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


      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 Betina Krahn—one of three ebooks available at www.HarlequinMoreThanWords.com. Be sure to look for Michele Hauf’s Maxwell’s Smile, and Jillian Hart’s No One But You—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

    

  


  
    

    
      Casting for Recovery


      Donna Fischer

    


    
      How Donna inspires others:


      Cool, fresh water swirled around Donna Fischer’s hip waders as she cast her line under the Arizona sky. Fly-fishing was even better than she’d thought it would be, and to be there with thirteen other women who were also screaming and yelling with delight as they hooked fish after fish was incredible. Her eyes were wide and her mouth was open in laughter; a photographer clicked a photo and captured the moment.


      Donna still has that photo. She keeps it as a reminder of that weekend back in 2006 when she left her life behind and experienced pure joy through fly-fishing with amazing women she now calls friends.


      Yet there’s something the image doesn’t show: the seven long months she spent undergoing surgery, radiation and chemotherapy after being diagnosed with breast cancer.


      Donna, now cancer-free (cautiously) for over five years, was a survivor participant with Casting for Recovery, a national nonprofit organization based in Manchester, Vermont, that has been running fly-fishing retreats for women who have or have had breast cancer.


      Despite first impressions, breast cancer and fly-fishing do indeed connect. The gentle casting motion is therapeutic for muscles and tissues that have been damaged through surgery and radiation. Being outside, on the water, and the meditative nature of the sport also can’t be beat.


      “When you’re fly-fishing, that’s all you think about,” says Donna, who is now a dedicated and passionate volunteer. “You don’t think about your cancer. You’re in the moment,”


      The ripple effect


      Founded in 1996, Casting for Recovery is the unique brainchild of a breast cancer reconstructive surgeon and a professional fly-fisher. What began as a local grassroots effort to empower cancer patients and survivors has since gone national—and beyond. The organization now offers forty-three programs in thirty U.S. states and has inspired similar programs in Canada, New Zealand and the U.K.


      It continues to grow, no doubt due to its focus on fun, education and bonding. In most cases, women show up on Friday afternoon, learn fly-fishing basics, hit the water and participate in support groups in the evening, hosted by therapists and medical personnel. The groups are kept small—just fourteen people—so everyone is heard and supported. On the final day, each participant is paired with an experienced fly fisher, or river helper. It’s the only time men are included in the weekend, but it’s an important time.


      “It’s a very intense two and a half days, and the women get so much out of it,” says Lori Simon, the group’s executive director. “But we find that men get so much from the program because they, too, are affected by breast cancer when their wives, moms, sisters or daughters have it. This is a way for men to give back.”


      The groups are also spread out geographically in order to make it easier for the women to attend. Fly-fishing programs in Nebraska, for instance, accept only women from Nebraska. Although the program is free to attend, participants must pay their own way to get there. For many of the women, it’s one of the first times they’ve traveled on their own, without husbands and children in tow.


      Donna remembers her own drive to Greer, Arizona—a four-hour car trip. Despite typically being a passenger and allowing her husband to drive the family around, she hopped into the car and drove herself. By the time she reached the retreat location she was already feeling empowered, although apprehensive. What was she getting herself into?


      The other thirteen women had similar expressions on their faces when they showed up. But that all changed after everyone was suited up in hip waders and taught basic casting moves.


      “Soon we’re showing each other scars and pointing to where things hurt. We were just so out there and I didn’t know these people from Adam!” she says now, laughing.


      The supportive atmosphere works. Women say they arrive as strangers and leave as friends. Many continue to stay in touch years after their retreat. Others use what they learned during their weekend away and turn it into a new hobby—fly-fishing. No wonder 100 percent of attendees say they would recommend the program to others, and 90 percent say they felt better able to cope with their disease after the retreat.


      Hooked on giving back


      Donna, a busy executive assistant for Banner Home Care, says Casting for Recovery changed her life. Her retreat weekend in 2006 gave her the time she needed to recover emotionally after cancer. “I didn’t need a support group,” she says now, “but I needed to talk.”


      As soon as she returned home, she spoke to her two children, who encouraged her to step up and volunteer for Casting for Recovery. Donna knew that it cost roughly $1,000 to send a woman on the retreat, and decided then to join Casting for Recovery’s 1,800 volunteers and dedicate her time and energy to ensure one other woman would receive the same experience she did.


      Since that day, Donna and her family often raise over $1,000 each year (enough to fulfill her promise to send one woman to the retreat annually) in a Bunco tournament. Supporters play the popular dice game, donate money and win prizes that Donna has convinced local businesses to donate.


      Beyond that event, Donna is also known for balancing her commitment to family, colleagues, cancer survivors and her community in a dignified and loving way, whether she’s talking to bikers about Casting for Recovery when they’re on a motorcycle run, or running a booth at a trade show. She also shares her story at wine tastings and with fly-fishing clubs. And she’s the first to welcome women as they register for a retreat. She’s the consummate ambassador, enthuses Lori Simon, who says Donna is also “hysterically funny.”


      Donna is quick to point out that humor is important to get through recovery, but organizations like Casting for Recovery are needed, since breast cancer is no laughing matter. In 2009, more than 192,000 women in the U.S. were newly diagnosed with the disease. In Arizona that year, there were 3,470 new cases.


      Knowing the incredible need, Donna took on the responsibility of Arizona program coordinator after the former coordinator resigned. She says she simply could not allow the state’s program to go dormant until a new coordinator could be found.


      “After you have cancer, you realize it’s pretty darned good to be alive,” she says. “So you need to give back, because every day we get something great out of life. It’s important to make sure that others do, too.”
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      New York Times bestselling author Betina Krahn, mother of two and owner of two (humans and canines, respectively), shares the Florida sunshine with her fiancé and a fun and crazy sister. Her historical romances have received reviewer’s choice and lifetime achievement awards and appear regularly on bestseller lists…including the coveted USA TODAY and New York Times lists.


      Her books have been called “sexy,” “warm,” “witty” and even “wise.” But the description that pleases her most is “funny”—because she believes the only thing the world needs as much as it needs love is laughter. You can learn more about her books and contact her through her website, BetinaKrahn.com.

    

  


  
    

    For Donna Fischer of Casting For Recovery, who embodies hope for so many, and for everyone who has or has had breast cancer.
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      Chapter One

    


    
      Greer Lodge, Arizona


      Escape was not an option.


      Bearing down on Stephanie Steele from across the lodge’s festive great room was a man wearing a muskrat on his head—either that, or the worst hairpiece in the western hemisphere. The unfortunate fellow’s arm was caught hard in the grip of Terrie Gardner, her dearest friend and the mother of the bride…who had cleverly trapped Stephanie at a table against the wall via a place card bearing her name. Now she was caught like an antelope with a bum leg watching a lion approach.


      Weddings. Modern society’s version of stalking on the Serengeti.


      “Stephanie!”


      Terrie had tried to make this introduction last night at the wedding reception, but Steph had pleaded fatigue from the long flight and even longer drive from the airport, and fled. The wedding brunch provided her with the perfect second chance.


      “You simply must meet Bob Slidell…Rick’s boss. He’s the head of the Bitterman Group, the commercial property giants. Bob, Steph is the founder and CEO of Silk and Steele, the hottest upscale women’s clothing chain in the country.” Terrie beamed with determined mischief. “You two have a ton in common, being business magnates and all, so I’ll leave you to your tycoon talk while I circulate.”


      “So, Stephanie.” Bob slid into the chair beside hers, clearly interested. She was wearing a saucy Carolina Herrera tunic that left one shoulder bare; of course he’d be interested. “You’re quite the little dancer.” When she looked blankly at him, he clarified, “I saw you at the reception last night. You know, with Cassie and the bridesmaids out on the dance floor.”


      “Oh, well—” Steph laughed, with precious little humor “—there’s a perfectly good explanation for that. I taught Cassie and her friends to dance when they were in middle school, and since then, she always pulls me out onto the floor and makes me relive the experience.”


      “Well, you’ve got all the right moves,” he said with too much emphasis and too much eyeballing. “You put the younger crowd to shame.”


      Ah, the maneuvers of a CEO on the prowl. Charge in like it’s a hostile board takeover, toss out some left-handed flattery, and then flash some of the good life in the dazzled quarry’s eyes…. Yep, there was the Presidential Rolex, right on cue. Bob propped his left elbow on the table, baring his twenty-thousand-dollar timepiece in a fairly casual way.


      “Terrie says you’re based in Atlanta now.”


      “I moved the corporate headquarters from Phoenix to Atlanta four years ago,” she said, “and it was a good move. Silk and Steele has really taken off…seventeen markets now. Plus, I have two sisters in Atlanta, and nieces and nephews aplenty. It’s been great to get back to family. Do you have children, Bob?”


      “Two. East and West Coasts. Thank God for boarding schools. Pretty much leaves me free to…have fun.” He waggled his eyebrows, saluted her with his mimosa and then drained the glass. “What about you? What do you do for fun, Stephie?”


      “It’s Stephanie, Bob,” she said, smiling, and battling an urge to turn her sharp little hooves on his tragically insecure underbelly. But she was a decent and rational human being, not given to inflicting emotional pain on desperate, dead-muskrat-wearing executives fresh from the divorce wars. “And lately…I’ve been too occupied to water-ski, bodysurf, hike, train my dog or even use my gourmet kitchen.”


      “Occupied?” He gave a wicked laugh and looked her up and down. “I just bet you have. With what?” He laughed again. “Or is that whom?”


      She didn’t mean to do it. It wasn’t part of some grand discourage-the-masher plan. It just came out. Pure and simple. The truth.


      “With radiation therapy, Bob.”


      He huffed a half laugh, frowned, then finally got that she was serious.


      “Radiation?” He recoiled, albeit unconsciously. “You mean for…”


      “The big C.” When he continued to stare, she smiled again and felt a rebellious pleasure at the release of the tension that had coiled in her middle. She had simply told him the truth.


      And the rest of the truth was that she didn’t feel like playing dating games just now…or maybe ever again. Until now, she’d refused to tell anyone except her sisters about the breast cancer diagnosis or the treatment that left her drained of energy and depressed at times. She hadn’t even told Terrie, one of her oldest friends. All their phone conversations over the last year had been about the engagement, the wedding plans and the way the Phoenix store was doing. There just never seemed to be a good time to say “Cassie’s got to have the Vera Wang for the wedding, and by the way, I’ve got breast cancer.”


      She hadn’t told any of the people at her corporate offices, either. The first surgery had taken her away from work for a week, which she’d listed as “vacation.” The second surgery had taken another week, scheduled just after Fashion Week in New York, so everyone assumed she was taking a little downtime in the Hamptons.


      Why she had chosen to break her careful silence with old Bob Slidell was something of a mystery. Except that he was here and she was tired of hiding the truth she lived with day after day. Too late to recall it now. The muskrat was out of the bag.


      “Damn. That’s tough stuff…cancer.” Bob’s gaze flicked around the room as if Terrie or her husband or any of the seventy-five other guests could help him out with something to say. “Are you…I mean…okay?”


      “So far. Two surgeries and some radiation later, I seem to be clear.”


      “What kind of cancer was it?” And damn if his gaze didn’t go straight to her breasts. Probably unintentionally. But he was, after all, on the make. Most likely had breasts on the brain.


      “Yep. That’s the one. Breast cancer.” She watched color rise in his face. And because of what she’d been through, of what she’d learned from dealing with the people who loved her, she knew she couldn’t live with herself if she just dropped that bomb and watched him scurry away in embarrassment. Or have him blame Terrie for putting him in such a spot.


      “Terrie doesn’t know,” she said, lowering her voice and leaning in. “As you can imagine, it’s something I’ve kept pretty close to the vest. In the fashion business, you don’t want to be seen as anything but vigorous and healthy.” She touched his arm with a tentative smile. “Being in business yourself, you would understand that in a way few people could.”


