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      More Than Words: Bestselling authors & Real-life heroines

    


    
      We all have the power to effect change—we just need to find the strength to harness it. With every good deed done and helping hand offered, we are making the world a better place. The dedicated women selected as this year’s recipients of Harlequin’s More Than Words award have changed many lives for the better, through their compassionate hearts and unshakable commitment. To celebrate their accomplishments, bestselling authors have written stories inspired by these real-life heroines.


      In this book, Jillian Hart honors the work of Mary Byberg, a committed volunteer for Nellie’s Shelter for Women and Children in Toronto, Ontario.


      We hope More Than Words inspires you to look inside your heart and get in touch with the heroine inside you.

    

  


  
    

    


    
      Dear Reader,


      For many years Harlequin has been a leader in supporting and promoting women’s charitable efforts. Through Harlequin More Than Words, each year we celebrate three women who make extraordinary differences in the lives of others, and Harlequin donates $15,000 each to their chosen causes.


      We are proud to highlight the current Harlequin More Than Words recipients with the help of some of the biggest names in women’s fiction, Harlequin authors, who created fictional stories inspired by these women and the charities they support. Within the following pages you will find a touching story written by Jillian Hart—one of three ebooks available at www.HarlequinMoreThanWords.com. Be sure to look for Michele Hauf’s Maxwell’s Smile, and Betina Krahn’s Hooked—also available online. A book with three additional stories, written by Debbie Macomber, Brenda Novak and Meryl Sawyer, can be found on the shelves of your favorite bookstore in More Than Words, Stories of the Heart. All six of these stories are beautiful tributes to the Harlequin More Than Words recipients and we hope they will ignite the real-life heroine in you.


      Thank you for your support; all proceeds from the sale of the print edition will be returned to the Harlequin More Than Words program. For more information on how you can get involved, please visit our website at www.HarlequinMoreThanWords.com.


      Together we can make a difference!


      Sincerely,


      Donna Hayes


      Publisher and CEO


      Harlequin

    

  


  
    

    
      Nellie’s Shelter for Women and Children


      Mary Byberg

    


    
      How Mary inspires others:


      At some point, nearly everyone experiences a moment when one decision changes their future forever. For Mary Byberg, that moment came in January 1992, when she left her abusive husband.


      Emotionally exhausted from feeling as though she was walking on eggshells around him, and even more frightened that the latest assault would be her last, Mary grabbed her two young daughters and fled to the local women’s shelter in Barrie, Ontario, a small city north of Toronto. She didn’t have money. She didn’t have extra clothes. All she had was the knowledge that it was finally time to escape the physical and emotional turmoil she’d been living with for years.


      Mary had left before, but like so many women in similar circumstances, she always went home again, hoping that life would change. Yet there was something different about this latest altercation that made her stay away for good.


      “I really saw that there was a chance I wouldn’t make it out of the relationship alive,” she says.


      Today, Mary is more than simply alive, she’s living and thriving. She’s now juggling a full-time career in the legal field with her responsibilities as a mother, grandmother and committed volunteer for Nellie’s Shelter for Women and Children in Toronto.


      Respect for all


      Since 1973, Nellie’s has been at the front lines helping to rebuild the lives of more than 15,000 women and their children who have felt the impact of violence, poverty, homelessness and oppression. The organization, which is named for Nellie McClung, a feminist pioneer who worked to change the system so that women could vote in Canada, provides emergency shelter and protection for women and kids, with the ultimate goal of securing long-term, independent and affordable housing. Nellie’s staff also offer programs, services and advocacy to improve the conditions of women’s lives.


      Although Mary used another shelter when she herself was in need, organizations such as Nellie’s are vital. According to some oft-quoted statistics, almost half of all women experience abuse and violence in their lifetime. It’s little wonder then that Nellie’s operates at full capacity all year, filling its thirty-six beds each night.


      Back in 2004, after years spent in law school and practicing law, Mary felt a need, as well—to give back to her community. When she stumbled across a posting on Charity Village, a website that links charity organizations with volunteers, she immediately knew she wanted to contact Nellie’s and lend a hand.


      “The rest, as they say, is herstory,” she jokes now.


      In fact, Mary’s path from abused wife and mom to law school graduate and advocate was not nearly that simplistic. After leaving her husband, she spent seven weeks at a shelter learning to feel good again and to parent her girls on her own. She also needed housing, a job and child care. Amazingly, within weeks, a housing counselor found Mary subsidized housing, another contact hooked her up with a receptionist job at a not-for-profit agency, and she even received subsidized support for her children’s day care.


      Today she’s still amazed that with proper funding, helpful people and a little luck, the social system worked so well. She was able to move on to the next stage of her life: law school, a goal she’d set for herself years before, after watching her younger sister graduate.


      “It was something I needed to do,” Mary says. “It just took me a very long time to get there.”


      Working toward a better life


      Having lived through her experiences, and knowing how difficult the journey can be, Mary was motivated to volunteer at Nellie’s to do what she could to help women and their children who were fleeing violence. In 2004 she joined as a volunteer member of Nellie’s board of directors, and served as the treasurer for six years.


      Even when she was up to her elbows in wedding planning with her two daughters, she made time for Nellie’s, spending hundreds of hours fulfilling her volunteer duties. And when her grandmother, who had raised her, passed away, Mary put aside her grief and mourning to finish the annual treasurer’s report on time. She has spent countless hours fund-raising, working on a capital campaign to raise money for a new shelter space with fifty beds, and speaking to groups about her experience and how their donations can give Nellie’s what it needs to support and feed its families.


      “As a survivor of violence, Mary inspires all women,” says Wendy Sung-Aad, manager of development for Nellie’s. “She is an ordinary woman giving extraordinary hope to other women affected by violence. Mary’s story and voice is one of strength, perseverance and giving back to the community to help others.”


      Mary, who has since stepped down from the board after serving the maximum three two-year terms, points out that many women in her position have gone on to be successful and give back.


      “That’s great if someone thinks my life can be an inspiration for other women, but I have met dozens of women who I think are just as inspirational,” she maintains. Still, she’s happy to be a face for Nellie’s if it means more women and children will be given the same opportunities she and her daughters were offered.


      Although Mary is quick to point out that she’s not a crisis counselor, she’s more than willing to guide women in the right direction if they come to her with abuse stories of their own. Her advice? Talk to someone in a shelter or call a woman-abuse hotline. Trained staff members are available to help create a plan for leaving safely, she says. They’ll also discuss the documents needed and where to go to stay safe.


      Reaching out for help changed Mary’s life forever, and she’s passionate about helping others find a way out of fear.


      “When I left, it finally offered me the opportunity to see how far I could stretch my life,” she says. “If you can find the courage, have the courage. There is a better life waiting for you out here.”
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    Jillian Hart grew up on her family’s homestead, where she helped raise cattle, rode horses and scribbled stories in her spare time. After earning her English degree from Whitman College, she worked in travel and advertising before selling her first novel. When Jillian isn’t working on her next story, she can be found puttering in her rose garden, curled up with a good book or spending quiet evenings at home with her family.
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      Chapter One

    


    
      “Mariah Evans. Is that you?” The deep baritone rumbled above the noise of the crowd, drawing her out of her thoughts.


      Strange, the power that one voice had out of the many rising around her. Recognition streaked down her spine and kicked up her pulse as a tall, powerful man broke away from the crowd. Although it had been nearly eighteen years since high school, Mariah knew the confident gait, the always-in-charge manner and deep blue eyes that touched her heart.


      Wyatt Royce. Her old boyfriend. Shock rocked her back on her heels. She blinked, but he kept coming, weaving coolly around the volunteers hurrying to take donations of cash, checks and diapers from the cars driving up. He was a calm island in a sea of activity. When his dazzling gaze latched on to hers, the banner flapping in the March wind advertising the diaper drive, the bustle and noise of a local television crew setting up, and the squeal of kids running to the booth ahead of their parents all faded into the background.


      Run? Panic? Escape? Why was that her first instinct? Probably because things hadn’t ended well between her and Wyatt in their high school days. What a shock to see him again. “I’m Mariah Duncan now. What are you doing in Buffalo?”


      “Working.” He approached the booth like the calm in a storm, poised, masculine, impeccable in a tailored suit.


      “On a Saturday afternoon?” She nodded toward his attire, definitely out of place at this casual event. “Why am I not surprised you’re a workaholic?”


      “Type A personality. That’s me. I guess some things don’t change.” His grin hadn’t changed, either. Wide and open and honest, it softened the rugged planes of his face and reminded her of the high school boy who’d asked her out on her first date. That smile could still make her fingertips tingle.


      Not that she was letting it. She would never be interested in a man like Wyatt. They’d broken up for a reason.


      “You certainly haven’t changed.” He pulled a checkbook out of his jacket pocket. “You’re still pretty. Let me guess. You’re in charge here?”


      “I’m the executive director.”


      “Oh, I saw your name on the shelter’s letterhead, but I had no idea you were that Mariah.” Wyatt clicked a pen—an expensive one. When he bent forward to fill out his check, dark locks of hair fell over his forehead, just like they had in those innocent days when she’d been in love with him.


      How trusting she’d been before marriage changed her. She sighed, remembering. She’d never known true sadness or loneliness before those dark days as Jasper Duncan’s wife. If Wyatt knew about her past, would he pity her? Or had he simply been a Jasper in the making? And what was he talking about? “Where exactly have you seen my name? I don’t understand.”


      “You and I have been sort of corresponding. How’s that for irony?” He signed the check with a flourish and handed it over.


      “Corresponding? You and me? No way.” She would have recognized his name. She could never forget the man who’d given her her first kiss and first heartbreak. “You and I haven’t—“


      “We have.” Amusement drew dimples beside his mouth and mellowed the chiseled angles of his face, and her heart caught again. Just like old times. All her experience and hard learned lessons vanished like fog in the sun as he splayed his hands on the booth’s counter. “I’m Flagstone Properties.”


      “What?” No. She couldn’t believe it. That was a hugely successful company worth billions. Flagstone Properties owned several impressive buildings in downtown Buffalo, as well as a chunk of Manhattan real estate. The organization was so wealthy it could afford to give property away. “I deal with Ella Jean there. She’s handling the final paperwork on the land the company is donating for our new shelter site.”


      “Ella Jean works for me. I’m the ‘W.R.’ in the cc line of every letter and email she’s sent you. You wrote her about your fund-raiser today and that’s why I dropped by.” He shook his head, scattering that thick dark hair, so good-looking that her volunteers and employees were starting to notice. Who wouldn’t? He was a striking man.


      “Take over for me, Sunni. Please.” Mariah handed Wyatt’s five-figure check—her knees buckled when she noticed the amount—to her coworker.


      “Gladly.” The Asian woman flashed a knowing smile. “So nice to meet you, Mr. Royce.”


      “Good to meet you.” Wyatt nodded politely. When he stepped back, he didn’t seem aware of the half-dozen women who watched him. He cut a fine figure in his perfectly fitted suit. Personally, Mariah didn’t notice the bunch and ripple of his muscles beneath the cloth as she slipped out of the booth and into the spring sunshine.


      “You’re sure this is really a coincidence?” She narrowed her eyes. Honestly, she didn’t know what to think. “You must have researched our organization before Ella Jean chose us.”


      “It was her project, not mine. She’s in charge. I just approved her decision.” His brow furrowed. “Why? You aren’t going to change your mind about accepting the property, are you? Let’s face it, things didn’t end well between us.”


      “That was a long time ago, and besides, the shelter has outgrown our building. With this new property, Mary’s Place can finally be what the board and I have imagined it. I’m very grateful for your donation, Wyatt.”


      “I’m glad we can make a difference.” Wyatt shrugged, caught between wanting to know more about her and wanting to walk away. She’d been his first failed relationship. “You run an impressive organization. After seeing your shelter through this expansion, you could have your pick of executive positions.”


      “I would never leave. Mary’s Place is my heart and soul. I’m not looking for advancement and stock options.” Her expression grew shuttered. “You’re still the same Wyatt, trying to plan my life, aren’t you?”


      “Not planning, just suggesting. I’m trying to make conversation and obviously failing badly.” He was terrible at relationships. Always had been. “I’m rattled. I never thought I’d see you again.”


      “I know exactly how you feel.” Her eyes, as verdant as a spring meadow, glimmered as she glanced at him. There was guarded, as if she’d known great sadness, but in them the compassion shining in them was undeniable. What he’d always loved about Mariah was her big heart.


      At least he wasn’t alone in his nervousness now. He cleared his throat, relaxing a little. “I should have apologized back then. I didn’t mean to make you unhappy when we were together.”


      “Perhaps we were young and just too much alike.”


      “No, there were differences. I wasn’t pretty, for one thing. I didn’t wear my hair in curls.” He chose humor because it was safer. Feelings weren’t his forte. Intimacy wasn’t his strength. “I never tried out for the dance team.”


      “Funny, but I was talking about being stubborn. Headstrong.”


      “I’ll admit to those traits. For what it’s worth, I am sorry.”


      “Me, too. I’m glad to see you’ve done well, Wyatt. Success looks good on you.”


      “Not as good as it does on you.” He couldn’t help noticing the gold ring glinting on her right hand. No ring on her left. Had she divorced, too? He winced, knowing that pain. He still bore the scars. He squared his shoulders, trying to figure out the best way to end this and walk away before she figured out his history. Say “nice to see you, good luck with the shelter, hope the donation helps.”


      “Mom!” A strapping teenager trotted in their direction. He had Mariah’s cinnamon-brown hair and shimmering green eyes.


      Mariah, a mother? Wyatt couldn’t say why that threw him. He took a step back. “It was good seeing you, Mariah.”


      “Wait, don’t go. Not until you meet my son.” Pride lit her up. “Wyatt, this is Jake.”


      “Hey, I know you.” The kid in jeans and a gray sweatshirt with Mary’s Place emblazoned across it had to be in his midteens. A tall, athletic looking boy, he almost matched Wyatt’s six-three.


      Hard to believe Mariah had a teenager. She must have married young, right out of high school.


      “You’re the dude in the pictures.”


      “What pictures?” Okay, call him curious, Wyatt had to know. Did Mariah keep any evidence from their old days?


      “The pics in her yearbook.” The kid danced, light on his feet, like a basketball player waiting for an opening. “Plus there’s that old photo in her desk drawer. You are him. My mom’s old boyfriend.”


      “I apologize, Wyatt. I’m not responsible for the way he turned out.” Mariah rolled her eyes, amused. She might be making excuses, but love for her son shone on her beautiful face. It was unmistakable. “Now off with you, kid. Whatever it is, I’ll be there in a minute.”


      “The TV crew is set up and wants an interview. They’re already taping and stuff.” Jake’s smile was like Mariah’s, too, wide, generous and flashing. “So, what was my mom like when she was my age? Trouble, right?”


      “Lots of trouble. Always in and out of detention. The principal threw up his hands. Didn’t know what to do with her.”


      “I knew it. Mom’s no different now.”


      “Hey. Enough tall tales.” Mariah interrupted before their teasing could go any farther. She’d never been in detention in her life. “Off you go, troublemaker. I’ll deal with you later.”


