. She'd been a success in business, lived on her own in her Back Bay condo for the past few years. But this thirty-five thing was beginning to hit home.


    She pushed the thought away, refusing to believe that her internal clock was waging war, and she was losing the battle.


    “Is this real crystal?” a young woman--still a girl really--asked, holding the carafe Cara had given her mother as a birthday gift so many years ago. Her other arm was wrapped tightly around the waist of a young man. Amorous glances and giggles reflected the youth of their love. She wondered if they were newly married, filling their home with items they would someday put up for sale on their front lawn.


    “Yes,” she replied shortly, watching the young man. He had a familiar stand. It took her a moment, but she realized that he reminded her of a young Devin Michaels.


    Funny. Ever since she found that damned birthday card, her mind wandered until it settled on Devin Michaels.


    “We’ll take it,” the young man said, smiling affectionately at the girl. After digging through his wallet, he handed her the amount indicated on the little white tag Cara had so carefully placed on the bottle the previous evening. With their hands entwined, the young couple walked away.


    That's when she thought caught a glimpse of him. Devin Michaels. She stood on the far side of the lawn, squinting her eyes from the sun to focus on the man sauntering through the open white picket gate. A dozen or so people had stopped and parked along the side of the road and were now leisurely waltzing across her parents pristine lawn.


    The man could just as easily be someone who lived along the beach, just out for a stroll. She’d lived away from home so long that she’d lost touch with the comings and goings of neighbors. It couldn't possibly be Devin just because her mind suddenly wanted it to be. But as he ambled closer, she knew without a doubt it was Devin.


    A glimmer of recognition registered on his face when he caught her eyes, and he mouth tilted to reveal a perfect smile. Her breath lodged in her throat, and she couldn’t keep from feeling giddy. She nibbled on her bottom lip in an effort to compose herself.


    The years had been good to him, she thought, noticing how the lanky boy he once was had filled out in all the right places. The man sauntering toward her now had wide shoulders and ripples along his chest, clearly visible beneath his polo shirt, a telltale sign that he spent time working out regularly. His charcoal eyes had deepened in color, giving off a masculine power of attraction that seared straight through her. It wasn't the Devin Michaels that she remembered from her youth, the shy but funny friend she'd teased so often. He was a man now. Powerful, stunning in movement and frightening with his dynamic presence all at the same time.


    But he was still Devin Michael's, her childhood buddy.


    “Devin,” she said, catching her breath when he was finally standing before her. She looked up and noticed the inches he'd grown taller. He was now at least six inches taller than her five foot seven inch frame.


    “Hello, mia Cara.” The words of endearment rolled off his tongue with ease, sounding as soothing as the ocean that lulled her to sleep at night. My dear one was the meaning. Her grandmother had referred to her that way on countless occasions in her youth, which Devin had teased her about when he'd been privy to hear. But this time, the pure emotion with which he spoke the simple words cascaded over her like the incoming tide.
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