      Her words took a moment to register, but he returned her smile with a newfound equilibrium. Keeping up a face for the business—that he understood. After a moment, Steph sensed his discomfort melting into a more human bit of concern.


      “And it’s been such a lovely wedding,” she continued. “I’d hate for my news to spoil it for Cassie, or Terrie and Rick.”


      “I won’t say anything,” he said, giving her hand on his sleeve a pat. “Hey, how about a refill on that mimosa?”


      And just like that, Muskrat Bob became an insider in the biggest secret of her life. He actually came back to sit beside her, and as the table filled up around them, he became a fount of good-natured blather and appealingly awful puns. It turned into a fairly enjoyable wedding brunch.


      Until the toasts.


      The first was the maid of honor’s retelling of the bride and groom’s meeting, so sweet it should have had diabetic warnings before and after. Then came the parental “welcome to the family” speeches, complete with reminiscences of childhoods and declarations of destined love. Cassie and Jason were perfect for each other, completed each other, enlarged and encouraged each other. Boxes of tissues covertly made the rounds.


      With each testimony, Steph felt a little more estranged and out of place. She adored Cassie and Terrie and their family, but all the talk of fated love and happily-ever-after was too much just now. Memories of her own checkered romantic past—of “almosts” that never became “for always”—began to scramble for attention in her head.


      When yet another bridesmaid took the microphone, she gave Bob’s hand a pat and excused herself to go to the restroom. Reaching the porch of the Red Setter, she kept moving. Once on the bark-lined path that snaked among the various lodges and cabins, she glanced down at her flat shoes and deemed them sturdy enough for some walking, then struck off on the road around the lake.


      Wind rustled leaves, sunlight dappled the ground beneath the newly greened trees, and the tart, earthy scents of the warming spring worked a calming magic. When she emerged into a sunny spot on the path, the contrast of warm sun and cool breeze on her exposed skin made it feel like the loveliest day ever. She appreciated such things more now. The simple acts of walking and breathing the crisp, clean air were pure pleasure.


      Then her brain started to work.


      Romance. True love. The happiness in Cassie’s face. Why hadn’t Steph ever felt so happy, so fulfilled, so sure of someone’s love?


      The answer, as she’d come to see it over the last year, was that she’d been too busy making money, making a name for herself and making good on the promise that her parents, professors and early business associates had seen in her. She’d always put love and relationships second, because there would be time for that later.


      Well, now it was “later.” And she had one and a half breasts, an uncertain future, and a baggage train longer than most of the men she had considered too “entangled” to get involved with.


      How long Steph walked, trying to lose herself in nature, she couldn’t have said, but when she heard the voices, her cheeks were warm and her shoes were rubbing in places that said “too long.” She rounded a bend in the path and spotted a number of women thirty or forty yards away, at the water’s edge, wearing tan vests and a variety of hats and caps. They all looked oddly plump, until she realized they were wearing those fishing things—waders.


      Edging closer, into the shade of a tree beside the path, she watched them laughing and waving their fishing rods around, seemingly having a great time. A bunch of women who—


      A booming male voice made her reassess that thought. She quickly located a tall man who was giving and getting hugs galore, and bantering with the women. There were a couple of other men present, but none as large and memorable as that one…especially when he threw back his head in a deep, finger-tingling laugh that rolled across the grassy space between them to make her heart skip.


      She knew that laugh, that voice, that man. It was Finn Hartley, the guy she’d dated in Phoenix before moving her headquarters to Atlanta.


      She braced herself against the tree and took a deep breath, stunned by the impact of seeing him again. How could he be here now, at Greer Lodge? And why was he hugging all those women?


      Hugging. Suddenly she recalled in a heart-stopping flashback the size and strength of his arms, the warmth of his big body, the comfort of being clasped in his embrace. He was hugging those women. All of them. As she watched, her eyes began to burn. She wrapped her arms around her waist. Her very skin felt hungry for touch. She wanted one of those hugs. She needed—oh, God, how she needed—somebody to wrap warm arms around her and just hold her.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Two

    


    
      She barely saw the water or sunshine or even the path itself as she hurried back to the Red Setter, where “wedding afterglow” practically pulsated from the windows. Steeling herself, she headed instead to the main lodge and drew up at the front desk to say, “There was a group of women up the trail, fishing….”


      “Ahhh.” The barrel-chested fellow behind the desk nodded, clearly anticipating the rest of her question. “That’s the Casting for Recovery retreat. They come every year at this time.”


      “Casting as in fly-fishing?” she said, and he nodded. At least that part made sense; Finn Hartley was an avid fisherman. “Recovery from what?” The answer struck her—women and recovery—even as he spoke.


      “Breast cancer.” He picked up a cardboard-backed poster from one of the desks behind him, and there were the familiar pink ribbons. “These women are breast cancer survivors and the organization puts on these retreats to help them learn to cope while they’re learning to fish. It’s a great group.” He beamed. “This is the Arizona chapter, but there’re groups all over the country now. And those gals—” his smile mellowed “—they’re pretty danged special. It’s an honor to have ’em here.”


      Stephanie’s smile felt as tight as the knot in her stomach.


      “Yes, I imagine they are,” she said. “Thanks. I was just curious.”


      The unshed tears in her eyes made it difficult to see the path, but she managed to make it back to the cabin where her room was located without running into Terrie or any of the rest of the wedding party. She sat on the bed and looked around the homey, Western-themed decor, hugging herself and wishing that tomorrow morning would hurry the hell up and come so she could get out of here.


      * * *


      Finn Hartley stepped out onto the porch of the cabin he had shared with half a dozen other CFR volunteers, stretched widely and yawned. Monday morning was cool and crisp; the fish would probably be biting. They sure were in top form yesterday for the retreat’s big fishing finale. Most of the time the volunteers did well to help participants land one fish each, but this year’s group had landed two or three apiece. It was so gratifying to see their smiles, feel their hugs and even dry a few tears.


      He glanced at the rod case and tackle box left by the steps, and for one brief moment considered getting in a little more river time before going back to Phoenix. But it was Monday already and he had a lot on his plate right now. Fishing clinics were starting soon, which meant traveling, so he had to head back to his store. And his girls.


      He blew out a heavy breath. The girls.


      Back to reality, Hartley.


      As he stalked down the road toward the main lodge, plagued by thoughts of sexy prom dresses and champagne-stuffed limos and hotel reservations, his good mood evaporated. He was the father of teenage girls. He’d done his best to stay involved in their lives, but these days they considered him ancient and irrelevant, an artifact from another age. All they seemed to want from him was money for clothes and spring break excursions and college hunting trips.


      They’d been his little girls once, two adorable imps who’d learned to tie killer flies before they were four. Now if he managed to drag them out into the wilderness with him, he couldn’t get them out of the damned tent. Or away from their freakin’ smart phones, iPods and Facebook pages.


      “Owww—oh! Hey…” As he’d rounded the corner into the dining room of the main lodge, he’d nearly bowled over a woman waiting at the hostess’s desk. “I’m so sorr—” He grabbed her arm to steady her and found himself staring down into a face from one of his well-fermented dreams. “I—I…you…Steph?” He released her as if she’d scorched his hands. Actually, it was more like tingling than burning, and the sensation rushed upward to heat his face. “Stephanie Steele?”


      “Finn??” She pulled free and backed away a step, struggling visibly to collect herself. Struggling. Stephanie Steele caught off guard and scrambling for composure—there was a World’s First. “Well.” She seemed to have difficulty swallowing. “Imagine seeing you here.”


      “Not so odd, really.” His gaze slid to hers and the blue of her shocked eyes struck him as softer, deeper than he’d remembered. “Greer has some of the best fishing in the state. I come here every year. Sometimes two or three times a year. To fish.” He was babbling. “So what are you doing here? New York run out of bright lights?” He winced at his attempt at wit.


      She smiled ruefully and edged away another step.


      “I’m just—” she started to motion toward the dining room, but changed midway and waved toward the lodge’s front doors “—leaving, actually. I came for Cassie Gardner’s wedding. Terrie Gardner’s daughter. She was married Saturday night out at the Red Setter.”


      “Terrie—sure, I remember. Worked for you. Little blonde with a million-watt smile.” He felt a pull in the middle of his chest as that thread of memory, now tugged, threatened to unravel a whole fabric of potent recollections. Memories of the silky side of Stephanie Steele. “It’s good to see you, Steph. I wondered, uh, about…”


      His throat was going dry. Coffee, he thought, as the hostess arrived with a steaming pot and a couple mugs hanging from her fingers. He needed to jump-start his brain.


      “Your table’s ready,” she said to Stephanie, who looked about to bolt.


      “I’m driving to the airport this morning,” she said, “a-and—”


      “And you could really use something under your belt before you go.” He waved a hand to direct her into the restaurant ahead of him. “Me, too.”


      She hesitated a moment, and he wondered if she was that reluctant to be around him. Then she gave in and entered the dining room.


      It seemed the most natural thing in the world, following Stephanie to a restaurant table; he’d done it dozens of times. Had he appreciated the view this much before? Her neat, well-toned shoulders, her well-rounded hips in a pair of perfectly worn jeans. The way she filled out that crisp white shirt with the rolled-up sleeves, and the easy grace of her walk in a pair of boots. As she slid into the chair at their assigned table, he caught the sway of her shoulder-length auburn hair and turquoise necklace, and suffered a moment of vertigo.


      His mouth went dry.


      * * *


      It was a good thing the table wasn’t far from the dining room door. Another two feet and Steph’s knees would have given out. She was in no shape to confront the embodiment of the memories that had had her tossing and turning most of the night.


      “So did you catch anything?” She managed a somewhat chipper tone.


      “Not really.” He grinned and her pulse skipped erratically. Finn Hartley had the most nibble-worthy lips, and when they drew back over those straight white teeth… “I mean, I wasn’t here fishing for myself. I was volunteering as a guide for Casting for Recovery. It’s a charity that puts on retreats for breast cancer survivors. Damon’s Sporting Goods donates a lot of the equipment.” He must have taken the dismay in her expression for disbelief, because he hurried to explain. “Really. I do it every year. It’s an all-woman retreat. Men are only allowed on Sundays, so that each woman can have her own fishing guide that day. It’s kind of a special group.” He paused to look up at the waitress who was filling their mugs. “Thanks.”


      Then he ordered enough breakfast to feed an army: eggs, biscuits and gravy, hash browns, sausages and blueberry pancakes. He’d always been a big breakfast man. Steph chose an egg-white omelet and a fruit cup.


      “The fishing I get,” she said casually, as the waitress left. “But breast cancer? How on earth did you get hooked up with that?” She put creamer in her coffee, stirred, and when she looked up at him, her breath caught. His angular face was sober and his hazel eyes had darkened. It wasn’t corporate philanthropy or even a desire to do some good in the world, she realized; it was personal. The long breath he took and the bittersweet smile that softened his intensity confirmed her thinking.


      “You remember my older sister, Janice?”


      “The librarian?” Stephanie felt herself bracing, praying it wasn’t that.


      “Three years ago she was diagnosed with a stage 4 breast cancer.” He paused and took another sip of coffee. “She fought for over a year, but the combination of chemo and the disease… She died two weeks before her forty-fifth birthday.”


      Steph waited a moment, wrestling with her own raw emotions, trying to get them under control before speaking.


      “I’m so sorry, Finn.” Every word required effort. “I know you were close to her.”