      “Her threats don’t scare me.” Laughter flickered in Jake’s eyes. “So, you live in Buffalo now?”


      “Just moved from Manhattan. I’ve got properties and an office here, but I’m still hunting for a house. Been thinking about coming back for a while. It’s nice to be here.” Attractive, manly crinkles creased the corners of his eyes, adding character to his face. “These days, I’m trying to dial things down, take life a little easier.”


      “Cool. Hey, I saw your old team picture.” Jake focused the power of his easy grin on Wyatt. “Do you still play basketball?”


      “I used to. A few years ago I was on a gym league in the city. A bunch of friends and I burned up the court.”


      “Awesome. I’m on my school team, but I’m in another league, too. We have a game tonight. I’m trying to learn as much as I can.”


      “Good for you. You never know. It might lean to an athletic scholarship when you need it.”


      Exactly when had she been left out of the conversation? Honestly. Mariah couldn’t believe it. If she waved her hands for attention, would either of them notice?


      “I already thought of that. I want to be a veterinarian, so I’m hoping for at least a partial scholarship.” Excited to find someone new to talk over his plans with, Jake didn’t pause for breath. “I’m keeping my grades up, too. Maybe I’ll get something academic, but in this economy—“


      “There are no guarantees,” Wyatt finished. “Sounds like you’re doing everything right. You’re covering both bases, athletic and academic. Mariah, you’ve got a smart son.”


      “So I hear. Jake, please go tell Sally and her crew I’m ready for the interview I promised her.”


      “Sure. Mr. Royce? If you’re looking for a team, there’s a league at the Lake Shore Community Center you might want to check out. You know, if you’re interested.” Jake skipped backward, as if reluctant to end things with his new buddy.


      “Thanks. I’ll look into it.” Wyatt’s chuckle rumbled, warm and pleasant, as he watched her son dash off. True kindness deepened the flecks of dark blue in his eyes. Something in Mariah’s chest fluttered, against her will. She had a soft spot for the man, and his kindness to her son only made it worse.


      Hadn’t that been the real problem when she’d been dating Wyatt all those years ago? He’d been incredibly decent. Bossy, but decent. Just too irresistible. Good thing she wasn’t tempted now.


      “That’s quite a kid you have there.” Emotion crossed his face. It looked like sorrow. “He’s you.”


      “Me? No, he’s smart and funny and fantastic. He was born that way.”


      “Like I said, he’s you.” The hint of sorrow faded as Wyatt braced his hands on his hips, looking powerful once again. “A friend of mine used to be a pro ballplayer. He runs a basketball camp in the summers. It would be a great experience for Jake. I can try to get him in.”


      Why did her guard go up? Wyatt was only being Wyatt. “Thanks, but no.”


      “Well, think about it. And when it comes to college, I’m a Harvard alum. I can put in a good word for him. If he wants to get into a top vet school, he’ll want the best undergrad education he can get.”


      “Wyatt.” Her stomach bunched up into one tight, impossible bunch. “I’ve got it covered.”


      “Sure, but I’m just trying to help. Throw out ideas.”


      “I don’t need help.” She softened the words as much as she could, hoping he would understand. The tangled knot in her stomach expanded until it filled her entire middle.


      “You mean you don’t want my help.” A muscle ticked in his square jaw. This man was used to running a successful company, and he looked the part, with his polish and authority.


      But she didn’t need any man’s authority. Not back in high school, not in her marriage and not now. He’d crossed a boundary she wasn’t comfortable with. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do, but I can handle it.”


      “I didn’t mean to take over.” The muscle in his jaw bunched again with tension. Apology pinched the corners of his eyes—along with sincerity. That was another reason why it was easy to like Wyatt. He took a breath and eased back a bit. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to overstep. It was good seeing you, Mariah. I’ve always wanted the best for you.”


      “Me, too—for you.” Her throat closed as she watched him walk away. Even his gait posture of his strength—shoulders squared, back straight, his dark suit a shadow among the bright colors of the crowd.


      Shadows clung to her too, ones she’d thought she’d banished with counseling, determination and the new life she’d built. Wyatt had stirred up memories of Jasper’s control issues and temper. Times best forgotten.


      “What a nice man.” Sunni sidled up to her, turning to watch Wyatt in the crowd. “I can’t believe you went to school with Wyatt Royce. The Wyatt Royce.”


      “It was a lifetime ago.”


      “I think he likes you. Did you see the way his eyes lit up when he looked at you?”


      “It must have been a trick of the light. Honestly.” She squeezed her friend’s hand, glad for Sunni’s friendship. Wyatt was the past. But this day, this moment? It was a gift, and Mariah was deeply grateful to Nellie’s for it. The women’s shelter in Toronto was full of wonderful people who had been there when she and Jake needed them desperately. The shelter she’d founded and ran here in Buffalo was fashioned after Nellie’s. Thanks to Wyatt, her dreams for expanding Mary’s Place were coming true.


      “Well, I think he’s really something,” Sunni gushed. “So down-to-earth. Not to mention incredibly good-looking.”


      “I know where you’re going with this.” Mariah turned and waved at the reporter waiting for her. The sun had disappeared behind gathering clouds. “I’m not going to see him again, and even if I did accidentally bump into him, I’m not interested.”


      “Just hear me out. You’ve been single a long time. There are good men out there. I’m thinking Wyatt Royce might be one of them.”


      Sunni didn’t know him like Mariah did. A drop of rain fell, brushing her cheek as she glanced over her shoulder. No sign of Wyatt. She’d lost him in the crowd. Emotion lodged in her throat, feeling strangely like loss.


      How foolish was that? There was no way she and Wyatt were ever meant to be.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Two

    


    
      “Mom, it’s time to go or we’ll be late.” Jake strode into the kitchen dressed in his team sweats, dragging his duffel with him.


      Mariah turned her attention back to stacking plates in the dishwasher. “I’m ready. All I need is my coat. Do you have all your stuff?”


      “Yep. I triple-checked. Guess what I found?” Something clanked against the counter. A flash of silver caught her eye.


      Ugh, no. She groaned. Not that picture from high school. She refused to look at it. “I should have tossed that thing ages ago. I don’t know why I didn’t. It’s just one I’d forgotten about.”


      “Like I buy that.” Jake hooked his gym bag over his shoulder and grabbed his coat. “I think he still likes you.”


      “What a thing to say! Wyatt Royce was over me long ago, I assure you.” She dried her hands on the towel slung over the oven door handle. “Why are you so interested, anyway?”


      “Curiosity, Mom.” There was a tell-tale sparkle in his eyes. “I can’t picture it. You, my age? It boggles.”


      “Why? You’ve gone through the yearbooks. You’ve seen those pictures of me as a teenager.”


      “Yeah, but pictures don’t tell the whole story.” He led the way through the house. “Mr. Royce would know all the good stuff about you.”


      “There is no good stuff. Just boring, straight-A me.” She wriggled into her jacket, remembering the girl she’d been, so in love with Wyatt. After a few quick months, they’d broken up and he’d left town.


      “Not going to believe that for a second, Mom. I looked him up on the internet.”


      “You what?”


      “It’s no big deal.” Her son bounced out into the crisp night. “Not unless you still like him.”


      “No! Absolutely not.” She closed and locked the door. “How could you do such a thing?”


      “It was easy. I just typed his name into a search engine.”


      “Funny. That’s not what I meant.”


      “It’s no big deal, Mom,” Jake repeated, circling around the SUV parked in their driveway. “He’s megarich. He was on the cover of last month’s Financial Weekly magazine. FYI, he’s not married.”


      “That’s information I don’t need to know.” Honestly. She hit the remote and the locks popped. “Get in, smarty.”


      “Hey, I’m just making conversation.” Jake dropped into the front passenger seat. “I saw the way his eyes got all bright and shiny when he looked at you.”


      She settled behind the wheel. “Must have been an optical illusion.”


      “Yeah, right.” Her son rolled his eyes. “I’m thinking he’s interested. Hey, you could have married him instead. That makes him my almost-dad. Funny, right?”


      “Really hilarious.” The engine roared to life. She shifted into Reverse and twisted in her seat. Of all the people she could have run into today, why did it have to be Wyatt? Headlights shot through the darkness, so she waited for the approaching car to pass. It pulled up short and swung into the driveway next door.


      Looked like the Lindstroms were home. Mariah backed into the street in a quick arc, spotting the family emerging from their vehicle. Tension radiated from the husband like heat from a fire, and his wife walked behind him, silent, her head down. Their young daughter trailed behind, her footsteps dragging. It wasn’t the first time Mariah had noticed the family’s deep unhappiness. She had caught Lyn crying, hands to her face, on her back deck last week, and had gone over to help.


      That used to be me. She gripped the steering wheel, gave the car a little gas and zipped by the house. One last glance at the husband, hands fisted at his sides, brought it all back. Jasper’s anger, Jasper’s misery. Living like a second-class citizen in her own home.


      She would never trust a man, she vowed as she nosed the car down the street. Not ever again.


      * * *


      He couldn’t get Mariah out of his head. He hated that he’d upset her. She’d tried to hide it, but couldn’t, not from him. Wyatt stared out the condominium’s windows at the city lights sparkling in the dark.


      “What do you think of the property?” The Realtor’s high heels tapped on the marble as she sashayed into view. “It’s a quality building in a good location. The bank is willing to negotiate. High-end real estate like this is hard for them to unload.”


      “It’s a good deal.” He took another look around the cavernous, high-ceilinged living room. It was just what he’d been looking for…but it wasn’t what he wanted.


      “We can write up an offer and see if we can nudge the asking price.” Lauren, the Realtor, tapped closer. “We won’t know until we try. Should I get my paperwork?”


      “No. This isn’t the right place for me.”


      “Then I have three more properties to show you tonight. Maybe one of them will be just perfect.”


      “Hmm.” Noncommittal, he ambled across the room, his steps echoing. He’d been putting off buying a place to live for years, ever since Delanie had asked him to move out of their Manhattan home. It had been hotel living since then. “I’d like to look at some houses.”


      “But you were quite clear—“


      “I know, I was, and you’ve selected some fine properties to show me, but I’ve changed my mind.” Maybe seeing Mariah today was what had done it, along with her son and his talk of basketball. Wyatt had been wanting to join a league. Maybe it would be nice to have his own court and shoot hoops in his backyard. A little grass, a few trees, something that could be a real home.


      If he could ever find that again, that is.


      Mariah. There he went, thinking of her once more. It looked as if she had a good life. A great kid, an impressive job and a dedication to the shelter he found most admirable. Seeing her today—


      “Mr. Royce?” Lauren’s voice sharpened, finally snaring his attention.


      “Sorry.” He shook his head, scattering his thoughts, but those of Mariah didn’t budge.


      “Give me a minute with my laptop and I’ll find you a few houses to see.” Intent on her work, the Realtor pulled a small computer from her bag and set it on the marble counter of the kitchen island.


      Was he really ready to look at houses? What would he do, rattling around in one all by himself? It wasn’t as if his son could visit him.


      Mariah’s son was sure a great kid. Wyatt couldn’t help admiring her life. Chances were she’d be sitting in a gym somewhere right now, watching her son play. The dribble of balls on the court, the squeak of shoes on the floor, the shouts of the kids as they barked instructions, set up an offensive, pressed in to score… Pain crimped his chest as he remembered those days.


      Those lost, golden days.


      “How about something like this?” Lauren nudged her laptop screen in his direction.


      He glanced at the brick accents, portico, private gated entrance, and nodded. He had to start someplace. He had promises to keep, ones that weren’t easy.


      But the best things in life never were.


      * * *


      “All right, lights out.” Mariah poked her head into Jake’s room. “It’s past your bedtime.”


      “Just one more page,” he argued, head bent over his paperback, his dark hair tumbling across his forehead. Their aging dog, Hobart, snored lightly at the foot of the bed as the teenager kept reading, absorbed in his story.


      Just yesterday he’d been was a little guy flipping through picture books and, yes, wanting to read just one more page. How did time pass so quickly?


      “It’s thirty minutes after your bedtime, kiddo.” She padded across the carpet. “There will be time tomorrow to read.”


      “The game was pretty good tonight, right?” His attention remained fixed on the book.


      “Right. Your team did great. The captain, not so much.”


      “Hey, I wasn’t that bad.” Jake laughed absently, reading away. “Tomorrow’s not a school day.”


      “No, but rules are rules. Give it up.” She held out her hand and the closed book landed there, accompanied by a sigh. “Get some sleep, kid.”


      She set the paperback on the nightstand next to a familiar looking volume. Her high school yearbook. That was curious. “Were you going through this again?”


      “I wanted to get the two of you fixed in my head.”


      “The two of who? Wait, don’t say. Don’t you even think it.” She grinned, snared the yearbook and turned off the lamp. Darkness fell. Hobart kept snoring. “I’m hereby banishing the subject of Wyatt Royce in this household.”


      “How about in the car?”


      “It’s a unilateral banishment. It covers all locations, including the car.”


      “How about at school?”


      “What part of ‘all locations’ didn’t you understand?” she quipped, heading for the door. “Severe penalties will be enacted for every mention of the banished subject.”


      “What kind of penalties?”


      “Terrible, unspeakable ones.” She reached for the door. “I can see you quaking from here.”


      “Yeah, I’m real scared.” Jake’s sheets rustled as he stretched out. “I noticed you took the yearbook.”


      “I had to. It’s as of this moment a banned publication. Good night, kid.”


      “’Night, Mom.” Already he sounded sleepy. She shut the door as Hobart gave a yip in his dreams.


      Alone in the hallway, she trudged down the stairs with the yearbook hugged to her chest. She hadn’t looked at it in ages. Wasn’t sure she really wanted to. She’d had enough of Wyatt for one day. If she opened the pages and flipped through them, seeing the teenagers they’d been, then she’d never forget the sight of him walking away from her today, and the twist of loss she’d felt.


      But what if they’d never broken up? Instead of Jasper’s control issues, she would have had to deal with Wyatt’s instead.


      She padded to the bookcase in the family room, where the photo albums were kept on the bottom shelf. She ignored the dust gathering—there was no time for housework because tomorrow was day two of the diaper drive—and slipped the yearbook into place alongside her other ones. She couldn’t resist pulling out a small blue album—Jake’s baby book—and taking it with her to the couch.


      What a wee thing he’d been, so fragile and amazing. From the moment the nurses had put him in her arms, a well of love had risen within her, stronger than any force she’d known. She traced her fingertip along the button shape of his dear face, and gazed at those baby-blue eyes staring up at the camera Jasper held. That so, so special day had been marred by her husband’s impatience with the caring nurses, his self-importance, his loud, look-at-me voice. He’d been jealous that he wasn’t the center of attention, she realized now.


      Yes, leaving that man was the smartest thing she’d ever done, and one of the hardest. She drank in a last long look at Jake’s innocent, sweet face, and the love within her strengthened, just as it did every time she saw her boy. In the end she’d been able to keep the promise she’d vowed to him when she’d first cradled him against her. To do the very best for him, so he could grow up happy. So he could grow up to be a good man.