      “She practically raised me.” He smiled with what could only have been called pained pleasure. “She was divorced and didn’t have any kids. So when she needed help, I moved her in with me. It was something, being with her 24/7. We played cards and planted flowers and watched a bunch of sappy movies. I took her out into the desert to gaze at stars and I even took her fishing. She made me bait her hooks and then she was the one who caught all the fish.” He gave a low, pained sigh, as if seeing it all again in memory. “And when things got bad, I rubbed her shoulders and held her head…saw to it that she took her meds….” His voice softened. “I’ve never seen anybody so brave in my life. With all she went through…she still could laugh and clown around and worry about other people. And when it was done and she was gone, it was the biggest…emptiest…”


      He halted. Muscles in his jaw tensed as he worked to master the feelings he’d dredged up. “Sorry,” he said after a moment, looking down. “Not used to going there.”


      “It must have been awful for you.” She took refuge in a sip of coffee, fighting to swallow it past the lump in her throat.


      “Awful and beautiful. Probably the best thing I’ve ever done in my life. And the hardest.” When he looked up again, she glanced away, as if trying to spot their waitress. There was a brief silence in which she felt him studying her. “So, hey, what about you?” he asked, shaking off the somber mood. “How is the fashion business these days?”


      “Fine. Lots of things in the works. We open a new store every six months or so. A lot of late nights and waaay too much caffeine. I should have invested in a Starbucks or two along the way.” Her smile felt forced and she hoped he couldn’t see what it cost her. There was something in his gaze, something intimate and probing, something that made her feel vulnerable and exposed. “And what about you? Still at Damon’s, I guess.”


      “Absolutely. The best place in the world. Sporting man’s heaven.” He shifted slightly in his seat, leaning back. The tanned planes of his cheeks had a few new lines etched into them, but on him the wear of life looked right and appealing…even courageous. “I get enough time off to do some volunteer work, like CFR, and get in some fishing and some hugging.”


      “Hugging?” She cocked her head, hoping the drape of her hair would hide the reddening of her cheeks.


      “Yeah, I get to hug all the women on retreat Sundays. It’s the highlight of my year. Which may tell you something about the state of my life just now. I don’t get many…” He gave a pained smile, squared his shoulders and confessed, “My girls aren’t real keen on me just now.”


      “Your gi—Katie and Chelsea?” Steph brightened, pleased at the memories the names resurrected. “How are they?”


      “Katie’s a senior this year, Chelsea is a sophomore. Both too pretty, too grown-up and too damned independent. I’m just a walkin’ checkbook to them these days.” He dug out a wallet and flashed pictures of two teenage girls with fabulous smiles and brilliant hazel eyes. Their father’s eyes. Steph felt a warm spot in her middle, remembering them. She’d gone school shopping with them once, and it had turned out to be one of the highlights of—Don’t go there.


      “You, um, have any…” He halted, letting a rolling hand motion say the rest.


      “Kids? Plenty. Four nieces and three nephews, all under twelve.”


      “Oh, that’s right. Your sisters are there.” He paused, a muscle in his jaw working. “So, the move to Atlanta worked out well for you.”


      “It’s been good.” She nodded emphatically. “I don’t know how I’d get along without the family. Don’t know how I ever did.”


      For a moment her words hung between them.


      The food arrived just then and she was able to sink her attention into her omelet and fruit. Steph and Finn managed a little small talk, but twice while they were eating she looked up to find him staring at her with an expression that was somewhere between curiosity and intensity. She had the oddest feeling that he could see inside her, that he could tell something about her was different. It was all she could do to keep from crossing her arms over her breasts.


      She tried not to think of his sister, Janice, whom she had met and liked a great deal. She tried not to imagine him wiping Janice’s brow or holding her while she cried, or feeding her when she didn’t feel like eating. But every image Steph tried to dodge seemed to slide around the barriers she put up, and bring three others with it.


      To combat the emotions crowding her lungs, she started to talk about her nieces and nephews and birthdays and family holidays. She inquired enough to realize that Finn was truly feeling estranged from his daughters, who lived with his ex, and didn’t know how to fix their relationship. And then it happened.


      Somehow her forearm was on the tabletop and his big, callused hand closed over it and slid down to her hand, enfolding it, cradling it…making a connection between them that was devastatingly strong and familiar. That warmth, that solid, vital presence… She wanted to curl up in his arms and have him hug her back to health and hope and life itself. But that was too much to ask of anyone; that was a task she had to undertake herself. The task she’d been running from for almost nine months now.


      Escape is not an option.


      “Whoa! Look at the time,” she said, glancing at her watch and springing to her feet. “I have to get on the road if I’m going to catch my flight.” She reached for her purse, but Finn rose and insisted breakfast was on him. For a moment they stood two feet apart, looking at each other, not quite sure what to do.


      His arms moved at his sides, ever so slightly. She wanted to feel them around her so badly….


      Panicking, she took a big step backward, fearing that both her anxiety and the reasons for it were written all over her. “Well, it was wonderful catching up with you, Finn. If you’re ever in Atlanta…”


      She turned on her heel and, through the rush of blood in her ears, caught something about “a couple of weeks.” Unable to stop herself from taking one last look, she turned by the hostess station to toss him a brisk wave and a tight smile. There he stood with his broad shoulders and long, muscular legs…his big, capable hands and sorrow-shaded eyes…


      It was fifteen minutes later, as she floored the pedal of her rental car along the state highway, that she realized it was tears that kept making the road hard to see. Buckets of them. She was sobbing.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Three

    


    
      The air on the way back to Atlanta was clear and smooth, which was good, because there was enough turbulence in Steph’s emotions to make the flight bumpy indeed. She kept looking at her right hand, feeling again the warmth of Finn’s touch and the skin hunger she felt in his presence. He was so big, so solid and comforting…no wonder they wanted him as a volunteer on those fishing weekends. His hugs were probably therapeutic gold.


      And she’d just ducked one as if it were a death lock.


      What was the matter with her? What was she so afraid of?


      Yeah, well…the list of her fears right now would take longer than a three-hour plane ride to recount. Ditto the list of her regrets. When she broke it off with Finn Hartley because she was moving to Atlanta, she had been sure she was doing the right thing. She had known for some time that it wasn’t working between them; they were headed different directions, wanted different things out of life. With his brain and personality and vision, he could easily have gone straight to the top of Damon’s Sporting Goods, been president or CEO of the sprawling corporation.


      But he was content to be a store manager and to spend his extra time fishing and camping—poster boy for the outdoor life Damon’s was famous for outfitting. It had taken her a while to realize that no matter how manly and desirable he was, she would never achieve her dream while moving along in his gear. They were fated to go through life at different speeds. When she’d told him that, he had nodded grimly, accepting her logic, and left the restaurant. He hadn’t so much as called her again.


      She’d told herself it was for the best, and three weeks later, she was driving across the country with her car full and her heart empty, vowing to get back on the horse again. She’d find someone with more ambition, more savvy…someone more like her.


      But in the four years she’d lived in Atlanta, she had yet to find anyone who could make it past a third date with her. And there was always Silk and Steele demanding her energy and passion; always another deal to make, another clothing line to capture, another opportunity to realize.


      When she dragged her suitcase from the taxi up the walk to her house, the great white front door swung open and three squealing children burst out to engulf her. Before she could disengage, out shot a huge furry beast that pounced and sent her flailing onto her butt in a bed of newly planted impatiens.


      “Argh—Mickey—get off me—bad dog!” She tried to fight him off, but his enthusiasm won out, and in the end she submitted to a thorough licking from the golden retriever. Her little niece and two nephews giggled and joined the beast, climbing on and hugging her. “Oh, my gosh—you guys are worse than he is! What have you done to my poor beast, teaching him all kinds of bad behavior….” For payback she tickled every rib in sight and sent the three wriggling away, squealing in delighted terror.


      When she could finally brace herself upright and take a breath, her younger sister was hanging on to a porch column, laughing.


      “We brought him over for you,” Beth told her. “I swear, we gave your beast all the petting and affection you ordered—he just never seems to get enough.” She came down the two steps from the portico to help pull Steph up and brush her off.


      Beth bit her lower lip at the green and pink and orange stains that remained on Steph’s jeans and shirt. “Sorry about that. The kids just couldn’t wait for you to get home.”


      “Them and me both,” Steph said, waving everybody back inside. When she’d opened her suitcase in the entry hall and delivered the T-shirts she’d brought for the kids, she turned to give Beth a heavy hug that revealed a bit too much about the state of her spirits just then.


      “Are you okay?” Her sister held her at arm’s length and searched her face. “You look exhausted.”


      “Yeah, well, I am. Too many late nights and early mornings in New York, and then that cross-country flight and the drive—it took me three hours to get to Greer’s.” She stumbled into the great room, kicked off her boots and collapsed on the big, pillow-lined leather sofa.


      “So how was the wedding?” Beth followed, dragged an elegant woven silk throw over Steph and then pulled up an ottoman to sit beside her. “Details, I want details.”


      “It was so beautiful. She did get the Vera Wang, after all, and the setting—under the spring green of the trees—was fabulous.”


      “And?” Beth frowned, sensing something unsettling underlying Steph’s mood. “What else?”


      “Terrie tried to fix me up,” Steph said, with a cross-eyed look that spoke volumes.


      “She didn’t!” Beth clapped her hands. “With who? Details!”


      “Muskrat Bob. Worst hairpiece west of the Rockies. Which, considering the competition in southern California, is saying something.” As Beth started to laugh, Steph chuckled. “But actually, he turned out to be a pretty nice guy. At least we were able to carry on a conversation.”


      “So, are you going to see him?” her sister asked, eyes bright.


      “Phoenix-Atlanta. Not into geographically challenged relationships.”


      “Which is your way of saying no chemistry.” Beth gave her a narrow look that came close to the truth-serum-stare their mother had perfected.


      “Chemistry doesn’t enter into it these days.” Steph looked away.


      “Bullhockey.” The stare deepened. “I bet if old Fisherman Finn walked in, you’d light up like a Christmas tree. You guys had postgraduate chemistry goin’ on. Chemistry 847 or something—whoa. What’s the matter?”


      She must have looked like she’d seen a ghost, because Beth’s eyes flew wide and she put a hand on Steph’s forehead.


      “I’m fine, really.” Steph dragged her hand away and gave it a squeeze. “I just need a shower, some food and some sleep. In that order.”


      “Which is a subtle way of saying ‘go home, Beth, and take your hatchlings with you.’” Her sister scowled, studying her for a moment. “Fine. We’ll go. I brought you some of my fabuloso chili and Mexican cornbread so you won’t have to worry about cooking. And a quart of milk. The stuff in your fridge was rank.”


      Half an hour later, Steph stood naked and wet in her marble-lined bathroom, staring at a steamy mirror filled with mist-muted shapes. She used a corner of her towel to wipe away the condensation on the lower half of the vanity mirror…just enough to reveal her chest.


      One and a half breasts. On the right was a full, rounded breast that had once turned heads all over South Beach. And on the left was a smaller, slightly droopy number with a long red scar running across the top. She cupped both breasts in her hands, lifting, cradling.


      They were just exterior body parts. Milk glands she’d never used. Two short surgeries—outpatient, even. Just a few inches gone. Nip, tuck. The radiation had made her tired and given her a classic sunburn, but otherwise was remarkably bearable. It had all gone better than she had expected, and she was left with a lot more than some women. She wasn’t damaged. By her first anniversary, she’d be back to biking and swimming, hiking…fully recovered…even wearing a bathing suit.


      She was still herself, still had things to do and people to love. She had the whole second half of her life ahead, since she’d probably live to ninety. The image of her hands cradling her breasts began to swim.


      Ninety. What good was ninety when you were alone? Because love and intimacy and sex were pretty much out of the question now. No man worth having would settle for half a relationship, half an uncertain future…half a woman.


      The unbidden memory of Finn Hartley’s big hand on hers that morning returned and triggered emotions she’d fought all day to suppress. Close behind came the memory of the way his big body used to lie against hers in the cool of the morning. The way he used to look at her with such appreciation…the way his eyes practically glowed as he touched her breasts.


      Her breath caught in her throat. She struggled to free it, and with a half-swallowed cry she crumpled to the floor.


      * * *


      Two weeks later, at the close of her regular appointment with her oncologist, Steph paused in the middle of buttoning her blouse.


      “I’ve been thinking about a breast cancer group of some kind.”


      “You have?” Dr. Bellarino looked up from the computer screen, over the rims of her reading glasses. “I thought you didn’t want to do anything like that.”


      “Well, maybe I just needed some time. I think it might be helpful.” Steph tucked in her blouse. “I was out in Arizona recently and heard about a group that does fly-fishing with breast cancer survivors.” She chuckled. “A weird combination, huh?”


      “Not when you think about it.” Dr. Bellarino removed her glasses. “Fly-fishing involves gentle casting motions, being in the outdoors, soothing natural surroundings. There’s something very healing about being out in nature. Plus, any time you get breast cancer survivors together, talking and sharing, you can make good things happen.” She thoughtfully smoothed her hair, which was pulled back into a sleek chignon. “There are all kinds of groups here in the Atlanta area. In fact, we may even have some brochures for that fly-fishing group. I’ll check on the way out.”


      That was how Steph came to be driving down Highway 400 in the middle of the afternoon with a Casting for Recovery brochure in her hand. The women in the pictures weren’t leggy athletes or trim, clear-skinned models; they were middle-aged women packing a few extra pounds and wearing khaki vests and hats trimmed with fuzzy fishing lures. It was their faces that captured her—their beaming smiles and bright eyes. And there was a whole lot of hugging going on.


      Was that what she needed? Strangers hugging her?


      Puleeze. Steph already had hugs aplenty. Kid hugs and sister hugs and brother-in-law hugs and good friend hugs. The collage of hug memories that flitted through her mind suddenly included big, strong arms… She could feel herself being pressed against a hard chest, and melting into the sun-drenched warmth of a male body. A certain male body.


      Shaking the image away, she found herself near the Lennox Square Mall and impulsively turned off the freeway. A mile down Lennox Road, she pulled into the parking lot of Damon’s Sporting Goods and sat there for a minute, looking from the brochure to the front of the store and back again.


      Shortly after, she was striding through the late spring sun and into the shade of the cavernous retailer. There was a hum in the air, voices and equipment and the sound of falling water blending to create a sense of anticipation. She paused by the natural rock waterfall at the center of the store to read the signs pointing out the various departments, and then struck off for the fishing section, which turned out to be big and busy.


      The rows of fishing rods propped upright looked like a bizarre forest of überskinny trees. Along the far walls were cases filled with reels, specialized knives, pliers, wooden stands and pretied flies of all kinds. Behind those were shelves of boxes, tackle, nets and spools of line. At one end were roundels of waders and sun-protection shirts. Capping it off were hats, boots, storage gear, and a nice looking young man dressed in khaki camping casual.


      “Can I help you find something?” He raised an eyebrow as he took in her four-inch Kate Spade heels. Strangely, not one other customer in the department was wearing them. “Looking for…a present for someone?”


      “Not really. I—I’d like to learn a bit more about fly-fishing. A friend of mine offered to teach me, but I don’t want to look like an idiot the first time out. I mean, exactly what is fly-fishing, anyway?”


      The guy smiled and extended a hand to steer her toward the posters of fish hanging not far away. “You’ve come to the right place. This Friday is the start of our annual fishing clinic. Fly-fishing uses lures that imitate the look and action of flies. Literally. There are certain kinds of fish that go for low flying insects and water-top larvae.” He pointed to several species pictured there. “Cold water fish like trout, salmon and steelheads go for flies, and down here in the warm waters of the southland it’s mostly bass.”


      He showed her the basics of casting, and then rods and reels and lures and waders, trying to match her interest level to her pocketbook in a way that set her at ease. The guy could probably have sold her swampland in the Everglades, but by the time they were done, she’d made a surprisingly modest contribution to Damon’s Sporting Goods’ bottom line. And as she walked out with her arms full of equipment, she had the wickedly delicious feeling that she’d just stolen a glimpse of Finn Hartley’s world.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Four

    


    
      Finn stared at the security monitor as Stephanie Steele walked out the door with an armload of fishing gear. He massaged his chest, wishing he could make his heart quit doing those spastic jerks and thuds.


      What the hell was she doing here, buying fishing gear? She hated fishing. It was boring, unproductive and a complete waste of time. Direct quote. It was not something a successful businessman indulged in, unless public relations were somehow involved. Even then, something more civilized, like golf, was preferable to “thrashing around out in the boonies in a cold river, trying to hook some scaly old fish.”


      Four years had passed, and he still remembered every word of their last argument and breakup as if it had happened yesterday. Her dismissal of the things he held sacred had pierced him to the core. She was driven to succeed and her definition of success had no room in it for the things he believed in. He and Steph belonged to entirely different worlds.


      He’d gotten on with his life; slogged through that pain and the ensuing loneliness and then through fresh, unexpected sorrows. He’d managed to remain standing. He’d done okay, he thought, until that day a couple weeks ago when he looked up and found her in front of him at Greer Lodge. Throughout their breakfast together, he had read her body language, absorbing her, rememorizing every detail of the face he’d tried so hard to forget. Her big blue eyes, the luster of her auburn hair, the curve of her lips, the way her face lighted when she smiled…and that ringless finger on her left hand. Stephanie Steele was not the kind of woman you could marry without having to put a ring on that finger. So she was still single.


      But every time she’d met his eyes and glanced away, he’d sensed there was something she wasn’t telling him, something that had caused a change in her. There was a tentativeness about her now, a vulnerability he had never seen in her before. Something had derailed the confidence and single-mindedness that had fueled her success. Then, just as he’d thought they might be making progress, she’d jumped up and took off like a shot. Didn’t even shake his hand. He’d just stood there with his big dumb jaw hanging down, stunned that she couldn’t wait to get away from him.


      And now she’d waltzed into one of his stores to buy fishing equipment.


      What the hell was behind that?


      A half smile quirked up one side of his mouth. Maybe she hadn’t forgotten him as easily as he thought. Call him arrogant—or seriously deluded—but he was pretty damned sure that their meeting at Greer had something to do with her being in the store today, even if she didn’t remember he would be here for the clinic. What was going on with her? Had to be something pretty damned big to make her reconsider her opinion of fishing.


      * * *


      She hated fishing.


      That Saturday morning, Steph sat sipping coffee in her steel and granite kitchen, staring at the pile of fishing equipment, still bearing tags, stacked by the back door. What the hell had she been thinking? Did she even know anybody who went fishing? With the exception of her brother-in-law, Griff, who would try just about anything considered “manly,” including frying Thanksgiving turkeys in hot oil on the patio in the pouring rain. She had a quick, wicked vision of six-foot-three-inch Griff trying to wriggle into the Stephanie-size waders, and nearly blew coffee out her nose.


      She huffed. There was probably no pawning that stuff off on somebody as a Christmas gift. Griff was too big and the nephews were too young. Steph blew her nose and told herself she’d just take it back to the store. Finishing her coffee, she slipped off her stool and gathered up the equipment to carry to the car. Halfway out the door, she looked down at the shorts and T-shirt she’d slept in and made a face. She’d have to shower…


      Then the phone rang. She stood in the doorway to the garage with her arms full, trying to decide whether to let it go to voice mail. With a growl, she marched back inside, dropped one bag to free a hand, and picked up the phone.


      “Steph? Stephanie Steele?”


      The deep, resonant voice jarred her such that the rod under her arm slid and the handle hit the floor behind her.


      Finn. She looked at the fishing stuff in her arms with alarm, wondering if it were somehow responsible for this bizarre coincidence.


      “Speaking,” she said through a tightening throat.


      “This is Finn. Hartley.” He paused for a moment.


      “Oh. Goodness.” Could her brain cells have chosen a worse time to all go on vacation? “This is a surprise.”


      He gave a husky laugh. “I’m in town on business and thought I’d give you a call and see if—if you’d like to go out. Tonight.”


      “Tonight? Well, I—I…”


      “I was just watching our corporate chef fillet a bunch of fish at our fishing clinic and I thought, I bet Stephanie Steele still eats dinner.”


      His voice sounded a little odd. Was he breathing hard? Because she certainly was.


      “You do, don’t you?” he asked. “Eat dinner? I mean, you didn’t look like you’d gone totally over to the starvation end of fashion and I thought—”


      “Yes—I mean, of course—I eat dinner—still.” She cringed. Could she feel any more junior high? Aghhh—they didn’t even have junior highs anymore!


      “So yes, you still eat dinner, and yes, you’ll go out to dinner with me?”


      She caught sight of herself in the mirrorlike surface of the microwave door. Her mouth was open and flapping like a hooked fish’s. “I—I guess. Wait—you have a corporate chef?”


      He laughed and the sound glided over her like warm velvet.


      “Good. Pick you up at six. See you later.”


      He hung up.


      “Wait a minute,” she said, staring furiously at the handset. A deep shiver brought her back to reality. “Just like that? I don’t get any say on what time we go out? And no clue as to whether it’s a real restaurant or a hot dog stand?” As she jerked around, the fishing rod bent and poked her in the side. She dislodged it with a growl. “This is just like him. Call me up and…and how does he even know where I live?”


      She gathered up the gear and carried it back to the bench by the back door, where she dropped it with an indignant flourish.


      “I have a dog grooming scheduled, for pity’s sake. And I have to replant my impatiens. Not to mention prune my front boxwoods.”


      As if on cue, Mickey came bounding in with his favorite rubber chicken drooping from his mouth, and stood with his eyes gleaming and his feet spread, his best chase-me pose.


      “You, mister, are getting a bath and a haircut today,” she said, stalking him. “And this time you will not humiliate me in front of Alfredo and the rest of the staff at Chez Chien.”


      * * *


      At five-thirty, she stepped out of the shower feeling sticky and irritable. What in heaven’s name was she doing going out to dinner with a man whose very voice made her react in places she’d rather forget were part of her anatomy? Distance was her only hope this evening. Cool and friendly and always an arm’s length away. That was the plan.


      Then she caught a glimpse of herself in the steamy mirror and stiffened at the sight of her body. Cool and distant shouldn’t be too hard to manage.


      Mickey scratched at the door and she sighed, seeing in her mind’s eye the marks he was probably leaving in the mahogany. Whatever had possessed her to buy a dog that big?


      Too late for second thoughts. She was stuck with a playful monster of a canine who broke every boundary she established, and whose big warm eyes, eagerness for her, and affectionate nature melted her into puddles. Not even the memory of an indignant Alfredo covered in hair, snatching the check from her hand, could make her regret adopting Mickey.


      She opened the door with a hand extended to ward off the dog, but he was on the bed, head on his paws, miffed that she’d locked him out of the bathroom. At least she was able to dress in peace.


      Slacks. Black. White shirt with stand-up collar. Silk-and-cotton fitted jacket in a flirty modern print. She added a black belt with silver buckle and a waterfall of silver chains embedded with semiprecious beads. Casual, but stylish enough to make it through the door of a decent restaurant without raising eyebrows. She was putting finishing touches on her mascara when the doorbell rang.


      Her heart gave a lurch, and it took a minute for her to realize that part of the thudding she heard was actually Mickey hitting the floor and rocketing down the staircase to the front hall.


      She sent the beast to his crate in the utility room, then opened the door. Finn stood there in khaki slacks, a button down shirt and a navy blue sports jacket. His thick hair was freshly cut and his square chin freshly shaved. He looked like a coed’s dream. Okay, a mature coed.


      Steph took an instinctive step back as a slow, devilishly handsome smile spread over his face. Her stomach did a disconcerting flip.