      The slam of the neighbors’ door cut through her thoughts. She closed the album and slipped it onto the shelf as the muted sound of voices shattered the peaceful silence of her home. Her stomach tightened. She remembered similar evenings when Jasper had been itching for a fight, jumping all over the tiniest things, perhaps needing a way to vent his self-hatred and self-anger.


      Mariah rose to her feet, listening to the raging male voice. The exterior wall of the house greatly muffled his words, but the tone came through in a low, furious growl that reminded her of Jasper when he’d been working up to an episode. She snatched the cordless phone on her way to the sliding door, flipped on the outside porch lights and snagged a sweater she’d left on the arm of the couch.


      Cold air fanned over her as she stepped into the night. A distant slam of a car door told her she was too late. A pickup engine roared and tires squealed as Roland Lindstrom gunned out of his garage, careening into the street. A woman’s thin sobs sighed on the wind.


      “Lyn? Are you all right?” Mariah padded to the edge of her patio. The downward slope of the lot allowed her to see the shadow of her neighbor sitting on her side doorstep, hands to her face, elbows on her knees.


      Mariah remembered how lonely it felt to be in those shoes. She waited, not wanting to push, but to be the friend Lyn so desperately needed.


      He neighbor drew herself up with a final sniff, wiped her eyes, trying to hide the fact that she’d been crying. “Oh, I’m fine. Just tired.”


      “It’s been a long day?”


      “Something like that.” Self-conscious, the slender woman gave a strained laugh and stood. “How’s things with your boy?”


      “Fine. Busy.” Mariah let her change the subject, remembering how embarrassing it could be to have curious neighbors witness her marital problems. “Jake had a game tonight. The other team gave them a run for their money. They had to work hard for the victory. Jake made the scoring shot two seconds before the whistle blew.”


      “Sounds like a thrilling game.”


      “It really was. How’s your daughter?”


      “Emily’s doing better in school. She has a new reading teacher and that’s made a lot of difference.”


      “Good. My best friend growing up had dyslexia, too, so I know how challenging it is.” Mariah eased open the gate, stepping into her side yard and across the property line. “I had a crazy day today.”


      “I saw you on the news. Some fund-raising drive at the mall.”


      “Yes. We’re doing it again tomorrow. It’s one of our more successful campaigns.” She didn’t add that government grants didn’t come close to meeting all the needs of their shelter, so raising money was a huge part of her job. Making sure Mary’s Place had the resources to help anyone who needed them was a responsibility she took seriously. “Looks like you have a swollen eye.”


      “I walked into the door. Dumb me.” Lyn shrugged self-consciously. She was a sweet young woman, maybe in her mid-twenties, with soft golden curls framing a pretty, oval face. Shadowed blue eyes blinked, as she obviously tried to hide her sorrow. “I’m such a klutz. Always have been. It’s annoying. I hope Roland didn’t disturb you.”


      “It was pretty hard not to hear him, but I’m more worried about you.”


      “Me? No, I’m just fine. Times are tough for him right now. He’s not always like this. It’s just that his new job isn’t going well. The economy.”


      “Sure.” Mariah didn’t want to argue. Issues with authority and control had caused work problems for Jasper, too, regardless of the economy. “You moved all the way from Michigan for this job. You must miss your family.”


      “There are issues.” Lyn shrugged, trying to hide the sadness shadowing her.


      “Roland?” she asked gently.


      “He’s really a good guy down deep. He has problems just like anybody.”


      “Yes, we all have problems,” she agreed, wondering how much she could push before Lyn pulled away. The woman looked fragile tonight, shivering in the cold without a coat or sweater. “Did you want to talk? I’ll make us some tea. I found this delicious blend of chamomile and lavender—“


      “No, but thanks.” Lyn almost reached out, as if needing the comfort of a friend, but drew back at the last moment. She stepped into the deeper shadows against the house, and it was impossible to read her expression, but apology rang in her voice. “Maybe another time. Tonight’s not a good night.”


      “If you don’t want to be alone when he comes home—“


      “No, that’s not it.” Lyn’s defenses went up. That was clear from her tone. The door creaked open and she escaped inside. “It’s just not a good night.”


      “I understand.” Mariah understood just how it felt to stand in the shadows, fighting hard to make things better with the circumstances life had dealt her. But Lyn didn’t have to do it alone. “I’m right next door. You have my number. My offer of tea and friendship is good. Anytime.”


      “Thanks, Mariah.” Lyn hesitated again, clearly in need, but the door hinges squeaked as they closed. “Good night.”


      “Good night.” There was a click, and Mariah was alone in the chilly night. The shadows clung to her as she made her way back to her warm, safe house, her sanctuary.


      Just the way home should be.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Three

    


    
      “We’re waiting on the appraisal.” The banker’s voice came over the line, along with the shuffle of papers.


      Perhaps his desk was as piled with work as hers was, Mariah thought as she leaned forward in her chair, tugged a folder out of her ready-to-topple in-basket, then wedged the phone between her shoulder and her ear. Now her other hand was free to catch the pile of papers before they spilled over. Deftly, she opened the file marked Land Grant. “The appraisal? I thought that was done last week.”


      “We don’t have the paperwork in house.”


      “Of course you don’t.” Typical Monday. What can go wrong will go wrong. “I’ll follow up right now.”


      “Great. We’d like to wrap this loan up for you on time.”


      “I appreciate that.” She scribbled a note on her pages-long to-do list, underlined it and tossed a smile at Sunni, who padded into her office. “Tom, is there anything else you need?”


      “That should do it.”


      “Then I’ll get the latest financials to you and hunt down the missing appraisal, with any luck by tomorrow.” After their goodbyes, she hung up, eyeing Sunni, who’d slipped a huge folder on the edge of her desk and now sat waiting in one of the chairs. Mariah sighed. “I’m almost afraid to ask. I recognize that look.”


      “What look?”


      “The one that always spells trouble for me.” She rolled her eyes, set the phone in its cradle and flipped the folder closed. “Were you able to get a call in to our CPA?”


      “Done and done. The financials are being faxed to the bank as we speak.”


      “Excellent. Thank you. You are the best, Sunni.”


      “Don’t I know it.” She gave her long black hair a toss. “But before you get too excited, we have a new crisis. It’s being handled, however.”


      “You know I never like the word crisis.” But Mariah was used to it. She reached for the thick folder Sunni had brought. “Tell me all about it. I’m braced and ready.”


      “One of the ovens in the kitchen went on the fritz, though Paullina says she can get by without it. But if the other one that is currently giving her fits dies, we’ll be in trouble.”


      “Oh, boy.” Mariah opened her drawer, pulled out a pen and started signing papers. “Tell me you have an appliance repairman scheduled?”


      “They were booked until Friday, but I sweet-talked ’em and got an appointment for tomorrow morning first thing.”


      “Excellent. Did I tell you how good you are?”


      “Yes, you did.” Sunni beamed. “The diaper drive donations were phenomenal. Your friend’s check took us way over the top.”


      “I knew you were going to bring him up. Again.” Mariah signed with a flourish and laid the letter facedown on her desk. “Be careful. I’ve instituted a ban on his name at home, and I can do it here.”


      “Touchy, are we?” Sunni laughed, bounding to her feet. “Do you think I hit a nerve?”


      “Not at all.” Her denial skills were top-notch. She could compete with the best…and win. She signed again and flipped to the next letter.


      “Then you might not be happy with me.” Sunni looked unrepentant.


      “That’s never a good sign.” Mariah had a feeling, one very bad, very uncomfortable feeling, that whatever Sunni had done involved Wyatt Royce.


      “I looked up Flagstone Properties in the Yellow Pages and gave your friend a call.”


      “He’s not my friend,” she corrected, not looking up from her work. Sign, flip, and don’t think about Wyatt.


      “Then what is he?”


      “More like my nemesis.”


      “Hilarious.” Sunni laughed. “Not from where I was standing. So, that was quite a check he wrote. I wanted to thank him, since that’s my job. You know, for our biggest donors, extend a personal touch.”


      “Sure, since that is in your job description.”


      “Yes, you see where I’m going with this. So, I’ve invited some of our newer donors—your friend, er, nemesis, being one of them—to come down to learn more about our shelter. But only one has taken me up on it so far—“


      “Don’t tell me—“


      “—and here he is.” Sunni turned, smiling brightly toward the doorway.


      Mariah could see him plainly through the walls of glass that separated her workspace from the main office. A tall man in an Armani suit stood calmly in the middle of chaos. Phones rang, printers spewed documents and the copy machine hummed, but Wyatt seemed apart from all of it. His bright blue eyes found hers, shrinking the distance between them. She clambered to her feet, dropping her pen, not prepared to see him again.


      “I don’t have time—“


      “I think you do.” Sunni looked pleased with herself as she bounded into the main office. “Mr. Royce. You came, and five minutes early.”


      “I like things punctual.” His baritone rumbled warmly. He looked even more handsome today than he had on Saturday. If that was possible.


      “So does Mariah.” Sunni’s voice dropped, so Mariah couldn’t hear what her coworker said, but little sparkles lit Wyatt’s eyes, and when he smiled, dimples framed his handsome grin.


      “I’m not surprised.” He strode toward her, his thick hair windblown from the spring breeze. His magnetic presence didn’t affect just her. The office gradually quieted and heads turned as people noticed him.


      If her heart gave a little jump, Mariah didn’t have to acknowledge it. She swiped her damp palms discreetly on her skirt and tried to pretend that seeing him like this didn’t rattle her in the slightest. She strode out of her office, forcing a smile and extending her hand. She would treat him like any other important donor. “Wyatt, welcome. I’m surprised you had time in your busy schedule to take Sunni up on her offer.”


      “I have a jam-packed day, but I’ve got to learn to delegate. This is an excellent opportunity to give it a shot.” His hand enclosed hers—larger, stronger, and male.


      She pulled her fingers back gently, ignoring the snap of awareness buzzing through her and the memory of his touch tingling her skin. She simply could not still be that attracted to the man, could she? No. She refused to be. “Delegate? I don’t know what you mean.”


      “Why am I not surprised you have the same problem? Type A’s usually do.” He gestured toward her office, visible through the glass, the executive-size desk piled to capacity with work needing to be done, issues needing to be resolved. “My desk looks like that, with columns of paper stacked two feet high. There’s more work than I can do in a day, but that doesn’t stop me from trying.”


      “Is that the secret to your success?”


      “Actually, I’m not sure what it is. I got lucky.”


      “I know you, Wyatt. You always were a hard worker.”


      “So were you. Remember the job you got after your dad died? You had two jobs back then.”


      “At the drive-in and at the department store.” Aware of the silent office surrounding them, she pitched her voice lower. “Come with me. I’ll show you what we do here.”


      “So, you always give donors a walking tour?” He fell in step beside her.


      “Sometimes.” This was professional, she reminded herself. Think of his sizable contribution to the diaper drive. That was what mattered here. “I think Sunni is amused that I used to know you back when. The Wyatt Royce. My son tells me you were on a magazine cover?”


      “Right. Not at all sure why. Must have been a slow news week.” His chuckle was deep and rich and masculine.


      Little tingles threatened to break out, but she refused to react to him. Whatever she felt was simply a vestige of the past. “How is your mom?”


      “Well. She and Dad have retired to Florida. My mousy mother and my workaholic father are golfing, sailing and living it up on the beach. I hardly recognize them.”


      “Good for them. I’m glad they’re enjoying life as much as they can. They were always nice to me.”


      “They adored you. I think they always hoped…”


      “That we would wind up together?” she finished, leading the way down the stairwell. “Perish the thought.”


      “Exactly.” He laughed again. Another thing that hadn’t changed was his easygoing good humor. “How’s your mom?”


      “She remarried last year. They moved to Rochester.” Mariah opened a door into the TV room, where Ashleigh was setting up for their evening event. “We’re having a movie night. We offer a wide range of aftercare services. Once a woman moves out of Mary’s Place, she isn’t forgotten. We’re there for her with support groups, dinners, friendship and movie nights.”


      “Sounds fun.”


      “Fun and important. Women who’ve been abused are often cut off from family and friends, and so part of our work here is to help them forge new relationships. Social support is vital to the healing process and helping women rebuild their lives.”


      “You really care about this, don’t you? You’re not just an executive.”


      “Exactly. It’s my life’s work.”


      “I see.” Wyatt saw a lot of things—the successful woman she’d become, the thriving organization she ran. And he understood the kind of commitment and work that took. He also saw the wall she’d put up between them. Was she that uncomfortable being with him again? He felt a twinge of guilt. There was a reason he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her over the weekend, and why he’d bailed on his afternoon meeting to be here with her. “I owe you an apology.”


      “What for? Come, I’ve got something to show you I think you might like.” She acted as if she didn’t know, but she did. She couldn’t fool him.


      He noted the graceful way she moved, the high regard the smiling Ashleigh held her in before, with a quick wave, she stepped from the room. Wyatt cleared his throat, determined to do this the right way. “I shouldn’t have tried to butt in like I did and tell you how to run your life or your son’s.”


      “I’m not sure I understand. You’re apologizing?” She quirked one slender eyebrow, latent humor threatening to bubble up. There was a hint of the lighthearted Mariah he’d known. “All right, where is the real Wyatt and what have you done with him?”


      “Yeah, I deserve that.” He chuckled, accompanying her past a large rec room, where a group of women sat in a circle, learning to knit. Across the hall in a play area, little ones were engrossed with the numerous toys scattered around the room. It embarrassed him now what he’d said to her on Saturday. Telling her what to do with her job and her son? “I was trying to help. But every time I do, it never works.”


      “Forget it.” Elegant as always, she went to push open a heavy outside door.


      “I can’t forget it.” He got the door before she could, and held it for her. He breathed in the faint scent of lilacs as she slipped around him into the late afternoon sunshine. “I really wasn’t trying to take over.”


      “It’s okay, Wyatt. It’s forgotten.”


      “I guess what I say comes out wrong. It always has, as you well remember.” Vaguely, he heard the sound of pounding feet and a dribbling basketball, but he couldn’t seem to focus on anything but her. The wind in her soft cinnamon locks and the sun bronzing the sculpted beauty of her face.


      “I’d rather not recall the lunchroom incident.” She bit her lip, holding back a smile.


      “You mean the time you informed me I didn’t rule the world and I wasn’t your boss?”


      “Yes, that would be the one.” A glint of humor sparkled in her emerald eyes before she flicked her gaze away. “This is our playground. Fenced, so it’s safe for the kids. It’s aging, but we’re getting by.”


      “I like the basketball court.” With a game in session, he noticed. Grade school kids charged from hoop to hoop, shouting, calling, laughing and scoring.


      “I thought you might. Our plans for the new shelter are drawn up and approved, by the way. The inspector wanted a few changes, so the architect has made them, but we’ve got an outside playground and the basement will be a gym so the kids can play in the winter. The land donation, Wyatt…” She swallowed hard, watching the kids. “It’s making an incredible difference for Mary’s Place.”


      “Glad to help.” It was easy to see how much this facility meant to her. He spotted a familiar face on the court. Jake, her son, a whistle dangling around his neck, charged along the sidelines. Clearly, the shelter was a family affair.