      “Come in,” she said thickly, so caught up in the acrobatics in her midsection that she failed to hear the scraping of claws on marble.


      “Pretty tony neighborhood,” he said, stepping inside, just as a furry freight train came roaring out of the kitchen and down the main hall.


      “No! Mickey, no!” The dog shot around her and pounced on Finn’s chest, knocking him back against the wall.


      Red-faced, she issued furious orders, but Mickey wasn’t going anywhere until he’d given Finn a Homeland Security-worthy sniffing.


      “Who’s this?” Finn seized the dog’s enormous paws.


      “Mickey—he’s still in training,” Steph said, swallowing the pride lodged in her throat. “Apparently goldens don’t mature at the same rate as smaller dogs. They’re sort of late bloomers.”


      Finn looked over the beast licking him and shook his head in disbelief. Then his gaze narrowed as he captured the dog’s attention, and after a brief stare-down, Mickey disengaged and plopped to the floor, tail wagging. Finn, he’d apparently decided, was more “treat” than “threat.”


      “Mickey—to your house!” Stephanie flung a finger toward the kitchen. “House!” The dog looked up at her with a catch-me glint in his eye that was nothing short of alarming. She lunged as discreetly as she could, grabbed his collar and escorted him to the kitchen. Finn followed, and by the time she’d installed Mickey in his crate and closed the door, she found him standing in the archway leading into the kitchen, looking around.


      “Pretty nice place you have, Miz Steele,” he said, leaning a shoulder against the opening, taking in the warm cherry cabinets, the thick granite and the handsome tile work. “Great kitchen. Do you use it?”


      “I do.” She paused to smooth her shirt and resettle her jacket. “I love cooking, when I have the time.”


      “And do you have time?” he asked, searching her face. She sensed he was asking about more than just the use of pots and pans.


      “I make time,” she said, wondering if she was revealing too much.


      “You do?” He turned that over in his mind, then grinned. “When you’re not walking that horse of a dog, you mean?”


      His smile melted the irritation she might have felt at his comment. “Yeah, when I’m not walking—or running after—my horse of a dog.” She inhaled sharply, annoyed at the way Finn seemed to be using more than his fair share of the room’s oxygen. “Mickey’s really a sweetheart. Gentle as can be with my nieces and nephews. The dogs at the dog park all love him.”


      “I bet they do.”


      A brief silence sent prickles—anxiety? anticipation?—up her spine.


      “Well, we ought to get a move on if we’re going to make our reservations,” he said, pushing off the door frame.


      “Reservations?” Her surprise was out in the open before she could stop herself. Finn Hartley never made reservations.


      “I thought you might be in the mood for a great steak. I booked a six-thirty table at McKendrick’s.” Finn paused a moment. “How does that sound?”


      “I love McKendrick’s. They have great seafood, too.” She grabbed her purse from the kitchen counter, and as they started down the hall, the glow from the skylight struck Finn’s chest. She stopped. His navy coat was covered in pale dog hair. Gobs of the stuff.


      “Look what he did to your coat.” She brushed awkwardly at his sleeve, but only succeeded in pushing the hair around. The rumble from Finn’s throat sounded suspiciously like a chuckle.


      “Wait.” She headed for the sideboard in the entry hall and returned with a lint roller. But when she handed it to him, he looked at it as if it were an alien artifact.


      “For taking off the dog hair,” she said, motioning to his jacket. She watched him make a couple awkward swipes at his sleeves, and couldn’t help herself. “There’s more on your lapels and right there on your front.”


      “It’s no big deal.” He shrugged and thrust the roller back into her hands. “A little dog hair probably goes great with steak. It’s all protein.”


      So much for her plan to get through the evening by keeping him at arm’s length. She snatched the roller back and proceeded to use it on him.


      “Not that I’m complaining, but wouldn’t Miss Manners say we should at least have dinner before you roll me?” The grin in his voice said that he was enjoying this. “Ooh. Go over that spot again.”


      “Shut up, Hartley, and stand still,” she said, gritting her teeth to keep from grinning. Broad chest, muscular arms, big, supple hands—which did not need de-furring. The hair on his pants was a little trickier. She stooped to run the roller from midthigh downward—just a few hasty strokes.


      “There. You’re good to go.” When she stood upright, he was watching her with amusement and a spark of something more. She took a step back, squeezing the handle of the roller. He shocked her by taking it from her and peeling off the top layer to reveal a fresh surface.


      “I’m not the only one who could use a good rolling.” He took her by the arm and despite her resistance, pulled her closer. Bracing herself, she followed his gaze down to her slacks.


      Which was more embarrassing? The fact that her black pants were covered with dog hair or the fact that he was rolling it off with strokes so thorough and personal, he might as well have been using his hands? Steph refused to shrink until he turned her around and started running the roller up the sensitive inside of her leg.


      “That’ll do.” She lurched away and looked down at her pants.


      “It sure will.” There was that smile in his voice again, and she couldn’t stop herself from meeting his gaze. “You know, that was something I never expected to see—Stephanie Steele covered in dog hair.”


      The spark of humor in his hazel-gold eyes elbowed past her defenses to a memory of laughing with him. And with it came a memory of warmth, a connection, an intimacy that she’d enjoyed, but also taken for granted. Water under the bridge, Steele. Distance, remember?


      “I told myself it was a trade-off,” she said, leading Finn toward the door. “A little extra maintenance for companionship, loyalty and some unconditional love. Seemed worth it at the time.” She stuffed the roller back in the drawer. “Plus, he was the cutest puppy ever born. When I saw him I was done with a capital D.”


      “Love at first sight, eh?” Again that irresistible rumble put a hitch in her step and made her face heat. “Dogs can do that to you.”

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Five

    


    
      Finn watched her practically climbing the car door to put distance between them on the way to the restaurant, and wondered what was making her so standoffish. She seemed downright annoyed that she’d agreed to have dinner with him. Yeah, he probably shouldn’t have teased her so openly back at the house. But hell, she was asking for it, running that roller thing all over him while flashing him glimpses down her shirt.


      Clearly, she had her guard up, and that puzzled him. What the hell did she think he was going to do—bring up old disagreements? Demand an accounting for their breakup? Jump her bones on the way to the restaurant? Not that he wasn’t up for a little bone-jumping if it was consensual and didn’t interfere with—what? Getting to know her again?


      It jolted him a minute later to realize that somewhere in the last two days, he’d decided to make that effort. What the hell was he doing? What kind of blockhead went back for second helpings of heartache?


      Yeah, well, the prospect of heartache didn’t much scare him anymore. And how crazy was that?


      She relaxed a bit as he steered the conversation back to Mickey and her training efforts, so it was probably inevitable that she would ask about his dog.


      “How is Woolly?”


      At the mention of the big lab he’d named after his favorite fishing lure, his hands tightened on the steering wheel.


      “If there’s a dog heaven, then I’m sure he’s doing just fine.” Finn tried not to allow an image of the aging black lab that had shared his house and heart to enter his mind. He failed. The graying muzzle, the loving brown eyes filled with pain…the licks of forgiveness and gratitude on Finn’s hands as the vet administered that last shot. “He died last year. Made it to thirteen. I guess that’s all I could ask of a big-hearted lug like him.”


      “Oh, Finn, I’m so sorry. I know how you loved him,” she said with a softness that made him afraid to glance at her just then. His chest contracted around his lungs, and he had to fight the sensation to draw breath. Keep it light, Hartley.


      “Yeah, well, if I ever get to heaven,” he declared with determination, “the first thing I’m going to ask God is why the hell he didn’t make dogs live as long as humans. Damn bad planning if you ask me. He could have used some of the time he spent designing retractable cat claws to figure out a better timeline.” Finn tossed a sly smile in Steph’s direction and was rewarded by an involuntary giggle. Well, at least he could still get a laugh out of her. “But since he got a lot of other things right—like feisty trout and sweet-water streams and baby girls with big bright eyes—I guess I’ll have to let him slide on the dog thing.”


      She laughed—fully—and he felt the tension between them lower.


      “So, are you in the market for a new puppy?” she asked.


      “Nah. Not at that stage yet. May never be. Woolly was one of a kind. How many dogs do you know who can open the refrigerator and bring their master a beer?”


      “Wow, I’d forgotten about that.” There was wonder in her tone.


      “He was the best, and when you’ve had the best—” Finn glanced at her and then trained his eyes back on the road “—it’s hard to settle for less.”


      * * *


      McKendrick’s was busy, but in the restaurant’s inimitable style, the staff quickly seated them at a white-draped table near the Bahama-shutters-covered windows and brought them drinks. The filtered light and warm golden surroundings cast Finn’s face in appealing bronze tones and made his eyes shine like dark amber. Refusing to stare, Steph buried her nose in her menu, and was soon enjoying McKendrick’s classic shrimp cocktail.


      It was only natural to fall into talk of Damon’s and Silk and Steele.


      “So you’re here to help with some kind of fishing school?” she asked, trying not to sound as if she had a clue what that meant.


      “Last year we started putting on fishing programs in our major markets. We help sponsor a few tournaments here and there, but the big push is really our clinics. They’re tailored for the weekend fisherman. Those are the guys I like working with…the guys who can’t wait to wade out into a stream, wet a line and soak up nature through their very pores.”


      “And Atlanta is one of your bigger stores?”


      “Sure is. Every year we have great sales and bring in fishing experts and tournament celebrities to kick off the Georgia fishing season.”


      “Every year?” She reached for her iced tea to hide her reaction. He’d been here in Atlanta before?


      “Lucky me, I have to travel to each clinic to manage the circus.”


      “So you’re like, Damon’s fishing guru?”


      He paused with a luscious shrimp hanging midair. “That’s me. The fish whisperer. The corporate go-to-guy for all things ichthyological.” The shrimp disappeared behind his beaming grin.


      “So when you whisper to a fish…what does that sound like?”


      He puckered up a fish mouth and made kissy noises that had diners at the next table staring at them. Steph whacked him discreetly on the arm.


      “Cut that out.”


      He laughed. “Don’t ask if you don’t want to know the answer.”


      He had her there.


      “Well, at least Damon’s has finally recognized what a jewel they have on their payroll. Even if it is a jewel in the rough.”


      He leaned closer to her and lowered his voice to a finger-tingling rumble. “If you’re trying to sweet-talk me, I’ll have you know—” he waggled his brows “—it’s working.”


      She couldn’t help laughing, and in that moment realized that she’d already laughed more in the last half hour than she had in months. Steph felt surprisingly at ease. One of the things that had always worked between them was their friendship, their enjoyment of each other’s company. It was surprising to find that part hadn’t changed.


      Later, just as her Atlantic salmon and his KC strip steak arrived, the sound of a muffled cell phone ringing caused him to check his pockets, produce a smart phone and turn the thing to vibrate before setting it down on the tabletop. A second later, he leaned over to look at the screen and frowned.


      “It’s okay, you can take it,” she said, more than a little curious about who might be calling him at seven on a Saturday night. He had been flirting with her, but Steph realized that was just his way with women—with her. It didn’t mean he might not have someone else in his life. The thought sent a cold spear of panic through her melting heart.


      “Don’t need to. It can wait.” He set the phone aside and turned back to her. “So, tell me about this Silk and Steele phenomenon. You’re now the fashion guru of well-heeled nineteen to thirty-nine-year-olds?”


      “Don’t I wish. We’re making inroads into the bigger markets and so far we’ve been able to keep things fresh and the quality high. We’re carrying some of the best new designers and lines in the business…Anna Sui, Eliza J, Phillip Lim, Tracy Reese, Rag and Bone. You know how it is—a lot of work, a lot of luck….” Steph shrugged to say that’s how it is in business, and he nodded in wry acknowledgment.