      Wyatt didn’t know how much time passed as he took in the other sights. He noticed a swing set full of kids, as well as a network of slides and climbing apparatuses, where squeals and children’s conversations rose and feel gleefully. His chest tightened as he remembered another child who liked to climb and slide.


      “Thank you for taking time out of your workday, Wyatt.” The poised executive director building a relationship with a donor—and not his old girlfriend—offered him a polite smile. “You can see the work we do here.”


      “I can.” He’d expected a depressing place, but not this. The kids playing, forgetting their troubles for a while, carefree and happy, just the way it should be, heartened him. “I’m glad I skipped that boring meeting. This was better.”


      “At least you got some fresh air.”


      “True. I’ve been trying to ease back on my workload for a long time. Maybe this is the first step in turning over a new leaf.”


      “And what leaf would that be?”


      “A better one, at least that’s what I’m hoping.”


      “What was wrong with the old one?”


      “Apparently I work too much. People tell me I’ve turned into a serious workaholic.”


      “And you believe them? The Wyatt I knew didn’t like listening to anyone.”


      “You wouldn’t be wrong. I didn’t want to at first. I was in denial.”


      “It’s good to know some things haven’t completely changed,” she quipped. Including the goodness in him and that charming sparkle in his eye, Mariah thought.


      “True, but it’s time to take a good look at my life. Bet you never thought you’d hear that from me, right?”


      Humor chased the shadows from his eyes, reminding her of the boy she’d loved. The years threatened to melt away and she could glimpse the girl she’d been, full of hopes and dreams, and innocent love. Had he lost his illusions, too?


      “We all reach the point where we have to look at the truths in our lives,” she heard herself say.


      “After my marriage fell apart I completely buried myself in my work. And before you comment, yes, I’m divorced. My wife found me difficult to live with. You’re not shocked, right?”


      “I am sorry. I know how divorce feels. I always thought our problem was with the combination of us, not with you necessarily.”


      “My ex-wife would disagree.” A muscle jumped along his jaw, and he kept his attention on the players. The game had halted and Jake seemed to be offering advice to the kids as he dribbled, aimed and shot. “Hey, Jake’s really good.”


      “That’s what they tell me.” Pride filled her. “He’s a good kid.”


      “Obviously. And although it’s killing me, I’m not going to mention the summer camp again. I’m keeping my mouth shut.”


      “But you mentioned it all the same.”


      “Okay, I guess I can’t stay quiet. Now, this might make you mad, but I think he’d benefit. I’m just tossing it out there one more time.” Those dimples played at the corners of his mouth. “Go ahead and yell. I can take it.”


      “I’m not sure yelling will work. Why is this so important to you?”


      “He just reminds me of someone, is all.”


      “You at that age?”


      “Now that you mention it…” Something that looked like sadness crossed his face, but he shrugged it away. “I’m just trying to help.”


      “Whether I need it or not?” Mariah arched an eyebrow, not sure why she was amused.


      “See, this is what always got us into trouble. Me wanting to help, and you not wanting it.”


      “That’s not necessarily true. I’m more grateful than you can imagine for the land donation. There is no way we could afford to buy such a prime piece of property, and that check you wrote for the diaper drive was truly generous. I’m grateful for the shelter’s sake—“


      “You don’t have to be. I wanted to do those things.”


      “That’s great. It’s a lot coming from a man new to town. Not that I’m complaining. Just curious.”


      “I have my reasons.” He paused thoughtfully, watching a towheaded boy shooting from the free-throw line. Shadows haunted him. “Someone really helped me once when I was down and I didn’t think I could get back up. I owe him big time, and I’ve been trying my best to pay it back.”


      Mariah had worked with broken hearts enough to recognize a wounded soul. No one was immune to life’s hardships. Regardless of class, race or creed, the human heart hurt the same.


      “I know how it feels, Wyatt. I’ve been there, too.” That’s what Nellie’s had done for her. The amazing people there had helped her get back on her feet, and had shown her there was light at the end of the tunnel. “Do you want to talk about it?”


      “No, I’m not ready.” Their gazes caught and held.


      “Mr. Royce? Wow, I can’t believe it’s really you!” Jake trotted up, genuine gladness widening his smile.


      “What are you doing here?” Wyatt asked. “Shouldn’t you be at practice or something?”


      “Nope. No practice on Mondays. Tomorrow’s a different story. So, you’re here checking things out?”


      “More or less.”


      “Hey, you aren’t catching up with Mom, are you? Got any more stories to tell?”


      “Let’s see.” Wyatt turned thoughtful, but his twinkling eyes served as a warning. “There was the time your mom was caught smoking behind the gym.”


      “Yeah, that doesn’t surprise me. And all that valedictorian stuff is just bogus, right?”


      “Absolutely. She spent more time skipping classes than in them. She was a bad influence on me.”


      “Honestly, you two.” Mariah shook her head, not at all liking them uniting against her. “You know I was the kind of girl who asked for extra homework from my teachers. I was a total bookworm.”


      “I’m just kidding, Jake. Your mom was the nicest and the smartest girl in school.”


      “Yeah, that’s what I figured.”


      “Some guys even thought she was the prettiest.”


      Mariah couldn’t say why her heart warmed. “Nope, that’s not going to work with me, not now. I’m wiser to a man’s flattery. That’s the supper bell. Jake, would you mind rounding up the kids and putting the balls away?”


      “I live to serve.” The teenager winked. “See ya later, Mr. Royce.”


      “Bye, Jake.”


      Her time with Wyatt had come to an end again. Mariah couldn’t say why that made her sad as she walked him to the door. Or why that sadness clung to her, refusing to let go after she’d said goodbye.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Four

    


    
      Although it was Wednesday, it felt like a Monday, Wyatt thought as he crossed his office. Constant phone calls, new crises cropping up, and now that the meeting called to deal with all of it was finally over, he dropped into his chair. He breathed in the calm, hoping it wasn’t the lull before another storm. He was beat.


      Carol, his executive assistant, knocked on his door and opened it. “Sorry, I know you didn’t want to be interrupted.”


      “It was inevitable. What’s up?”


      “The projections from accounting. You said you wanted them as soon as they arrived.”


      “That I did.” He stood, meeting her halfway across the spacious room, saving her a few steps. She was having the same kind of day he was. “Why don’t you take off early? It’s almost four and you worked through lunch, too.”


      “I nibbled on something at my desk.”


      “Not good enough.” He couldn’t help it. He wanted to make sure she took care of herself. “Go on. You need to take advantage of this quiet while you can. No telling what’s coming next.”


      “There’s a mountain of work—“


      “The company won’t fall apart overnight.” Not his company. He worked hard to make sure it was as healthy as a corporation could be. “I insist. Good night.”


      “I’m not sure I should leave you to your own devices.” Carol squinted up at him, skeptical. “My assistant can keep an eye on you. Don’t you stay too late. You’re trying to cut back, remember?”


      “The harder I try, the more work there is to do.”


      “Then try harder. Learn to say no.” Carol winked on her way out the door, heading home to her husband and daughter. To what truly mattered.


      Well, so much for keeping my promises today, Wyatt thought as he hunkered down at his desk and flipped open the file folder Carol had handed him. Spreadsheets stared up at him, numbers that he couldn’t seem to make sense of. Just tired, he told himself, rubbing his forehead. He shoved the file to one side. The day had gotten away from him again.


      Time to wrap up loose ends and check his email. Hoping everything could wait until morning, he scrolled through his in-box. A note from accounting. Skip that. A message from his VP. That could wait. An email from Mariah Duncan. He clicked on it so fast his hand was a blur.


      Once again, he was listed in the cc line.


      
        Ella Jean—hope your week is going well. Thank you for your help in hunting down the appraisal. You’re the best. I owe you lunch after the property had closed. Name the time and place, and I’m there.

      


      Mariah. The thought of her brought a smile to his face. Always had, always would. Seeing her Monday had put a spring in his step he couldn’t explain. He admired what she’d done with her life, and respected the woman she’d become. That’s all it was…old friends catching up. That’s all it could ever be. Sorry about that, and he really was, he clicked on the next message from his real estate agent.


      
        If we’re still on for tonight, go ahead and preview these homes. I’ve sent the links. Let me know if this is in line with your expectations.

      


      He sighed. And so the house hunt continued.


      * * *


      It was dark when Mariah pulled into one of the last available parking spaces in the community center’s lot. Exhausted from a long day of standing in line at the city land office trying to find out the status of their building permit, racing to a women’s entrepreneur luncheon where she was a speaker, and finally sitting through three interviews for a new social worker—with four more scheduled for tomorrow—she was late, late, late. Knowing she’d missed Jake’s practice, she climbed from the car, grabbed her bag and jogged across the lot. With any luck, a kick of caffeine from the snack bar might give her the energy she needed to make it home.


      The community center buzzed with activity. The echoing thud, thud of dribbling balls, the stampede of kids charging down the court and the faint scent of chlorine from the pool were all so familiar. In one of the rooms, a seniors group practiced tai chi; in another aerobics was the activity of choice. She zoomed straight to the concession stand.


      “Mariah. Good to see you.” Bill, the center’s director, closed the cash register. “Decaf mocha, right? I meant to shoot you an email this afternoon. Good news.”


      “I like good news.”


      “Then you’ll be happy with this. Not only did I manage to round up a few more hoops, but a ton of sign-up forms came in. We’re already way above target for the fund-raiser.”


      “That’s a wonderful surprise.” She relaxed against the counter, glad to chat about the upcoming hoop fest tournament for Mary’s Place that the community center was hosting. “The event keeps growing. I’m getting media lined up for it, and I think we’ll have even better coverage this year.”


      “Excellent.” Bill’s machine whizzed and whirred. “That’ll be two-fifty.”


      Mariah unzipped her purse, but a hand settled on her shoulder, stopping her. Recognition jolted through her. She didn’t need to turn to know the identity of the man behind her; would she recognize Wyatt’s touch anywhere. His hand moved away, leaving her breathless. A five dollar bill dropped onto the counter in front of her.


      “I’d like one of those, too, please. It looks good.” Wyatt gave his tie a tug, loosening it. “Hey, are you picking Jake up from practice?”


      “Yes. Perhaps the bigger question is why are you here?”


      “I’m looking at some houses in the area later, so I thought I might as well drop by and check out the league Jake mentioned. See if it was someplace I’d fit.” A sparkle gleamed in his eyes, something that hadn’t been there before. Wyatt seemed happier and more relaxed than last time she’d seen him. It looked good on him.


      “Are you going to join?”


      “Got the sign-up forms right here.” He patted his jacket pocket. “Met two of the team members. They seem like good guys, so it could be fun. The games are on Saturday night, though.”


      “Won’t that interfere with your personal life?”


      “What personal life?” Wyatt thanked Bill, who set two cups on the counter, steam curling in the air. “I normally spend my Saturday evenings finishing up my workweek. Kind of pathetic, now that I say it out loud.”


      “You’re a single man. Why aren’t you out on the prowl?”


      “The prowl?” Yeah, Wyatt saw that hint of a smile. She was teasing him. He picked up his cup. “You know I’m not the type.”


      “Hey, a lot of things have changed. Maybe that’s one of them.”


      “I’m a sad excuse for a single man. I haven’t dated since college. I’m out of practice and I’m worried I’ll get shot down.”


      “That’s a terrible excuse. I’m sure the right woman for you is out there somewhere.”


      “Why does that sound like you think there’s only one? Am I that bad of a guy?” He liked that pink crept across her face. “It’s okay, you don’t have to answer that.”


      “No, I’m just trying to be diplomatic. You’re a donor, Wyatt. I make it a policy not to upset the donors.”


      “Good plan.” Chuckling, he wandered toward the nearest set of open double doors, catching a glimpse of the court. “What about you?”


      “Me?”


      “Are you seeing anybody? Do you have a fiancé I should meet?”


      “Hardly likely.” She led the way through the doors and slipped into the nearly empty bleachers, settling onto a bench. “When would I date, assuming I’d want to? I’m raising a teenager. You have no idea how much time that takes.”


      “Oh, I might.” Pain drilled through Wyatt’s sternum as he eased beside her. Some losses just never left you. “So that’s a no on dating?”


      “One marriage and one divorce was enough for me. I’m not looking for another.”


      “I hear ya on that.” He nodded, that muscle jumping in his jaw, and fixed his attention on the players. Practice was apparently over and the pickup game on the court looked fun. The kids’ shouts and thundering gaits echoed in the rafters. “Hey, doesn’t this make you nostalgic?”


      “Me? Nostalgic? No, I’m not the type.” The glint in her eyes said differently.


      “Are you telling me that sitting with me here on the bleachers watching a ball game doesn’t take you back?”


      “Not one bit.”


      “Sure, you remember. I can tell.” He laced his fingers together, recalling the boy he’d been, so in love with her. First loves were something special. “I fell in love with you the first time I saw you. In the gym.”


      “What I remember is you having to sit out a couple weeks because of a pulled tendon. Didn’t you hurt your knee clowning around that day?”


      “I tripped over my own feet and hit the floor. I looked like an idiot, but the upside was I got to sit out a few games. Not a bad thing, since I sweet-talked the prettiest girl in school into going out with me.”


      “Don’t even start.” She gave him a twitch of a smile. “Didn’t I warn you about flattery?”


      “It doesn’t change the truth. You were the prettiest girl anywhere.”


      “I’m not that girl. Not anymore.” She rolled her eyes as if she didn’t know what to do with him, then scanned the length of the gym. A look transformed her. A mother’s love. “Jake,” she called, “there you are. Are you ready to go?”


      The teenager tromped over, surrounded by his posse of friends. Before he could answer, someone called, “Duncan!” Jake dropped his duffel, leaped into the air and caught a ball flying his way. A dribble, a leap and swoosh—slam dunk.


      I remember being that kid, Wyatt thought, the one with all the friends, and skills on the court. A kid to whom laughter came as easy as breathing. Where had he gone?


      “Hey, it’s Mr. Royce.” Jake’s grin was greeting enough. “What are you doin’ here?”


      “Annoying your mom.”


      “It’s nice to have help with that for a change.” Jake loped out of bounds, snagged the ball and hooked it. It sailed through the air.


      Automatically, Wyatt caught it. He was on the court and halfway to the basket before he realized it. His shoes squeaked on the floor. One of Jake’s friends blocked him and Wyatt pivoted, dribbled, spotted Jake and passed. Wyatt pressed toward the basket and, when Jake shot the ball back, moved in, dodging and feinting. A perfect layup. Two points.


      “Wow, not bad.” Jake rescued his duffel and slung the strap over his shoulder. “You and I oughta go one-on-one sometime. I’d like to see what you’ve got.”


      “You’re pretty good yourself. You have some moves, kid.”


      “Thanks. So, you really played college ball?”


      “All four years. We made it to the playoffs twice.”


      “Cool.” Jake’s eyes widened in admiration.


      Uh-oh, Mariah thought, feeling herself tense. This couldn’t be a good sign—the two of them getting along so well. Jake’s best friend, Dan, joined in the conversation, bantering easily, three sport-loving males conversing away.


      She sipped her coffee, letting the flavors roll across her tongue as she trailed behind the trio. Wyatt caught the door, the boys going through first. He turned to her then, his dark blue eyes inscrutable as he stepped into the cool evening beside her.


      “Thanks for letting me hang with you.” He lingered to talk with her while the boys surged ahead.


      “No problem. You mentioned you were looking for a house tonight?”


      “Can’t live in a hotel room forever. I’ve been searching for a while, but I haven’t found the right place.”


      “Don’t worry. You will. You’ll know it when you see it.”


      “That means a lot, Mariah. Thanks for listening. Old friends are hard to come by. I ought to know. I’ve lost track of all of mine, and I regret it.”


      “So do I. I hated the way we left things back then.”


      “Me, too. The good news is that I’ve mellowed. I’ve learned a few lessons.”


      “Haven’t we all?” She dug for her keys as her car came into sight. There were memories she’d never forgotten. Such as the time she’d shown up for dance team practice and spotted the handsome new boy shooting hoops after school. His gaze had met hers and her heart had skipped three beats.


      Maybe it still did. Perhaps his “old friends” comment had got to her, that was all. She well remembered when Jasper had tried his darnedest to keep her from her friends. So many of them hadn’t understood her situation or had been so busy with their lives they had lost touch. You needed your support system the most when times were tough.


      “You’ve been divorced.” He opened the heavy car door for her. “You must know what it’s like to start over, at least in some ways. It isn’t as easy as it looks.”


      “You’re right. I deal with new starts all the time.”


      “Sure, with your job.” He leaned back against the open door. “You help people. It’s impressive.”


      “Mary’s Place has a great staff. We do our best to make a difference.”


      “One day I’d like to be able to say the same. I admire what your shelter does.”


      “We patterned Mary’s Place after Nellie’s, a shelter in Toronto.”


      “Folks you know?”


      “People I love.” She bit her lip, not ready to tell him the truth. She didn’t want him to know, and she couldn’t say why. “Nellie’s is a full-service shelter that offers more than emergency housing. They do everything from education to counseling to advocacy. They provide an environment of compassion and support that assists a woman and her children from their first contact with the shelter and beyond, including their transition into the community.”


      “I’m impressed with that kind of commitment.”


      “I was, too. They help everyone with an attitude of love, acceptance and respect. You have no idea how incredible that is to a woman whose self-esteem and identity are in pieces after abuse. That’s my vision for Mary’s Place.”


      “Your organization is one of the best around. It’s why Ella Jean selected you for the land donation.” Wyatt’s baritone was rich and warm. “You have the heart for the work.”


      “Wyatt, that’s the nicest thing anyone has said to me in some time.” She hated croaking out the words, but her throat had suddenly gone tight. Vaguely, she was aware of the boys already tucked in the backseat, watching them. Apparently Dan needed a ride home, which wasn’t unusual. She drove him more often than not.


      “Hey, Mr. Royce.” Jake wedged between the seats to smile up at his new friend. “What are you doing for supper? You gotta eat, right? How about pizza? What do you think, Mom?”


      “That I should have seen this coming,” she quipped, but she didn’t have the heart to say no. She’d gotten a glimpse into Wyatt’s life. Maybe he was successful, but he was alone and she knew what that was like. Mariah couldn’t help caring. Perhaps a new friendship was rising from the ashes of the old. “It’s fine with me, but Wyatt has plans.”


      “Which I can change. We’ll give my agent the night off. Pizza sounds good.”


      “Awesome.” Jake grinned in victory and sank back into the seat, his voice animated as he discussed plans with Dan.


      “Awesome,” Wyatt parroted, with humor gentle in his eyes as he waited for her to climb into her seat. “I guess I’ll follow you?”


      “I’ll try not to lose you in traffic. We’re only going about four blocks.” She eased behind the steering wheel, looking up at the man, who’s dark hair was once again tousled by the wind. So much time had passed, they had gone down separate paths, and yet it felt as if nothing between them had changed. The romance was gone but the friendship remained. “We’ll see you there.”


      “I’m looking forward to it.” He closed her door before he walked away. She watched him go when she should have been sorting through her keys, starting the car and getting on her way. But she couldn’t take her gaze from the solitary figure at the shadowed edge of the lot. How many years had he been alone? And why was her heart tingling?


      He raised his hand in a wave, perhaps sensing her gaze, then the darkness swallowed him.


      But the tingling in her heart remained.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Five

    


    
      The restaurant’s neon sign glowed with the force of a full moon as Wyatt exited his car and hit the door locks. Two teen boys spilled out of Mariah’s SUV two slots down.


      “Cool car.” Jake jogged over.


      “Thanks. They have good pizza here?”


      “The best. Right, Dan?”


      “Totally.”


      Mariah. She still took his breath away. Impossible, but true. She breezed closer and the kids led the way, heading to the front door with the single minded purpose of hungry teen boys. Wyatt fell in stride beside her. “I remember being just like that. I could eat an extra large pizza in one sitting.”


      “It’s true. I stand as a witness.”


      He caught the door for her. Too bad his heart wasn’t fluttering. He wished it would. Nothing had touched it in so long.


      “Mom, Dan and I are gonna hit the games,” Jake called over his shoulder. “Mr. Royce, you can come if you want.”


      “Thanks, but I’m video game challenged. It’s embarrassing. So I guess I’d better keep your mom company.”


      “Good idea.” The boys headed off, weaving through the restaurant.


      “I think my son likes you.” Mariah led the way to the right, where round tables lined a long span of windows. “I’m not sure that’s a good thing.”


      “I don’t blame you for questioning it. I’m a shady character.”


      “Yes, you are.”


      “Let me get your coat.” Wyatt’s low voice vibrated in Mariah’s ear, he was so close.


      “I can get it.” But his hand settled on her shoulder, helping her anyway. “Wyatt, I’m perfectly capable—“


      “I know. It’s called being a gentleman. At least that’s what I’m shooting for.” Humor warmed his words, like the Wyatt she remembered.


      She shrugged out of the garment, doing as much of the work as she could. “I’m pretty independent these days.”


      “You always were. I never knew how to deal with that.” Blue glitters danced in his eyes, doing strange things to her—or, more accurately, to the girl she’d once been. No way would she allow the adult, much wiser Mariah to be charmed by blue glitters.


      She thanked Wyatt for helping with her chair, and glanced across the busy restaurant to check on her son. He and Dan had chosen side-by-side games. Except they weren’t alone.


      “Does Jake have a girlfriend?” Wyatt asked as he settled in the chair next to her.


      “That’s a new development.” The teenage girl seemed to be drawing all Jake’s attention, instead of the game. She was pretty and preppy looking, with straight blond hair and a sweet smile. “I suppose it was only a matter of time.”


      “He likes her.”


      “It’s all part of growing up.” Mariah tried to ignore the spark she felt when Wyatt’s gaze met hers. “But I can’t help wanting to spare him the pain of his first heartbreak.”


      “You make that sound evitable.”


      “Isn’t it?”


      “Do you mean like it was for us? I guess so, but there’s nothing like your first love. Even though you shattered me, I wouldn’t have traded those months for the world.”


      “I shattered you? Wasn’t it the other way around?”


      “No.” Wyatt still had that good heart. “You devastated me, Mariah.”


      “I’m glad to see you recovered.”


      “Not as well as you might think.” He turned his attention to the teenaged waiter in a red shirt who approached their table.


      “Hi, Mrs. Duncan.” The kid eyed her companion curiously as he set glasses of ice water on the table. “Wow, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you on a date before.”


      “Hi, Leif. This isn’t a date.”


      “It sure looks like one.” The kid poised his pen over his notepad. “The usual?”


      “Better add another large and three colas.”


      “And a beer. Whatever you have on tap.” Wyatt leaned back in his chair, amused, as the teenager walked away. “He’s never seen you on a date before? You weren’t kidding about not dating. Have you gone out at all since your divorce?”


      “No.”


      “How long has it been?”


      “Almost fifteen years.”


      “Are you kidding me? Jake must have been a toddler. Raising him on your own couldn’t have been easy.”


      “The best things in life never are.”


      “But they are worth it.” Wyatt winced, as if a memory hurt, but he didn’t elaborate. “Why didn’t you remarry?”


      Way too personal, she thought. She didn’t want to let down her guard, even for him. She didn’t want to let any man in. “Maybe you’d like to hear about plans for the new shelter. We’ll be able to double our available beds. Every woman will have a private room for her and her children—“


      “Mariah.” The caring in his voice forced her to look at him. To really look. To remember the good friend he’d been—and boyfriend. When her father died, Wyatt had driven her home from school that day. He’d sat with her while her mom made funeral arrangements, and he’d stayed at her side during the service, a steadfast shoulder to lean on.


      Afterward he’d helped her mom around the house—taking the garbage out, cleaning the gutters, mowing the lawn. Once he’d changed a tire on the family car. Remembering made it possible for Mariah to open up to him—but just a little.


      “It was a hard marriage and a harder divorce.” She took a sip of water. The truth wasn’t easy.


      “I’m sorry it wasn’t better for you.”


      “Lessons learned. I got Jake out of the deal, and that’s what kept me strong. I went back to school, and I made a life for us. We’re happier this way.”


      “You deserve to be happy.” The void that had become Wyatt’s heart ached a little, when nothing had been able to touch him since the funeral and the divorce. “It’s what I’ve always wanted for you.”


      “And I for you.” She set down her glass, her smile nostalgic. “I’m trying to think of what I called you that day in the cafeteria when we had that last fight.”


      “A know-it-all who thought he ruled the world.” It had hurt at the time. “I probably deserved it.”


      “Probably? There was no doubt about it. You assumed everything. What I wanted, what I needed, and that one comment that made so me angry. Let me think. You said, ‘If you take home ec, at least you’ll learn how to cook.’ That drove me insane. It was the last straw.”


      “I was young, what can I say? It sounded chauvinistic, but I meant it in a good way, you know, because you didn’t like your mom’s cooking. You said so yourself. I just adored you so much.” As a tough, rough-and-tumble jock growing up with three brothers, he didn’t have much experience with emotional vulnerability. Taking care of her—and apparently taking charge—was the only way he’d known to show her his feelings. “I meant well, but the practical application of those intentions was faulty.”


      “I’ll say.” Mariah eyed him as if she were a judge debating the veracity of a defendant. “Maybe that’s just the way men are.”


      “Faulty?”


      “Let’s just say I’m better off on my own.” She swept a lock of hair behind her ear. “How about you? How long were you married?”


      “Ten years. Delanie was my college sweetheart. We met in a sophomore economics class. And before you start sympathizing with her, let me tell you we had some good years.”


      “I can see it in your eyes. You were happy.”


      “We were. I did my best to be a good husband. I worked hard on that knowing-it-all and ruling-the-world thing.”


      “But it wasn’t enough?” she asked gently.


      He ignored the hitch in his chest and took a swallow of water. “No matter how hard I tried, no.”


      “I know how that feels. A failed marriage is a lot to go through.” Unguarded green eyes met his and locked.


      Wow, he thought. The recognition he’d always had with her flared to life. Like recognizing like. Nothing registered—not the noise from the kitchen or the rise and fall of surrounding conversations—nothing but her.


      It’s more than the past pulling you. He gave his head a shake, wishing he could feel something alive in his heart. But there’d been too much grief and too much loss. He feared nothing could live there again.


      The waiter finally returned with a basket of bread sticks and their drinks, giving Wyatt time to regroup. “Why did you decide to work at Mary’s Place?” he asked, reaching for a bread stick.


      “I founded Mary’s Place.”


      “Wow, that couldn’t have been easy. It must have taken a lot of dedication and sacrifice.”


      “It was worth it. Mary’s Place is named in honor of one of my best friends, who survived her abuse with dignity, grace and courage.” Mariah stirred the straw around in her glass, not looking at him. “I met her at the women’s shelter where Jake and I lived for two months.”


      “Two months? You mean you were…”


      “A victim of domestic violence. Yes.” Mariah reached for a bread stick, needing something to do with her hands. This was hard to talk about with Wyatt. From the start she hadn’t wanted him to know the truth. Maybe she feared his pity.


      “I had no idea.” Understanding, not pity, resonated in his words. “I wish you hadn’t gone through that.”


      “It was long ago, when Jake and I lived in Toronto.”


      “Toronto?”


      “Jasper’s company had transferred him there.”


      “You were alone without family and friends nearby?”


      “It’s water under the bridge.” She broke the bread stick in half, relieved. Shouldn’t she have known Wyatt would understand? “I like to think it’s why I’m good at my job. I care, and I know how it feels to have someone chip away at your sense of self one piece at a time, hurting you. That’s why it’s important to have a safe place to go where you can heal and build yourself up. That’s why I’m so grateful for the land donation—“


      “You don’t have to thank me again. It was a parking lot I wasn’t using.”


      “It will make all the difference. We’re bursting to capacity. There’s so much need. When the construction is done, we’ll have the space to expand the programs we offer. I—“


      “Mariah. I hope you haven’t become like me, letting work, even good work, become your whole life.” Wyatt reached across the table to cover her hand with his.


      “Not exactly. I…” She tried to ignore the stun gun shock of his touch and the caring in his eyes.


      “Here’s your large pepperoni and green pepper pizzas.” The voice came out of nowhere. Mariah blinked, grateful for the interruption.


      “Thanks, Leif.” She pulled her hand gently from Wyatt’s.


      “Do you need anything else?” The teen set the pies on the table and backed away. “No? Just call me if you do. Enjoy.”


      “I should have known this is what you ordered.” Wyatt grabbed the server and scooped up a big, cheesy piece. “Pepperoni and green paper is still my favorite, too.”


      “Our first date.” The words felt torn from her raw throat. “You took me out for pizza and a school basketball game.”


      “I remember like it was yesterday.” He slipped the first piece onto her plate, his attention solely on her.


      The boys bounded over and dropped into their chairs, reaching for slices. The conversation turned to sports and video games, and yet the closeness she felt to Wyatt remained.


      Unbreakable.


      * * *


      “…and then your mother turns to me and says, ‘Wyatt Royce, don’t you have any common sense?’” He signed the credit card slip with a flourish, continuing the story. “And I’m lying there on the gym floor, looking up at Mariah, who’s shaking her head at me, with disdain on her face. Pain was streaking through my leg, so how could I argue? I was just trying to impress her.”


      “Sadly, it didn’t work.” Humor danced in her eyes as she unhooked her coat from the back of her chair.


      “But you said yes when I asked you for a date the next day.”


      “I know. What was I thinking?”


      The boys laughed as they pushed away from the table, more sedate now that they’d polished off the bread sticks, the pepperoni pizzas and another dessert one.


      Wyatt had had a great time tonight. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d laughed so much. It had been years, more than he cared to count. He owed that to Mariah and her son.


      Time to go. She’d already joined the boys in the aisle, so he grabbed his jacket and did the same. She looked amazing, laughter lighting her up as the teenagers ribbed her gently over the high school stories Wyatt had spent the last hour telling them.


      “Thanks for dinner.” She smiled up at him, her manner relaxed, like the Mariah he used to know. The one who’d trusted him.