      “The expansion has kept me running,” she stated. “But I have a solid staff now and am turning some of the pressure over to them so I can make time for Mickey and for Beth and Laurie and their broods.”


      “And for your kitchen,” he added.


      “And for my kitchen,” she echoed, softening at the thought. “I’ll have you know I have totally mastered breakfast. Eggs any way, no problem. Omelets, crepes, breakfast hash, croissants, Italian-style paninis—I can do it all. My waffles are the stuff of legends.” She waved her fork in a circle. “That’s why I have that wraparound counter on my center island. I have the hatchlings over on Saturdays for breakfast.”


      “Hatchlings?” His brow crinkled.


      “The nieces and nephews. I make pancakes with fruit faces and biscuits shaped like wiener dogs—they think I’m Paula Deen’s long lost daughter.” She gave an unrepentant grin. “And I do nothing to disabuse them of that notion.”


      “You wicked woman, you.” His teasing was cut short by the buzz of the cell phone they had both forgotten about. This time he tilted the screen so he could read it, and scowled.


      “Is it important?” Steph asked. “Something to do with the clinic?”


      “It’s the girls’ mother. Probably another prom-related crisis or a curfew blowup.”


      “Or it could be something critical,” Steph countered. “If you don’t answer it, you’ll be wondering for the rest of the night what’s wrong.”


      “No, I won’t,” he said, turning it facedown on the table. “Now where were we? Oh, you were inviting me over for waffles—”


      And the blasted phone buzzed again. He picked it up, turned it off and stuffed it back into his jacket pocket. Stephanie was a little troubled by his refusal to answer the call, and it must have shown on her face.


      “Unless there’s somebody who might object to you making waffles for an old flame,” he said, yanking her thoughts in a very different direction. It took her a minute to respond.


      “If that’s your way of asking if I’m seeing anybody, the answer is, I’m not. I haven’t had time for a social life.” Then she added, “Or the inclination.” Which made her sound a little pathetic to her own ears.


      “Well, I don’t know whether to feel sorry for you or happy for me.”


      The unguarded warmth in his gaze had to be a reflection of the melting in hers. He still had feelings for her, and it wasn’t exactly a shock to find that she still had them for him. But it was different, somehow. This time with him was so easy, so natural, so much fun. How long had it been since she’d truly enjoyed being with someone her age and not her sex?


      “Just for that, I’m taking a bite of that potato—it’s been driving me nuts.” As the piece of butter-drenched Idaho baker melted in her mouth, she moaned and then leveled a narrowed gaze on him. “Say something else outrageous so I can have another bite.”


      As they settled into the car on the way home, she was no longer hugging the door handle. She relaxed back into the seat and studied his profile in the meager light, allowing herself to appreciate his features a little too much.


      “So, tell me about your girls,” she said, wanting mostly to hear his voice. “From the pictures I saw, they’ve grown into beautiful young ladies.”


      “Beautiful, yes. Ladies, not so much. Katie graduates in June and got accepted to Vanderbilt. Chelsea is all over the place—drama, choir, debate, honors classes and softball.” He wagged his head. “They both have guys falling all over them and their mother doesn’t like setting boundaries. Which leaves all of the rule laying to me.”


      “So, not much has changed,” Steph said, remembering snippets of that situation from their time together in Phoenix.


      “Actually, some things have changed, and not for the better.” He ran a hand through his hair and she realized that this was a difficult topic for him. He was genuinely worried about them. “Like I said, I’m not exactly their favorite person these days. They used to love spending time with me. Now they hate fishing and camping and all the outdoorsy things we used to do together. They can’t wait to escape and get back to their social life after a weekend with me. You’d think I kept them chained to a wall in the cellar or something.”


      “They’re teenagers. Testing limits and spreading their wings,” she said, cringing even as it came out of her mouth. Talk about clichés. Who was she to tell him anything about raising teenagers? But as she recalled the way his two girls had been with him four years ago, Steph had a hard time believing all that love and warmth could get lost in a few curfews. “They love you, Finn, and even if they resent the rules, they understand that you impose them because you love them and care what happens to them.”


      “I think you’re underestimating the wrath of an eighteen-year-old girl who has been denied the right to pretend she’s grown up.” He gave a shudder. “Hell hath no fury like a daughter embarrassed before her friends.”


      Steph was looking dubious when he glanced over at her.


      “Prom. That great American coming-of-age ritual. See this gray hair?” He pointed emphatically to his temple.


      “I think it looks—”


      “Prom gave it to me. Do you have any idea what they do for prom these days? Rent hotel rooms for shacking up, and have champagne in limousines and wear dresses that could get them arrested for soliciting. I’m mean and oppressive for wanting my daughter to survive prom night intact.”


      \After a moment Stephanie chuckled. “Okay. I’m beginning to see your dilemma.” He was a protective father who was having a tough time protecting. It was hard to keep love-and-protection from sounding like moralizing-and-restriction. “I’m sure they love you, Finn. You’ll find a way to work it out. You’re a good dad.”


      “Hey—” he fished the cell phone from his coat pocket “—how about you call them and tell them that. They might listen to it, coming from you.”


      When she laughed, he sighed and tucked the phone away.


      “It was worth a try.”


      And just like that, they were at her home, parking in the driveway and walking up the front steps, hand in hand. She unlocked the door, and as she dropped her keys into the bowl on the sideboard in the hall, the sound of her dog shaking in his kennel came from the kitchen.


      “Mickey,” she said, looking up at Finn, appreciating the glow of his eyes in the dim light. “He always gets a final walk down to the green at this time of night.”


      “It’s a nice night.” Finn smiled. “Get the leash and we can take him together.”

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Six

    


    
      The big golden retriever was a bit more subdued in welcoming Finn this time. He pulled eagerly on the leash as they took him down the street to the common green area for a little exercise. There was plenty of light, despite it being only a quarter moon. Everything was washed in blue and silver tones. Finn slipped his hand around Stephanie’s as they watched Mickey nose out messages left by the neighbor dogs, and leave a few of his own.


      She told him about picking out Mickey—rather, how the puppy seemed to have picked out her. She shared stories of obedience class and Mickey’s remedial studies. When Finn and she laughed and stood close together in the dark, it was as if the rest of the world faded away. For a few moments a rich silence descended. She looked up and found him watching her with warmth in his eyes—just as Mickey pounced on her and knocked her into him.


      His arms flew up to steady her.


      “Ugh—no, Mickey,” she gasped, bracing her hands on Finn’s arms, feeling the sudden pounding of her heart and sensing the acceleration of his. He was so warm and so vital and so…here. It was the most natural thing in the world to slide fully into his arms and to drink in the feel of him against her. This was what she had craved, the feel of his arms around her, holding her, warming her. She laid her cheek against his chest and sagged with pleasure that was part relief. It was happening and it felt wonderful and wonderfully familiar…all the things she’d wanted but was afraid to hope for.


      It was only as they entered the house later, holding hands, feeling a stir of sensual anticipation, that she realized she was in trouble. When she glanced up, he took her by the shoulders and pulled her against him. His kiss was all she remembered and more. She surrendered to it, loving the texture of his lips and the slightly salty taste of him. Need uncoiled deep inside her as she leaned into him, seeking the press of him against her…her…


      She opened her eyes and, reeling, ended the kiss. Her lips were throbbing and her body was warming in preparation for— What in heaven’s name was she doing? Breaking away, she pleaded the need for “freshening up” and headed up the stairs, leaving him alone in the hallway looking confused.


      When he called up from the bottom of the stairs, asking if she would like some coffee, she clasped her cold hands to her burning cheeks and called down, “Sure.” A moment later she was standing in front of her bathroom mirror, horrified by the flush of excitement in her face and the sensual swelling of her lips. She honestly hadn’t expected the evening to go this well or this far.


      Her plan to keep things cool and friendly was a total failure, but she was not going to let things go any further. She didn’t want to even imagine getting more intimate…taking off her blouse and bra and seeing his face when he realized what had happened to her. But she did imagine it: the horror, the disappointment, the inevitable questions…the awkward exit afterward. She couldn’t put him—or herself—through that.


      Finn gave himself a mental kick in the butt. What the hell was he doing, grabbing her and kissing her as if he meant to head straight for bed? He knew she was trying to keep some distance between them—hell, it was written all over her. There would be plenty of time for the physical stuff later, if there was a “later.” He spotted the dim glow of the kitchen lights. Maybe some coffee would slow things down and continue the getting-to-know-what’s-up-with-you thing.


      He headed for the kitchen with Mickey dogging his heels. Flipping on all the lights, he located the coffeemaker and riffled through a few impeccably organized cabinets to find mugs, coffee, sugar and creamer. Damn, she would have to use one of those one-cup-at-a-time things. He laid the coffee out on the granite topped island and checked the fridge for some milk—she always took milk in her coffee—and any available goodies. Then he stared at the coffeemaker and opened and closed various ports and pressed buttons, trying to figure it out.


      “You live here,” he said to Mickey, who promptly sat down beside him and thumped his tail. “How does this thing work?” The beast responded with an eager, affectionate grin. “You’re no help at all.”


      Finn pushed a button under a screen that said Brew, and with a few groans and gurgles, the machine started to produce a dark stream. He turned to Mickey for a low five, but his gaze caught on a pile of Damon’s bags and a fishing rod lying on a bench by the back door. It must be the stuff she’d purchased at the Lennox mall. His heart skipped as he picked up the rod and peeked in the bags. Damn. From the looks of the gear, it was intended for her.


      Stephanie Steele fishing. A grin spread from ear to ear. Nobody could tell him that he hadn’t figured into that purchase somewhere. After their meeting at Greer Lodge, she’d been thinking about him. So much that she’d paid a visit to one of their stores and bought some equipment…just as he’d arrived in Atlanta to manage the fishing clinic. Talk about timing!


      * * *


      By the time Stephanie came back down, the rich aroma of coffee filled the kitchen. She paused in the archway, staring at Finn’s broad back and assessing the way he’d made himself at home in her kitchen. She conjured a brief vision of him eating waffles at the counter bar, and an ache bloomed in her chest. He must have sensed her presence, because he turned to her with a grin and a fishing rod in his hands.


      “Look what I found.” There was both teasing and accusation in his tone. “Since when do you go fishing?”


      “I don’t. I. uh, thought it might make a good Christmas gift for the nephews.” She reached for it, but he pulled it out of her reach.


      “Yeah. I know you’re insanely organized, Steph, but not even you start Christmas shopping eight months early. Come clean. What are you doing buying fishing equipment?”


      Her face caught fire at the expectant light in his eyes. He could see right through her.


      “Well, after we talked at Greer Lodge, I figured maybe I’d try it again. Fishing. To see if it really does that stuff you’re always talking about. The oneness with nature, the peace, the spiritual communication.”


      “Whoa. I never said ‘spiritual communication.’ It’s transcendental communion.”


      “Whatever.” She lunged for the rod and snatched air again, before realizing the move had brought her much too close to him. She backed up a step and he took a step forward. She backed another step and looked around for the coffee. That was what she needed, a big hot cup of coffee.


      “You thought about me.” His grin broadened. “Admit it.”


      How could she not?


      “Truthfully—” she wrestled with the wording “—I was thinking about those women I saw, and how they seemed to be having fun.” She squirmed under his X-ray vision. How bad could it be to just admit the truth? She had thought about him. He didn’t have to know how much.


      “They were having fun with me.” He caught her gaze for a second and she fled that contact. “Look me in the eye and tell me you weren’t thinking of me when you bought this equipment at one of my stores.”


      “I was just…okay, a thought or two about you might have slipped in there somewhere.” She folded her arms, struggling to raise her defenses, feeling on the edge of something she wasn’t ready for, something she didn’t know how to keep within bounds. “And I decided to maybe give fishing a second chance.” When he looked unconvinced, she lifted her chin. “I have been known to change my mind. It’s a woman’s prerogative, you know.”


      “Yeah. Those pesky double X chromosomes.” He moved closer and she slid down the counter, away from him. “Okay, I thought about you and you thought about me. That’s a good start, I’d say.”


      What she saw in his eyes rattled her to the depths. Wanting. Her throat tightened. When she slid farther along the counter toward the coffeemaker, he followed, and she found herself trapped in the corner.


      “A good start for what?” she said, panicking at the determination in his expression. He closed in, corralling her, with his arms braced on either side. His eyes darkened and his lips parted. She could feel his gaze on her mouth. She was shaking, having trouble drawing breath. She wasn’t ready for this, for him, for any man. Her anxiety exploded


      Shoving his arm aside, she bolted halfway across the kitchen.


      In the space of the next heartbeat she felt relieved, embarrassed, and appalled at her behavior. She squeezed her eyes shut for a second, wishing she could just disappear. When she opened them she was still there, still behaving like a moron. What was she so scared of? She was a grown woman, a corporate CEO, a cancer survivor. She had faced down far worse things than a little disappointment in an old flame’s eyes. Still, as she snatched up an empty mug, her hands were trembling. Taking a deep breath, she turned back and found him staring at her.


      “Steph,” he began, his voice low and soft with concern.


      “The coffee only takes a minute.” The strain in her voice was evident even to her own ears. “I love this coffeemaker. I wasn’t sure about the plastic K-cups at first—that environmental thing.” Silence hung heavy for a few breaths as his gaze searched her. Oh, God, please don’t let him see… There was a quiver in her voice as she finally admitted the truth.


      “I can’t— I don’t want to move too fast.”


      She held her breath, terrified of the censure she would see in his eyes if she looked up. After a long moment, he moved toward her and she braced herself, only to have him stop by her shoulder.


      “I believe I’ll skip the coffee tonight. It’s been a tough week. I think we could both use some rest.” Before she could shrink back, he dipped his head and planted a quick kiss on her temple.


      Frozen in place, she followed his exit by the sound of his footsteps fading down the hall. He paused to say something to Mickey, and the next thing she heard was the door closing. She dragged out a counter stool and sank on it in a heap.


      She’d really done it this time. No matter how hungry a man was for companionship, he would never hang around a woman who was freaked out by a little physical contact. The sad thing was, she’d just discovered that she still wanted that contact, needed it. Her sexuality was something she’d been reluctant to acknowledge, much less explore, since her operations. She closed her eyes and let the memory of their kiss flood her senses and filter through her emotions. There was bittersweet joy in finding that she could still feel like a woman in that way.


      “Like the song says,” she said to Mickey as he padded into the kitchen and jumped up to put his paws and head into her lap for a scratching, “‘I’m a genie in a bottle.’ And Finn Hartley just rubbed me the right way.”


      * * *


      Finn was driving too fast on I-75, white-knuckling the steering wheel, going over and over what had just happened with Stephanie. How could he have so totally misread her? She’d been a little cool at first, but after that bit with the dog hair she’d seemed to relax, and was downright fun during dinner and afterward. It wasn’t his imagination that she enjoyed kissing him every bit as much as he did her; he’d stake his life on it. Her smiles, her softening eyes, the incidental touches that conveyed affection…they all added up to a genuine feeling. She did care for him. He hadn’t misread her, damn it.


      The sight of red and blue flashing lights on the shoulder ahead brought him back to the present, and he took his foot off the gas to slow down as he passed the traffic stop. That break in his thinking soon allowed him to approach the situation more clearly from another angle. She’d talked about her dog and her company, her sisters and their broods…avoiding all talk of her social life. Was that because she didn’t have one, as she’d said? Or was there something more? What caused that vulnerable look she wore when she thought no one was watching? What had happened to her?


      He was going to find out. He had plenty of flaws, God knew, but he was nobody’s fool when it came to fishing. Whatever was going on, he wasn’t going to let it keep him from a second chance with the one who got away.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Seven

    


    
      Sunday morning found Steph in her sister Beth’s big country kitchen, turning pancakes as all seven of her nieces and nephews and their four parents groaned with pleasure and professed undying love for her. When the kids were suitably stuffed and pushed out into the backyard, and the husbands were shuffled out to the garage for a look at Griff’s new lawn mower, Laurie and Beth cornered her with their arms crossed.


      “So you have a hot date and don’t bother to tell anyone?” tall, lanky, second-born Laurie chided. “I have to hear it from Suki Greenfield?”


      “Who the heck is Suki Greenfield?” Steph snatched up her plate of pancakes and strawberries and pushed a forkful into her mouth to buy time.


      “Suki-the-former-model-Greenfield.” Laurie leaned in. “Who has gourmet taste in men and says you were with a major hunk at McKendrick’s last night…all cozy and handsy and clearly romantic. She called me on her cell the minute she left the restaurant.”


      “Holding out on us,” curvy, blonde Beth accused. “That’s low. So, who is he? And why haven’t you come clean about him before now?”


      “He’s just an old friend,” Steph said, filling her mouth again.


      “Yeah? You don’t get all handsy with old friends, Steph. You don’t get handsy with anybody. Spill!” When Steph reached for the can of whipping cream to top her strawberries, Laurie snatched it away and held it hostage. “You don’t get whipped cream until we get a name.”


      Steph reached for her coffee mug on the counter, and when Beth would have taken it from her she smacked her youngest sister’s hand.


      “Back off, buttercup,” she snarled for effect. “You want a name, I have to have my coffee.” When Beth relented, she took a drink and told herself that revealing this was probably a bad idea. “Finn Hartley.”


      “Finn who?” Laurie looked to Beth, confused.


      “Phoenix Finn?” Beth giggled and pulled Steph to a seat at the island counter. “I knew it! I knew something had happened when you came back from that wedding all moody. You saw him out there, didn’t you!”


      It would all come out, one way or another.


      “Yes, I saw him there.” She tiptoed through the facts. “He was at the resort volunteering for some kind of fishing retreat. We talked briefly, and when he came to Atlanta for Damon’s fishing clinic, he called. We went out for dinner. That’s all there is to it.”


      Laurie examined her with an eye honed by ten years of motherhood. “I don’t believe that for a second. Did he spent the night?”


      “No!” Steph reddened at the emphatic way she answered. “We just had dinner and walked Mickey afterward. Then Finn went back to his hotel.”


      “But you had a great time, right?” Beth tried to prime the pump.


      “Who is this again?” Laurie asked Beth, who rolled her eyes.


      “Finn Hartley. The big, outdoorsy hunk she dated in Phoenix and has mooned over ever since.” Beth turned back to her. “When are you going to see him again?” Annoyed by the way Steph continued eating to avoid talking, she grabbed her sister’s fork. “You are seeing him again, right?”


      “I doubt it,” Steph answered, shoving her plate away and taking a deep breath. “I’m not in the market, and I think he got the idea.”


      “Not in the market?” Laurie shot Beth a look, then they both turned on her with gathering suspicion. “So, you told him about the big C and he ran screaming for the nearest exit?”


      Stephanie’s silence and the sag of her shoulders told more than she would have liked. “Look, I’m not ready for the kind of stuff…for being with a man that way.”


      “So, how did he react when you told him why you’re not ready?” “I didn’t.”


      That ignited a firestorm of sisterly concern and advice. She had to get over the idea that she was damaged and undesirable, they told her. She was wonderful and fun and beautiful and talented, and if he was worth anything as a man, he’d count himself lucky just to know her, they said. If he had any idea what she’d been through, he’d realize what a brilliant, courageous woman she was. She ought to tell him. She ought to tell everybody—business image be damned! She’d had breast cancer and survived it. That was something to be proud of, just as they were proud of her.


      Half an hour later, the tears had dried and a second pot of coffee was brewing, and Steph was trying not to give in to the temptation to dish details like a thirteen-year-old at a slumber party. Brothers-in-law Griff and Rich entered to raid the fridge, and demanded to know the occasion for the estrogen-fest.


      “Steph’s got a boyfriend,” Beth declared, beaming.


      “Now rea—” Steph started to protest.


      “Finn Hartley. A guy she dated in Phoenix.” Laurie talked over her.


      “Finn?” Griff brightened and looked at Beth. “Hartley? Isn’t that the guy we met that time we flew out to see her?”


      As Beth nodded, Rich snagged a can of soda and looked at Griff. “So, do we like him?” he asked.


      “Hell, yeah. He’s a big deal at Damon’s.” Griff held up a hand for a gleeful high five. “We just got us a ticket to sporting man’s heaven!”


      * * *


      The glow of her family’s support lasted just long enough for Steph to drive home and take Mickey out for a Sunday walk. The sun was high and warm, and the earthy scents of moist ground and new grass lured the dog into every available corner. She let him explore while thinking about what her sisters had said, and feeling a little guilty that she’d misrepresented Finn to them—at least partly. If she had revealed that he’d been volunteering at a breast cancer retreat, they’d have thought she was crazy for not telling him and throwing herself into his saintly arms.


      They loved her dearly and were doing their best to help her adjust to her new reality, but they weren’t used to seeing their big sister in anything but a take-charge sort of role. She couldn’t help feeling that they were trying to get her back into their comfort zone as much as hers. They just couldn’t understand how vulnerable breast cancer made a woman feel. A part of her femininity had been cut away. A part of what she had always hoped to give the man she loved was damaged. And while it was true that she was still the same person, she was also different now, and always would be.


      Cancer was more than just a passing phase, it was a recurring threat that would be present in her life for years to come. Every time she felt a twinge, small lump or discomfort she would wonder if the disease had returned. Was it fair of her to ask someone, anyone, to share that uncertainty with her? Finn had already experienced how bad it could get. What if what happened to his sister happened to Steph? What if they got back together and the worst happened? How could she ask him to risk going through all that again?


      She imagined his possible reactions as he took the news…sadness, panic, eagerness to escape, guilt, pity…even heroic understanding and selfless concern…none of which boded well for a real relationship between them. The thought rattled her to the core. She had done million-dollar deals with a confident nod, but the thought of facing Finn to reveal her most intimate pain made her want to hide. She was scared to tell him. Scared he would turn his back and walk away as he had last night, only this time for good.


      Her sisters were right. It wouldn’t be easy, but she needed to tell him about her cancer. The sooner the better. She couldn’t live with herself if she didn’t stop this before they both got in too deep. She squared her shoulders.


      She would tell him. If she ever saw him again.


      The phone was ringing when she entered the front door, and she rushed to unfasten Mickey’s leash and answer it.


      “Steph?” Finn’s voice stirred an unholy mixture of pleasure and relief in her. “Hey—I thought I was going to miss you.”


      “I was out walking Mickey. I just came in.” She knew she’d sound just as breathless answering any phone call from him.


      “We’ve got a major event going on here.” There was crowd noise in the background and something that sounded like falling water. He must be at Damon’s. “And I thought to myself, I bet Stephanie Steele would probably kill to get a look at our spring and summer collection of waders. We carry only the top designers, you know. Very exclusive. If you play your cards right, I might even hook you up with a sales rep. Could be the mother lode for Silk and Steele. What do you say? Wanna come?”


      “Are you asking me out? You really know how to turn a girl’s head, Hartley.”


      “It’s a gift.” He chuckled. “I’ll pick you up in thirty minutes. Wear something wettable.”


      And he was gone.


      “Pretty damned sure of himself. Wettable? Is that even a word?”


      But on the way up the stairs she started to grin, and her heart was skipping as she changed into some chinos, a camisole and a camp shirt. She put on a little makeup and surveyed the results in the bathroom mirror, stifling the urge to scrutinize her chest for signs of asymmetry.


      “Eat your heart out, L.L. Bean.”