      “Yeah, thanks,” both boys belted out.


      “Hey, I’ve got a brilliant idea,” Jake began, talking over his shoulder as he led the way to the exit. “Mr. Royce, you must like charities, right? Because you donated that piece of land?”


      “Something like that,” he admitted, holding the door for everyone.


      “Maybe you want to know about the hoop fest.” The kid ambled through the doorway. “I could use a sponsor.”


      “Jake…” Mariah’s tone held a warning note as she breezed by.


      “What?” The kid loped across the parking lot. “I’m just saying Mr. Royce—“


      “Call me Wyatt.”


      “Okay, Wyatt likes to give. Maybe he’d be interested in hearing about the hoop fest.”


      “I like the sound of that.” Wyatt strode along beside Mariah. “Let me guess. You’re playing for charity and want a sponsor.”


      “Exactly. It’s for the shelter.” Jake walked backward, grinning widely. “I mean, if you want to get involved. It’s going to be really fun. Last year—“


      “Jake.” Mariah pulled her key fob out of her handbag and headed toward the car. “Don’t take this wrong, kiddo, but both of you jump in the Jeep. Go on. No arguing.”


      “Email me.” Wyatt pulled a business card out of his pocket and handed it over as the kid settled into the backseat. “We’ll talk.”


      “Excellent.”


      Mariah gave the door a push, closing it. “Hard to believe I once thought having him was a good idea.”


      “You can’t fool me.” Wyatt held his heart still, so he wouldn’t feel a thing. “He’s the center of your world.”


      “Guilty.”


      “It’s been good catching up.” He leaned against the fender, not ready to let her go.


      “It has. Listen, I don’t want you to feel pressured about the hoop fest thing. Jake’s just excited to know you.”


      “No problem. It has to be tough growing up without a dad. I’m glad that’s something I never had to do. Losing Granddad was tough enough.”


      “Rumor had it that’s why you left Buffalo suddenly.” She nodded once, remembering. “Your father took over the business in Vancouver.”


      “Three days after you told me we were over. I never got the chance to say goodbye.”


      “I always regretted that.”


      “And the way you yelled at me in the middle of the cafeteria?”


      “Did I really yell?”


      “No, but it felt like it.”


      “I shouldn’t have pushed you away.”


      “I’m sure you were right.” His hand covered hers, warm and strong and comforting.


      She didn’t want to find comfort in his touch. She never wanted to need a man again. So why did her heart tumble—just a tiny little fall?


      “Maybe I should apologize now so we can make a fresh start. I haven’t felt like this since…” He didn’t finish his sentence. His free hand touched on her hair, soft against the side of her face, and the past came to life. She was sixteen again—whole of heart and wishing for the sweetness of his kiss.


      His eyes darkened tenderly. His mouth softened, slanting in. Her breath caught, and she was shocked to feel her lips buzz. She wanted his kiss.


      A kiss that could never be.


      She splayed her palm on his chest, stopping him. His lips hovered over hers, only a breath apart. Her pulse beat wildly in her chest while he squeezed his eyes shut and winced as if with regret.


      “I’m sorry.” He broke away.


      “So am I.” Sorry that they hadn’t kissed, that she was no longer the girl who’d loved him. She didn’t want to be.


      “That came out of nowhere for me, too.” Pain darkened his features. “I didn’t plan it. It just…happened.”


      “You mean it almost happened.”


      “Yes. It’s a good thing it didn’t. What was I thinking?” He grimaced again, stopped and shook his head. “After my marriage ended, that was it for me. I’ve been through so much loss. My heart was too broken. I can’t go there again.”


      He faltered, raw grief showing.


      What had happened to him? Mariah wanted to ask, but he moved in and opened her door.


      “Drive safe. Make sure Jake contacts me about the hoop fest. I’d like to sponsor him, if that’s all right with you.”


      “Sure.” She slipped into her seat, a little dazed and even more confused.


      “Take care, Mariah. Thanks for including me tonight. You have no idea the good it did me.” The door closed, shutting him out and her safely in. The man who walked away, as dark as the shadows, a part of the night, took a piece of her with him.


      * * *


      He fished his keys out of his pocket, unlocked his car door, then the beep beep of a horn snagged his attention. He looked up in time to catch Jake waving behind the window of Mariah’s SUV as it motored by on the street.


      A hard squeeze gripped him. Funny kid.


      Wyatt dropped into his seat, started the engine and hit the overhead light.


      “Well, Sebastian,” he said, cracking open his wallet to look at the picture of a blond, blue-eyed boy. “I’m doing better. I actually had fun tonight.”


      Only silence answered. There had been a time when he would have hauled out his cell and hit number one on speed dial. There had been a long string of dark days when he’d automatically reached for the phone, needing to hear the child’s voice and the funny recap of his school day, even knowing it could never happen again. Now it was a habit finally broken. Wyatt tucked his wallet back into his pocket, put the car in gear and pulled out of the lot.


      The happiness of the evening trailed him, along with the memory of Mariah’s smile. Mariah was a light that kept shining. A brightness that lingered as he navigated back to the hotel he called home, handed his keys to the valet and headed for the penthouse elevator. He wished he had more heart to give her, because he really wanted to see her again.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Six

    


    
      She’d gotten closer to Wyatt than she’d meant to. He kept creeping into her thoughts as the work week passed. Not even organizing the hoop fest or the demands of getting the paperwork together to close the property deal and start construction seemed to be able to stop it. Every time she remembered that near kiss, her stomach swooped against her will.


      “Mariah?” A voice cut into her thoughts.


      “I’m sorry, Kalinda. Too much on my mind.” She focused on the architect awaiting her answer. It was Friday afternoon and she still couldn’t get enough distance. “I’ll take this to the board. I’m sure they’ll be pleased. I can’t thank you enough. You charged us less than a quarter of any other firm.”


      “Happy to help.” Kalinda rolled up the blueprints and popped them into a canister. “My boss’s mother was killed by his father. It’s important work your shelter does.”


      Kalinda’s words stuck with Mariah as she said her goodbyes and rode down in the elevator. Spring sunshine lit her path as she crossed at the intersection and set off down the busy sidewalk. She had been one of the lucky ones, who’d left before her husband’s self-hatred and lack of self-control had spiraled even lower. The fact was that many abusers became the most dangerous when they lost control—when women left. It was Mariah’s deepest prayer that every woman being hurt and oppressed by the man she loved would reach out for the help she deserved.


      One day soon, she thought, studying the property that would belong to the shelter in just a short time. She imagined the tall building with gleaming windows. Inside there would be comfy rooms, more office space and more classrooms for learning everything from English as a second language to money management. They would expand their youth programs and community outreach, and offer more aftercare support. This would be a place for women to start finding better futures. Just like Nellie’s had helped her to do.


      A sleek black Mercedes pulled up to the curb. One that looked quite familiar, as did the dark-haired man emerging from it, keys and cell phone in hand.


      “Wyatt?” She walked toward him in the glaring spring sunshine. “What are you doing here?”


      “Just thought I’d take one last look at my property.” He circled his car, stepping onto the sidewalk, tucking the phone into his pocket as he approached. “What about you?”


      “Back from the architect’s.” She tucked the canister of drawings under one arm. “Lots to do before we can break ground.”


      “I know all about it.” He stalked closer, looking good. Very good. “I signed the papers this morning. That means this land is almost yours.”


      “I know. I’m on my way to the closing office to sign.”


      “Then this is a big day. When I pulled up, it looked like you were doing a little daydreaming.”


      “Guilty as charged.”


      “I know what it’s like to have a dream and build it. It’s what I do for a living. Granted, I usually stand and envision an office building and not something as worthwhile as your shelter, but it’s still a big moment.”


      “It is. Now if I can just get everything in line for the construction phase.”


      “I take it from reading Ella Jean’s emails that you landed a construction grant.”


      “It covers only part of the cost. We’re getting a loan for the other half. It’s already approved. The construction company is planning to start next week, fingers crossed.”


      “That’s great news.”


      “It’s finally real. Thanks to you. I sent you an invitation to our ground-breaking ceremony. It should come in today’s mail.”


      “I’ll keep an eye out for it.” He slipped his hands into his pockets, studying her with a look that made her wonder if he was thinking about the last time they were together, and their almost kiss.


      “How’s the building permit coming along?” he asked.


      “Good question. The city is stretched thin in this economy, just like the rest of us.”


      “Maybe I can help. Don’t mean to take over. Just offering a helping hand, if you need one.”


      “Thanks.” The word didn’t come easily to her. “Anything for the shelter.”


      “Right. I’ve been emailing your son all week.” He glanced away, staring at the empty lot. “He asked me about the summer camp. Said it was okay with you if I looked into it for him.”


      “The experience might be good for him. He’s pretty excited about it.” Her throat felt tight with emotions she didn’t want to examine too closely, afraid of what she might find. “He said he saw you at the community center last night. You had your first league practice, but I didn’t see you there.”


      “We were on the other court. I’m still sore from it. I’m more out of shape than I thought, but it’s a good group. I fit in just fine. They’re participating in the hoop fest tomorrow.”


      “Don’t tell me you signed up, too?”


      “Bill at the center squeezed me in at the last minute. You wouldn’t want to sponsor me, would you?”


      She laughed, not knowing why she thought that was funny. “Sign me up, since you’re playing for my favorite cause.”


      “Thanks. At least I won’t be embarrassed. I have one sponsor.”


      “Surely you can come up with at least one more?”


      “Sure, but you’re the first.” His phone buzzed.


      Perfect timing. Something was happening between them. Her feelings were softening for him. That was not what she wanted. Not at all.


      “It’s the closing attorney,” he said. “I need to take this. Want to make sure there’s no last minute problems with the land transfer.”


      “Tell them I’m on my way.”


      “Will do. See you tomorrow bright and early.”


      “I’ll bring my checkbook,” she called over her shoulder. Every step took her farther away, but the sight of the man in his dark suit and tie, phone to his ear, lingered with her. So did the warmth in her heart…just friendship, or was it more?


      She didn’t not know.


      * * *


      Saturday morning sparkled around her. The hoop fest tournament, in full swing, was a spectacle of sights and sounds. Friends and family cheered on their teams, vendors sold wares, and the energy of the matches peppered the air as players charged, feinted and scored. Shouts rang, whistles blew and Mariah watched Jake on the sidelines, talking with his teammates, dressed to play.


      “His match is about to start.” Sunni nudged her. “I’ll take over the booth advertising the shelter. Go cheer for him.”


      “Thanks. Keep an eye out for Bill. He’s short a volunteer and one of us may need to help with the scoring sheets.”


      “I’ve got it. Go on, get out of here.” Sunni’s cheerful reassurance made it easy to step from the booth into the spring sunshine. Mariah couldn’t help searching for Wyatt, knowing his match was coming up…and why did she know? Because she’d looked it up. Hard to explain exactly why she’d done that, or why she now stood on tiptoe to survey the crowd around court 22.


      “All right, we can do this!” Jake’s enthusiasm carried on the wind. He’d looked pale all morning, and he still did. She’d almost kept him home, but his ardent pleas not to let down his teammates, and ultimately, the shelter, had convinced her to let him play. No fever, no coughing, no runny nose. He just seemed off to her, although he appeared to be doing fine as the ref blew his whistle and his team lumbered onto the court.


      “I’m just in time,” a familiar baritone rumbled behind her. Wyatt. “I couldn’t miss his match.”


      “What about yours?” Warmth filled her at seeing him again. “Doesn’t it start soon?”


      “My teammates will get me when it’s time. I’m warmed up and ready to go.”


      “Clearly.” Hard not to notice his toned perfection, his muscles showcased nicely in his basketball tank and shorts. “You look really happy, Wyatt.”


      “I am, and I haven’t been in a long time.” Dimples framed his stand-out smile as he turned to watch Jake dodge, dribble, feint and charge toward the basket.


      “The building permit was approved at the last second yesterday afternoon.” She cheered when Jake scored. “Did you have anything to do with it?”


      “I said I’d help, so I made a few calls. I have a contact who works for the city. Remember Dave Mead, from high school?”


      “Wasn’t he your best buddy back in the day?”


      “And he remembers you. Turns out Mary’s Place helped his cousin when she was in need, so when he heard what was going on he managed to pull a few strings.”


      “Wyatt, that was really great of you, coming through like that for me. I mean, for the shelter.” On the court, Jake’s team played defense. Was it her imagination, or was he even paler? “Looks like we can break ground on schedule, after all. Thank you.”


      “No problem. See, I can come in handy.”


      “So it seems. I’m grateful to Dave, too.”


      “I’ll tell him tomorrow. I talked him into a game of golf. My skills are rusty and he hasn’t played since high school, but it’ll be fun to catch up.”


      “Good for you. You’re building a new life here.”


      “Thanks to old friends.”


      They shared a smile. Old friends. Was that all she felt? Or was it something new? A groan rose from the crowd and she turned too late to see what had happened. Jake grimaced, his team members gave him sympathetic looks and he bent over for a moment, hands on his knees, breathing hard. Unusually winded. A niggle of concern bolted through her, but then he was up and running.


      “Wyatt, someone is waving at you.”


      “Right. My new friends. Guess I’ll miss Jake’s match.”


      “I’ll tell him you stopped by. Good luck with your—“


      A roar of concern rose from the crowd. Mariah blinked, trying to focus, realizing the game had stalled. No dribbling ball, no thunder of running players…


      Wyatt was already moving. “Jake? Jake, are you okay?”


      Alarm shot through her. Time slowed in terrifying increments. She saw Jake clutching his chest, dropping to the pavement, Wyatt sprinting toward him. Terror jackknifed through her as she launched herself across the court.


      “Medic!” the ref shouted, but all she could see was the panic on Jake’s face, the fear in his eyes, the rapid-fire gasps as he sucked in air. She went down on her knees beside him.


      “Jake! Jake! Are you okay, baby?” She brushed the hair out of his eyes, wild with concern.


      He shook his head, sucking in short bursts of air, faster and faster, rasping in and out, in and out in a frightening rhythm. Sweat dotted his skin. Was it an asthma attack? He’d never had that problem before. She was helpless to stop it, helpless to help him. Her poor boy. Where were the paramedics?


      “Try to relax, sweetheart.” She tried to do the same. “Everything’s going to be okay.”


      “Wow, your pulse is really racing.” Wyatt released Jake’s wrist, which he’d been cradling. “That’s got to feel weird.”


      Unable to speak, the boy nodded.


      “Mariah, let’s get him lying down flat. Okay, Jake?”


      Together they helped him lie back. Despite the fear rattling her—a mother’s worst nightmare—she was grateful for Wyatt’s strength and caring. He was utterly calm. His face shone with sincerity, unguarded and real. As was the way Jake gazed up at him, as if Wyatt was a lifeline.


      “Move aside,” a voice barked behind her, a medic shoving forward with his equipment. “What’s his name?”


      “J-Jake.” She stumbled out of the way. A firm grip hooked her elbow, repositioning her so she could stroke Jake’s hair and still be clear of the men working on him. Wyatt, standing behind her, towered over her, and for one moment he was her lifeline, too. His steady gaze calmed her as the medics huddled over her son.


      “It’s gonna be okay.” He spoke with certainty. “Nothing to worry about, right, Jake?”


      “Yeah—I’m—gonna—be—fine,” the boy insisted.


      “You bet. You’ve got a tournament to win. I sponsored you, remember?”


      “I can—win this—I just—” The paramedic slipped an oxygen mask over Jake’s face, silencing him, but it was easy for Wyatt to read the plea in the boy’s eyes. And the fear.


      I’m here, he wanted to tell him, but it wasn’t his right. It’s what he would have said to Sebastian. Wyatt wanted to reassure Mariah, too, but she looked as if she no longer needed him. So beautiful and strong, she was trying to mask her fear, murmuring comforting things to her son.


      The memory of Jake’s fluttering, uneven heartbeat made Wyatt think of student athletes who died on the court from sudden cardiac problems, reported now and then on the news. Cold despair took over, a feeling he’d never thought he could experience again. The gut-wrenching fear that someone you cared about was in jeopardy.


      “We’re taking him to the hospital.” A paramedic spoke to Mariah, who saw no one and nothing but her son.


      That was as it should be. Wyatt stayed in the background, watching as the medics checked oxygen and Jake’s heart monitor, readying him for transport.


      Wyatt knew the routine. He’d been through this before. Sebastian had been sick for a while, and remembering that time hurt. It would always hurt.


      But he’d been wrong when he thought his heart couldn’t go there again.


      “Thank you, Wyatt.” Mariah gripped his hand briefly. “I’m so grateful you were here.”


      He wanted to ask if she needed company, but she was already hurrying away, keeping up with the rolling gurney and the medics, who cut a path through the crowd. He watched them go, and they were all he could see.


      Something had happened. She had changed him, made his empty, broken heart come back to life. Mariah and her son were what filled his heart now.


      But she didn’t feel the same. She walked away without a backward glance, her focus on Jake. Wyatt couldn’t fight the feeling there was no place for him in her life.


      And there might never be.


      * * *


      The last time Mariah had been as scared was nearly fifteen years ago. Searching through Jake’s athletic bag for his iPod, she did her best not to remember, but the images came anyway. Of Jasper in a rage, of Jasper knocking a toddling Jake to the floor and the thud of his little head on the corner of the table leg. Jake had been fine—just a bruise and tears—but that had been the breaking point for her. The moment when she’d seen clearly.


      Just like today. Seeing Wyatt kneeling beside her son, taking charge…


      “Mom? Do I gotta stay?” Already Jake looked bored, propped in his temporary bed in the emergency room.


      “Yes, until the doctor gives you the okay to leave.”


      “How long will that be?”


      “I don’t know. They have a few more tests to run.”


      “What about the tournament?”


      “I guess you’ll just have to be the reigning champion next year.” She grabbed the iPod and handed it over. “This should help stave off the boredom for a while. If all goes well, you can go home soon. Just keep that in mind.”


      “I’m still bummed.” Jake plugged in his earbuds and with a disappointed sigh turned his attention to the screen, searching for something to interest him. “Hey, what about Wyatt? He was really cool today, right? Coming to help me like that.”


      “Totally cool.” She would not soon forget the image of the man comforting her son, taking charge. The warmth in her heart remained, growing stronger every time she thought of him.


      There was only one solution. Try to stop thinking of him.


      “He was awesome, just like a dad.” The longing in Jake’s voice for a father wasn’t as hidden as he might think. “Not that I’m hinting or anything. It’s just an observation. I really like him, Mom.”


      “I know. He’s a good man.”


      “You really like him, too, right?”


      “I’m pleading the fifth.” She tugged her phone from her handbag. “I’d like to call him. I’m sure he’s wondering about you.”


      “I kind of hoped he’d come along.”


      “Family only, kiddo.” She headed for the door. “Is it okay if I step out for a few minutes?”


      “Yeah, I’m good.” Already Jake was immersed in a game. His hair was tousled, tumbling over his forehead the way it used to when he was little. So, so grateful he was going to be fine, she stepped into the hallway and headed to the waiting area, already dialing Wyatt’s number.


      “Mariah.” He materialized before her, still in his basketball clothes, his hair disheveled as if he’d been raking his hands through it. Worry creased his face in deep lines. “How is Jake?”


      “Better. He’s well enough to complain about missing the rest of the tournament. They put him on some medication. It was a heart arrhythmia.”


      “That’s a relief.” Wyatt felt tension seep out of him, and he passed a hand across his face, suddenly weary. “I kept imagining the worst. That heart condition I’d heard about in the news. I did some research on my phone while I was waiting. It has a grim prognosis.”


      “I’m sorry, I should have called you sooner.” She gazed at him apologetically. “I was so busy with Jake. There were tests and paperwork to deal with.”


      “You were right where you needed to be. With your son.” He covered her hand with both of his, grateful the boy was fine. That Jake would be back on the court soon and able to go on with his life. That was what mattered. Wyatt just wished she would let him in. “When I saw him struggling to breathe, something clicked in my brain. I took over without thinking. I just—“


      “Wyatt?” She stopped him gently. “It’s okay. Thank you. In that moment I knew that whatever Jake needed—anything he needed—you could have handled it.”


      “I would have done my best.”


      “You have no idea what that means to me.” In that moment, she’d never trusted anyone more. She tried to picture Jasper being so self-controlled and giving. Couldn’t do it. “Jake and I really leaned on you today.”


      “Glad I was there.” He shrugged, as if it was no big deal. As if his affection for her wasn’t taking over. So bright and unstoppable, it was all he could feel.


      “What about you? Have you been here this whole time?” she asked.


      “Yep. I had nothing better to do.”


      “What about the tournament?”


      “I couldn’t play, worrying about Jake, so Bill switched my match until tomorrow morning.” So much Wyatt wanted to say stayed locked up in him. All it took was one look at Mariah to know she wouldn’t want to hear it. He was afraid that feared admitting his feelings for her would drive her away. “Will Jake be able to go home soon?”


      “That’s the plan.”


      “Good. Is there anything I can do for you? Fetch you some lunch? Run errands? Anything?” He waited, his heart on the line, wondering if she could hear what he meant and couldn’t say. Let me be a part of your life. Let me show you I’m a man you can trust. He could read the caring in her eyes. He’d always been able to see inside her.


      “No, but thank you. I have everything I need.” Her words came kindly, softly. “But I’m sure Jake would like to see you, if you want to go back. If you stay with him for a few moments, I can catch up on some calls. Now that he’s all right, I should check in with Sunni and Bill and make sure everything’s okay with the tournament.”


      “You take all the time you need.”


      “Thanks.” She should head for the door, but her feet wouldn’t move. Maybe because she could see the wish in his blue eyes, the unspoken question that lingered in the air between them. His caring gaze, his gentle tone, the stalwart way he’d stepped in earlier on the court and now, ready to help with whatever she needed… He was a good, capable man.


      Nothing scared her more. She swallowed hard, wishing she could let down those hard-earned defenses, wishing she could give Wyatt what he seemed to need. Torn over what to do about it, she gave him directions on how to find Jake, then forced her feet forward, clutching her phone. When she looked over her shoulder, Wyatt stood watching her. If only she didn’t care so much.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Seven

    


    
      “Hey, Hobart.” Jake’s voice softened as he knelt, hands out, to welcome the dog who met him at the door. “Did you have a good day, buddy? You’re such a good boy.”


      The dog’s tongue lolled as he panted happily. Wise chocolate eyes studied Jake lovingly as they all stepped into the entryway of Mariah’s home. Wyatt’s chest tightened with a pain he couldn’t handle. He swallowed hard, forcing it down, remembering another boy and another dog.


      “We got Hobart from the animal shelter for my fifth birthday. The best present ever, right, boy?”


      The dog’s tail thumped happily against the tile.


      “All right, upstairs. Doctor’s orders.” Mariah led the way through the last of the afternoon sunshine tumbling through the living room windows. Her upscale house was comfortable and lovely. Little touches were everywhere—bits of lace, framed pictures, a crocheted afghan on the back of the couch. It was cozy. A real home.


      “Do I have to stay in bed?” Jake tromped up the stairs behind his mom.


      “Doctor’s orders.”


      “Then can Wyatt at least stay for dinner?” the teen’s voice echoed in the stairwell. “I mean, he has to eat sometime, right? And you know I need good male role models in my life. You don’t want to get in the way of my personal growth, do you?”


      “It’s tempting,” she retorted wryly, her voice echoing in the upstairs hallway.


      A friendly “ruff” sounded by Wyatt’s knee. Hobart sat politely, tail swishing.


      “Hi, boy. It’s nice to meet you.” He stroked the dog’s rounded head, his heart softening. Sebastian’s dog, Poppy, lived with Delanie. Wyatt missed having a dog. “What a good boy. Where’s Jake?”


      At the boy’s name, big brown eyes flashed happily. With another “ruff!” the dog took off up the stairs.


      “Hey, I think he’ll stay quiet,” Mariah announced when she came back down. “I guess we’ll see. That boy. It’s too late to return him.”


      “I like Jake.” Wyatt followed her to the back of the house, where a family room met a spacious kitchen and eating area. He was glad he’d showered and changed at the community center. “He’s a good kid. I have a hard time saying no to him.”


      “I know the feeling.” She opened the fridge and plunked a plate of thawed hamburger on the counter. “So, you’re staying for dinner?”


      “If it wouldn’t be a hardship.”


      “I wasn’t planning anything fancy. Just spaghetti and meatballs.”


      “Sounds fine to me. You might as well put me to work.”


      “Really? You do kitchen work?”


      “And I’m not too bad at it.”


      “I guess we’ll see about that. There’s a loaf of French bread in the bread keeper.” She measured out dried parsley into her palm. “You can cut it into one-inch slices and butter it.”


      “Aye, aye, Captain.”


      The warmth of his smile left Mariah breathless. Just concentrate on dinner, not the man. She plunked a frying pan on the stove, resisting the tractor beam of Wyatt’s presence an arm’s length away. What was she going to do about these feelings?


      “Hey, you did keep our picture. Wasn’t that our first date?”


      “How would you remember that?”


      “How could I forget?” He soaped up at the sink, studying the old picture Jake had left on the sill.


      She leaned in to get a good look. In it, Wyatt was classically handsome in his T-shirt and jeans, and young.


      So young. Just like the girl smiling adoringly up at him, unaware that her mom had snapped the picture.


      “I was nervous,” he confessed. “I wanted everything to go just right. I couldn’t believe you’d agreed to go out with me.”


      “I couldn’t believe you’d asked me.” It was the same way she felt now, a little breathless, afraid and weightless, as if she had been swept off her feet. I can’t be falling in love with him again, she thought. I just can’t.


      “I like this picture here.” He gestured toward the other frame sitting on her windowsill. A younger Jake with two front teeth missing, his brown hair windblown, standing in front of a Yellowstone National Park sign with both arms hugging Hobart. “I have one just like it, of my son and his dog. We vacationed there too.”


      “Your son?”


      “I buried Sebastian two years ago.” The confession seemed to be torn out of him, his voice raw and cracking. “He was ten when the cancer finally won.”


      “I’m so sorry.” Mariah couldn’t imagine… Her heart stopped. No, she couldn’t envision that kind of loss.


      “For the three years he was sick, our lives—his, mine and Delanie’s—were focused on getting him well. Everything we did, everything.” Mourning was etched deeply in the contours of his face. “When he was gone, neither of us could handle it. Delanie couldn’t look at me without remembering. And I…I buried myself in my work. There was too much grief when we were together. Too little hope. I tried my best and so did she, but we couldn’t find our way out together. We couldn’t make our marriage work.”


      “That’s why you moved here. Those things you said…”


      “About starting fresh, and turning over a new leaf?” He nodded, his fingers finding hers as if with need. “I didn’t know who I was anymore when I wasn’t a dad.”


      “Something tells me you were an excellent father.” She meant every word.


      “Thanks.” That muscle worked in his jaw. “You have no idea what that means.”


      Never had Wyatt looked more handsome than with his heart exposed. He swallowed hard, as if gathering his self-control before he continued. “On his last day, when there was nothing we could do and I was inconsolable, he made me promise to live. To keep going as if he were right there with me, to live life with all my heart. I tell you, it’s been a long hard struggle, but I think I’m almost there. I’m finally keeping my promise to him. I hope he would be happy with me.”


      “I’m sure he would be.” She thought of the checks Wyatt had written to Mary’s Place, and the land donation. It all made sense. He was honoring not only his son’s memory, but the love the boy had given him.


      Her heart gave a painful twist. Maybe it was empathy for his loss, she told herself, nothing more. But she didn’t believe that.


      A loud bang sounded next door, echoing through the house. Mariah tensed. A man’s angry curses rang out, a door slammed shut with another bang, and a woman’s muffled cries tore at Mariah’s sympathies.


      “What’s going on?” Wyatt asked in concern.


      “Neighbor trouble. It’s bad timing and I’m sorry.” Ignoring the tight, cold lash of memories, she snagged the cordless phone on her way past the counter. “I’ll be back.”


      “I’m coming, too.”


      “No, it would be better if I go alone. The neighbor has had problems before.” She stopped at the sliding door, taking one last look at him. I wish…she thought, before stepping out into the night. She wished she had what it took to trust a man again.


      She pushed open the gate and stepped into the side yard. “Lyn? Are you okay?”


      “Mariah, it’s cold. You shouldn’t be out here.”


      “I’m more concerned about you.” She followed the shadows to where the slender woman sat on the bottom step, hurrying to swipe away tears. The faint light from her family room window added just enough illumination for Mariah to see the darkening bruise under her left eye. Poor Lyn. “You look as if you need a friend.”


      “I’m fine. It’s nothing.” The smile she tried to put on looked convincing.


      “I heard yelling.”


      “Roland’s having another difficult day.”


      “So are you. Your lip is bleeding.”


      “Oh.” Lyn dug in her jeans pocket for a tissue and dabbed at her swollen bottom lip. “Please don’t start. We’ve had this talk before.”


      “Yes, but he’s hurting you. No one deserves to be hit.” Mariah sat down on the cement step next to her neighbor.


      “Roland is a good man down deep. He isn’t always like this, but he can be…very hard to live with.”


      “Maybe too hard.” Mariah remembered how it felt, wanting to hide the shame and embarrassment. She’d walked in Lyn’s shoes. It was a bind, one she knew well. Loving a man and wanting to do well for him. Wasn’t that part of a relationship? The give and take? The extra effort to make each other happy? But sometimes that went terribly wrong. “But you don’t deserve to be punished.”


      “I should have started fixing something else for dinner. He’s tired of chicken. He likes things his way.”


      “But what about you? I wish you would be a better friend to yourself. You deserve that. You are worth more than you know.”


      “That means a lot.” Lyn bit her lip. Her chin dropped and she lowered her voice. “Sometimes I think we would be better off on our own, Emily and me, but he’d never let me go.”


      “I can help you figure that out—” The door behind them jerked open and hit the inside wall with a bang. A squat, red-faced man emerged into the shadowed light.


      “What are you doing?” he growled, smelling heavily of beer. “I heard what you said. Lyn isn’t going anywhere.”


      “That’s up to her.” Mariah rose, phone still in her hand, with 911 a touch of a button away. “Good evening, Roland. I’m concerned about Lyn.”


      “Oh, she’s fine. But you—I’ve had about enough of you.” His eyes narrowed and he fisted his hands, bristling visibly. “If you can’t keep your nose out of my business, then you and me are going to have a problem. Is that what you want?”


      Footsteps sounded on the patio behind her. Wyatt stormed into sight. “No, your problem is with me. Are you all right, Mariah?”


      “I’m fine.” She splayed her hand on Wyatt’s chest. “I don’t want to escalate his anger.”


      “Fine, as long as he understands something. I won’t let him talk like that to you.” Even in the shadowy darkness, Wyatt seemed stronger than she’d ever seen him. Anger radiated from him, but it wasn’t threatening.


      It was protective. She swallowed hard, trying not to let it affect her. Trying to tell herself that she didn’t see the difference…but she did. “Roland, I want to help, that’s all. I can recommend some excellent counseling programs—“


      “I’m not gonna take this.” He slammed his fist against the side of the house, a foot away from Lyn, who cringed.


      Time to call the police, Mariah thought, but Roland pounded down the steps and stomped the length of the garage. When he disappeared from sight, Mariah let out a pent-up breath. A truck engine roared to life. The a pickup jerked into the street, hit a garbage can and zoomed away, lurching dangerously. Mariah dialed the police to report his driving and turned to the trembling woman.


      “Are you okay?” She hugged Lyn. “How about I make us some tea?”


      “No, not this time. Roland’s anger is the worst it’s ever been. Maybe…” She hesitated. “I don’t like living like this. Could you—?”


      “Absolutely. Let me help you pack.” Mariah looked over Lyn’s shoulder. Wyatt was hardly visible, yet she could feel his strength and his concern. If she could learn to trust anyone again, then it would be him.


      So why couldn’t she?


      She gave Lyn’s hand an encouraging squeeze before the woman disappeared inside. Shivering from the letdown of adrenaline and the cool night air, Mariah stepped across the grass toward him. “How about a rain check on dinner? I’ve got to phone Sunni. She’s on call tonight, and I can’t leave Jake—“


      “I’ll stay with him. If you trust me to.” You can, his eyes told her.


      She remembered the last man she’d trusted with her son. Memories welled up—of Jasper’s hands tight around her throat, his face puckered with anger. Jasper standing over her yelling, out of control and kicking the wall beside where she crouched, blinking through the blood streaming down her face. Jasper hauling her out of the house by her ponytail, throwing her into the snow and locking the door behind her, while baby Jake cried desperately from his crib. And worse, Jasper’s tearful apologies after.


      “Mom?” Jake tumbled into the yard, Hobart at his heels. “Is everything okay?”


      “If it’s all right with you, I’m going to take Lyn to the shelter.”


      “Yeah. Me and Wyatt can hang out.”


      “I’d like that.” Wyatt curled his hand around Jake’s neck in a quick show of affection. The boy grinned. “We’ll take it easy. There’s got to be a game on we can watch.”


      “Most excellent.” Jake nodded in agreement. “Take all the time you need, Mom. We might not even miss you.”


      “I will.” Wyatt’s gaze locked with hers, making the shadows disappear. “Do what you have to do. We’ll be waiting for you.”


      As she watched the man walk away with her son, Hobart trailing, she fought to keep her heart unaffected. I don’t love him, she told herself stubbornly. I absolutely do not love him.


      But it was a lie.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Eight

    


    
      It didn’t take long to get Lyn and her daughter packed and moved. Lyn had already planned ahead what to take. Sunni had helped the woman and her daughter settle into their private room, then took them to the dining hall for a late supper.


      Mariah’s stomach growled as she drove home, glad that Lyn had taken the first step to helping herself, to being her own best friend.


      When Mariah pulled into her driveway, she saw that Roland still hadn’t come home. Lyn had predicted he would be out drinking until late. Perhaps he would come to his senses when he found the house empty, and seek the help he desperately needed, but she feared that, like many abusers, he was too self-centered to admit to his own flaws. That saddened her as she hit the garage remote and waited for the door to rise.


      What was she going to do about Wyatt? Seeing Roland tonight and seeing herself in Lyn had made it clear; she couldn’t risk going back. She would be wise to not trust another man.


      Except not all men were like Jasper and Roland.


      She eased into her parking spot, cut the engine and sat a moment as the door lowered into place. It had felt nice when Wyatt backed her up tonight, wanting to protect her. He’d been there for Jake and he’d waited at the hospital. She thought of how much Jake liked Wyatt, and the way her heart opened when the man smiled at her—opened, when it had been guarded for so long.


      And that scared her.


      She slipped from behind the wheel, determined. When you trusted a man, you trusted him with your life. Moreover, you trusted him with your child’s life. Nothing—not one thing—could ever make her risk that again.


      So, what was she going to do? She stepped into the warmth of the house and shrugged out of her coat in the dark living room. The TV murmured. She heard a crowd cheer, a whistle blow and commentators argue. She tried to ignore the warmth in her heart and the little thrill she felt knowing Wyatt was here. She’d missed him. Regardless of how hard she’d tried not to, she’d missed him. What if she didn’t have what it took to risk love again?


      “Mariah.” Wyatt looked up from the kitchen counter, where he was dicing a carrot. “Is your neighbor okay?”


      “Yes. We’re going to help her move back to Michigan, where the rest of her family is.”


      “Good. She deserves that.” He scooped the carrot coins into a bowl of salad and carried it to the table.


      To a table that was neatly set, the glasses filled with bubbling soda and the bread wrapped in foil on a trivet. He plunked the salad down with a clink. She stared, unable to take it all in. “You made dinner? You made my spaghetti and meatballs.”


      “Yep. Jake found the recipe in the drawer. Hobart helped, too. He ate every crumb and noodle that hit the floor.” The old dog looked up at the sound of his name, gave a woof and went back to drowsing on his bed in the corner. The scents of garlic and onion, of doughy pasta and steaming marinara filled the air as Wyatt set the dutch oven on the table. “I’m not much of a cook, but I think I did an all right job.”


      “It smells wonderful.” Tears burned behind her eyes. He’d done this for her? She couldn’t believe it. Just when she’d thought he couldn’t do more to win her heart, he’d done this. “I never thought the day would come when I saw Wyatt Royce wearing a set of pink-and-green oven mitts.”


      “It’s my new look. What do you think?”


      “I like it. Very much.” Her heart tumbled, falling for him so swift and hard that not even her fears could stop it. What was she going to do now? She was vulnerable, completely defenseless. Every instinct she had shouted at her to run, to escape and push him away so she would be safe. But how could she? It was nice coming home to him. It was wonderful having a man who took care of her, who cared for her, who was everything she’d ever wanted.


      He was the man she needed. She, independent Mariah Duncan needed him with all of her heart.


      “I’ve been thinking while you were gone.” He slipped off the oven mitts. “I have to be honest. There’s something you need to know. Maybe you’re not ready to hear it, or maybe you’re not ready for me yet. I’ll wait. I’ll do whatever it takes, whatever you need. I used to think nothing could heal my heart, it was in so many pieces. But it turns out one thing can heal that deep of a wound. Love. My love for you.”


      “I love you, too.” Tears welled in her eyes, refusing to fall. “But what am I going to do? How am I going to—“


      “Keep your heart safe?” he finished. Wyatt knew everything about her, he could see so deep. The devotion he felt for her, the connection he had with her was singular and rare. A gift he’d never thought he would find again. “You are safe with me, Mariah. Your heart, your life, and your son’s life. As safe as can be.”


      “I’ve had to protect myself for so long. I don’t know how to let someone else in…how to trust again.”


      “Then let me help you.” His hands cupped her face, cradling her gently with all his strength, all his gentleness. “I promise I will always be there for you. I will never hurt you. My life and my heart are yours.”


      “I know that, Wyatt. And I need you.” It hurt to open up to him instead of pushing him away. She’d never felt so defenseless as he leaned closer. His lips covered hers with the softest caress and lingered with the sweetest stroke. Tenderness filled her—so strong, so perfect—and when he pulled away, she almost couldn’t believe it had been real.


      His arms came around her, folding her carefully against his chest. She listened to his heartbeat, steady and reliable, and tears filled her eyes again. She felt safe with him, only with him. Completely and utterly safe. Her defenses came crashing down, leaving her free. Free to hope and to dream, free to be the woman she was meant to be.


      “Hey, Mom, is that you?” Jake’s footfalls thumped on the stairs. “Is dinner ready? I’m starving.”


      “Me, too.” She stepped out of Wyatt’s arms, brimming with a kind of happiness she’d never known before. And all because she’d opened her heart.


      Love would not let her down this time, she was sure of it. She could feel it in Wyatt’s touch, just as she’d felt it in his kiss. It was so easy to see their future, to believe that great happiness was right here, right now, unfolding before her. Meals at this table, laughter in this room, and Wyatt in this house, home at last.


      Jake bounded into the room, Wyatt pulled out her chair and they sat down at the table together, a family.

    

  


  
    

    
      Epilogue

    


    
      One year later


      “Mariah Royce. Do you have a minute?” The deep baritone rumbled above the noise of the crowd, drawing her out of her thoughts.


      “For you, handsome? I have more than a minute.” Strange, the power that one voice had out of the many rising around her. Her heart skipped three beats as she turned toward the tall, powerful man striding toward her through the crowd.


      Her soul sighed, complete, as she noted his confident gait, the always-in-charge manner, and those dazzling blue eyes that connected with hers. Everything else faded into the background. She didn’t notice the banner flapping in the March wind, advertising the diaper drive, or the line of cars pulling up to hand off donations to volunteers. All she saw was her husband as he stalked closer, looking happy and relaxed in a sweatshirt and jeans.


      Her rock. Her foundation.


      The diamonds of her wedding ring flashed in the cheerful sunshine as she circled around the end of the booth, breathless to meet him. “How was your golf game?”


      “Great. Dave says hi.” Wyatt’s eyes shone with love as he pulled her against his chest. She snuggled into his iron strength, savoring the feel of his arms wrapped around her, holding her close. Serenity filled her, here where she was most safe. Wyatt spoke into her hair. “Dave asked me if we knew a nice single lady. Maybe we could have him over for dinner—“


      “Hey, I’m a nice single lady and I’m free for dinner,” Sunni chimed in, clipboard in hand. “I hate to interrupt, but the camera crew is almost ready for you.”


      “Tell Sally I’ll be right there.” It wasn’t easy, stepping out of Wyatt’s arms, so Mariah lingered a moment longer. What an incredible year it had been, with Wyatt’s courtship, his proposal and a Christmas wedding. He’d moved into their house—Jake had been ecstatic to finally have a father—and she’d never been happier. Wyatt spent his days honoring her and cherishing her, as she did him, the way true love should be.


      And as for Mary’s Place, she and the contractor had done the final walk-through earlier in the morning. The opening celebration was scheduled for next weekend, and the doors would be flung wide, the shelter a safe haven for women and children in need of a fresh start.


      “Hey, Mom!” Jake loped up, a few inches taller, a bit broader in the shoulders, a handsome boy in his senior year. He’d already been offered a scholarship at his university of choice. He was healthy, and thanks to medication, his arrhythmia hadn’t reccurred. “I’m reporting for duty.”


      “Excellent. Then go make yourself useful, kid.” She winked at him, earning a happy smile. “Sunni looks like she could use some help.”


      “I’m on it.” The boy grinned widely, happiness radiating from him as he jogged off to help. She watched him, her throat aching as she remembered the night long ago when Jasper had tossed her out of the house, leaving her in the snow, freezing and bleeding. Baby Jake’s cries of misery had permeated the walls. Never had she been so grateful that she’d made that difficult choice to get help. Nellie’s had helped her find this life—this beautiful life—and Mariah would be forever grateful.


      “Hey, you’re crying.” Wyatt caught her single tear with the pad of his thumb. “Are you okay?”


      “Better than okay.” Love for him crashed through her like a warm ocean wave carrying her to shore. “I’m thinking about what a lucky woman I am.”


      “No, I’m the lucky one. I’ve got the best job in the world, being your husband. I get to make you happy for the rest of my life.” He brushed a kiss on her cheek. “I love you, Mariah.”


      “I love you.” Her entire soul ached with bliss. Their happily-ever-after was written in the stars, she had no doubt. His love was a sheltering place for her heart…and would always be.

    

  


  
    

    


    
      Dear Reader,


      I am deeply grateful to Harlequin for inviting me to contribute a story for their More Than Words program. It’s wonderful to work for a publisher that puts its money where its heart is and strives to make a difference for women everywhere. So it was my pleasure to be a part of this collection and honor volunteer Mary Byberg and Nellie’s women’s shelter in Toronto, Canada.


      Mary Byberg has been a longtime volunteer for Nellie’s. She was a board member. She gives unselfishly of her time and experience. She has raised two daughters, worked her way through school and earned her law degree. Impressive enough, right? But Mary also spends a large part of her life helping people, both in her capacity as a lawyer and in her work at Nellie’s. She is an impressive and kind lady, the sort of person you meet and are friends with for life. Mary is also a survivor of domestic violence.


      Here are a few facts about domestic violence. One in three women in America has been physically or sexually abused by a boyfriend or husband in their lifetimes. Every nine seconds, a woman is beaten. Domestic violence affects one to three million women a year in the United States. More than three women a day are murdered by boyfriends or husbands. Sobering statistics, right? Behind each of one of these numbers is the face of a woman, hurting and alienated. The future must look bleak for this woman, who could be your neighbor or the lady you stood in line behind at the grocery store. It could even be you.


      That’s where Nellie’s comes in. The shelter is an amazing organization of caring and talented people whose compassion extends to women and children from all walks of life. They provide emergency shelter and protection, they offer education and support from a woman’s first contact with the shelter to her long-term aftercare in the community. They are committed advocates dedicated to changing policies and being a voice for women and children who believe they do not have one.


      Everyone deserves to be safe in a relationship. Every woman should be safe in her own home. For more information, see www.nellies.org. If you recognize yourself in the pages of Mariah’s story, I ask you to contact your local domestic violence shelter. Please be your own best friend.


      I want to thank Mary for the chance to get to know her and hear her remarkable story. She is an example of the strength in all women to rise above the painful circumstances in their lives and find hope and joy again.


      All my best,


      Jillian Hart

    

  


  
    

    
      Two more FREE ebooks await!

    


    
      In Hooked, bestselling author Betina Krahn honors the work of Donna Fischer, the Arizona program coordinator for Casting for Recovery, a national non-profit organization that runs fly-fishing retreats for women who have or have had breast cancer.


      And in Maxwell’s Smile, Michele Hauf honors the work of the Barta sisters—Berni, Romi, Lexi and Marni Barta—and the not-for-profit organization that they founded, Kid Flicks.


      TO ACCESS YOUR FREE EBOOKS VISIT

      www.HarlequinMoreThanWords.com
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