      When she answered the door minutes later, Finn filled the opening, invading her senses and crowding some of the air from her lungs. His hair was windblown, his khakis were a little wrinkled, and the green polo stretched across his broad shoulders had water spots drying on it. She melted. There wasn’t a man on the planet more masculine and appealing.


      He looked her over, grinned in a you-look-good-enough-to-eat way, and took her by the hand. All thoughts of “the talk” were relegated to later. Being with him and laughing at his wry take on the world was the kind of pleasure she hadn’t enjoyed in a very long time. Selfish though it might be, she wanted to savor it for a little while.


      Damon’s expansive parking lot was filled with manufacturers’ tents, water features that invited interaction, and displays of bass boats, kayaks and canoes. A set of bleachers and a small stage had been erected at the rear of the lot, and the seats were filled with spectators having a great time watching demonstrations of equipment and techniques spiced by well-worn comedy routines. And last, but far from least, were the food vendors and cooking demonstrations that filled the air with fabulous smells.


      “This is like a mini state fair,” Steph said as Finn led her through the tents and exhibits.


      “Can’t stand doing things halfway.”


      “You do this all over the country?” She looked around at the people taking in the exhibits: men, women, whole families having a great time.


      “Just in six of our biggest markets each year. We always do Atlanta, though. People take days off from work and drive from nearby states to come. So I have to make it worth their while.”


      He spoke as if he was personally responsible for— She stopped dead and dragged him to a halt with her.


      “You have to?” She considered the implication. “You’re in charge?”


      “Yeah. These things were my idea, so they make me carry them out.” He swept a hand through the air, taking in the activities. “The events do well enough that corporate pretty much leaves me alone the rest of the year.” He narrowed his eyes and leaned closer. “This stuff really eats into my fishing time.”


      She laughed and shook her head. “Never gonna be the devoted corporate worker bee, are you?”


      “Never.” He beamed with rebellious pride. “Come on, I want you to see the fishpond and the casting area.”


      Shortly, she had a rod in her hands and was being tutored in the art of landing a weighted fly in one of several colorful circles painted on the asphalt. It was more complicated than it looked, but Finn explained that the secret was an easy touch. His big right hand closed over hers on the rod, directing her motion. She wasn’t throwing a ball, she was releasing a fly, he said near her ear, sending a ripple of sensual tension through her.


      “Imagine a gentle arc, a rainbow unrolling through the air, carrying the fly toward the target,” he said, drawing her hand back and snapping it forward in smooth, rhythmic motions.


      Smooth…gentle…rolling…releases… It was a finger-tingling litany that she would never have associated with fishing. Until now.


      Every part of her body was humming with awareness of Finn. His chest was pressed against her back and she looked up at his strong, tanned features. How had she been so stupid to walk away from the strength and capability of the man, from the warmth and genuineness of his heart? She had thought she needed a power partner, someone to match her drive and complement her quest for success. But life had taught her that the kind of partnership she needed wasn’t made in boardrooms or on balance sheets after all.


      Next, they spent time at the fishpond Damon’s had created, complete with trees, waterfall and sandy shallows for children to wade in. There was plenty of splashing, and Steph quickly realized where the water on Finn’s shirt had originated.


      The nearby cooking exhibit was thronged by men and women watching a filleting demonstration. The smells coming from the fryer and oven were marvelous. Finn dragged her to the front of the crowd and began to kibitz loudly and offer the chef suggestions.


      “Finn!” she whispered, pulling his arm, trying to get him to stop.


      The chef, a ruddy, outdoorsy-looking fellow with a pronounced Texas accent, paused partway through filleting a fish and fixed Finn with a glare.


      “Well, if you’re such an expert, son, why don’t you just come up and show us how it’s done?” he demanded.


      “I think I’ll just do that.” Before she could stop him, Finn had bolted up onto the stage and seized a bowl and spatula. In short order, he and the chef were trading barbs and sending guffaws through the crowd. Only after a deft and crazy bit of competition to grab a colander hanging above the counter did Steph realize that they’d done this before. Probably more than once. When the crowd applauded at the end and drifted away, Finn and the chef exited the platform together, wearing broad smiles.


      She stood with her arms crossed. “I take it you two know each other.”


      “Steph, meet Stu Masterson, our corporate chef,” Finn said, enjoying her disapproval a bit too much.


      “So this is the little filly you been tellin’ me about,” Stu declared with a huge smile, extending a meaty hand to her.


      A filly? The man had actually called her a filly? But there was teasing admiration in his eyes, and she couldn’t help returning his warm, friendly handshakes. “Glad to meet you, Stu. So, you’re Damon’s top chef?”


      “Aww, that’s what he calls me.” He gestured to Finn with a thumb. “I do a lot of fishin’, but for me, the best part of fishin’ is the eatin’. Over the years I’ve cooked at more fish camps than I can count. So Finn, here, hauls me out of retirement to come do these things every summer. It’s kinda fun, you know.”


      “It was fun,” she said with a chuckle “once I realized Finn was part of the act. At first I was ready to kill him for heckling you.”


      Stu barked a laugh and slapped Finn on the back. “This ol’ boy’s got better manners than that.” His eyes twinkled. “But not by much.”


      As they headed inside the store a short while Steph was still smiling.


      “Stu is quite a character.”


      “He’s aces, that man.” Finn paused to let her enter before him. “You’d never know by looking at him that he retired from Exon’s board.”


      She halted, wondering if he was kidding. “He was a VP, a major stockholder, and served on the board several terms,” Finn added.


      “Really?” She frowned. “But that talk about cooking at fishing camps…”


      “He’s one of the most devoted fishermen I know. He’s been at it for sixty years and claims fishing has kept him sane in the rest of his life, especially business. Fishing is like that, kind of a leveler. It’s just a man—or woman—and the rod and the water. There’s no status or room for pretense or evasion. It’s just you and the elements. And that attracts people from all levels and all walks of life.” He looked away as a wisp of emotion crossed his face. “It’s helped me to keep sane, too. Saner.”


      In the fishing department they watched people checking out reels and rods and equipment. Finn paused to help a few customers, then handed them off to a staff member to ring up the sale.


      “Okay, I have one thing to say about these,” Steph said as she held up a large set of gray-green waders and pressed them against her legs, modeling them. “Borrring. I mean, why not some patterns, or at least a broader color palette? Maybe some lovely blues and teals—or how about some bright pastels for the women who fi—”


      Finn clamped a hand over her mouth and looked around them with an expression of horror.


      “Please, I have a reputation to maintain.” He was teasing. Probably. The look on his face said he found the notion genuinely unsettling. He hung the waders back on the rack and spirited her on down the aisle.


      “Waders for fly-fishing are standardized—the same color, the same shape, the same cut—for a reason,” he explained. “Fish that go for flies have surprisingly good eyesight, and there are only certain colors that don’t alarm them or alert them to a predator’s presence. It’s tradition, too. Just like you don’t go to church on Sunday in cutoff jeans, you don’t go fly-fishing without your waders and a hat.”


      “Really?” She studied his face. “I mean, surely fish can’t tell whether it’s gray or tan or baby blue.”


      “You’d be surprised. Personally, I’m not about to test that theory.”


      “Well, then, how about buttons or some sequins…”


      Again he had the look of a man discovering someone had driven his car into a toxic waste dump.


      “Sequins?” He clamped his hands over his eyes and rubbed as if scouring away the image. “Honey, a tiny flash of light and the big one is gone. It’s why you don’t go fly-fishing with a radio blaring, or with a bunch of people horsing around in your boat. Fishing is a quiet sport for a reason.”


      He was so serious that she chewed her lip to keep from giggling.


      “Well, then, I fail to see how I can make waders a big part of Silk and Steele’s inventory. I mean, without a few sequins or at least some ruffles—”


      “Aghhh! Come, woman—” he grabbed her by the hand and headed for the door “—I’ve got to get you out of here before somebody hears you talking like this.”

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Eight

    


    
      It was well after dark when they arrived at her home. They had stayed long enough to see the dismantling crew begin work, then had stopped at The Varsity for chili steaks and onion rings. Mickey greeted them eagerly and Finn knelt and ruffled the dog’s fur.


      “I didn’t think of it at the time, but we could probably have taken him with us today. I’ll walk him for you if you’d like.” He reached for the leash and Steph handed it over, saying they could Walk Mickey together.


      He took her hand on the way to the common area and found it strangely cool in his grip. She was withdrawing again. Finn suddenly felt as if someone had pulled the drain plug on the contents of his chest. His heart settled into an aching, empty spot that was cursedly familiar territory.


      There was a renewed tension in the set of Steph’s jaw, and wariness had crept into her eyes. Only someone who had known her intimately would recognize such subtle changes. Something was about to break. Something he probably wouldn’t like.


      He squared his shoulders and made himself remember that kiss.


      “Why is it he walks beside you like a lamb, but pulls like a sled dog for me?” she said, frowning at Mickey’s cooperative behavior.


      “Probably because I’m alpha and he knows it.”


      “Oh, puleeze.” She rolled her eyes. “Not the old alpha male thing.”


      “We established that the first night, when he jumped on me. Notice—” he caught her eye and held it “—that he hasn’t jumped on me since.”


      “So you established dominance and he’s all comfy with that.” She sounded a little piqued, and Finn laughed.


      “The nature of the beast. Dogs are content when they know where they stand, even if it’s in second place. They’re a lot like human males that way.” He felt her hand go stiff in his grasp.


      Aw, hell—what was the matter with him? Finn was getting tired of pussyfooting around what was bothering her—that was what was the matter. He wanted it out in the open, even if he had to push a little to get it there.


      He wasn’t surprised when she withdrew her hand on the pretext of freeing Mickey from the leash for a run on the green. When the dog took off, she stuffed her hands in her pant pockets. Out of reach. He felt his heart sink a little lower.


      “If you don’t believe me, watch the dog whisperer,” he said, just to fill the silence. “Cesar Millan teaches good stuff.”


      “I don’t have much time for television,” she said crisply. “I have business meetings and client dinners to occupy my evenings.”


      “Maybe that’s the problem. Dogs need a pack leader to reassure them and keep them in their place. Maybe you should free up more time to spend with him.”


      She bristled visibly. “I do not neglect my dog, Finn. I make time for Mickey every day. Sometimes I even take him to work with me.”


      The irritation in her voice made Finn snap his chin back.


      “Hit a sore spot, did I?” He was really making a mess of things. Of course, his cell phone chose that very moment to ring, and she glanced darkly at his pocket.


      “You’d better take that. It might be important.” She whirled and headed off across the green after Mickey.


      “Hello,” he snarled into the phone. The voice that greeted him was the one in all the world he didn’t want to hear right now. Lisa, his ex, was verging on hysterical, demanding to know where he’d been and why he hadn’t returned her calls for the last day and a half. He could hear the girls in the background arguing, and he closed his eyes. Why freakin’ now?


      “You should see this dress. It’s up-to-her-butt short and cut down to her navel in front. She may as well be wearing underwear!” Lisa ranted. “I told her she looks like a tramp in it, but she won’t listen to me.”


      “Let me talk to her,” he said grimly, watching Steph bathed in moonlight across the green, feeling the best thing in his life slipping away–again—and the worst thing in his life settling around his neck like a noose.


      “It is not trashy!” Katie’s voice burst on his ear, clearly ready for full-scale combat. “It’s in style—not that you’d know what that is. It’s what all the girls are wearing to prom.”


      “Katie, we’ve talked about this. As long as we’re paying for—“


      “But you’re not paying for this dress! I paid for it with my money…money I earned at The Unlimited.”


      “It doesn’t matter who pays for it if it’s inappropriate. You will not go to prom in a dress that could get you arrested for indecent exposure.” He was doing his best to keep his voice level, but was slowly losing that battle.


      “Just because it’s not made of canvas or Gore-Tex doesn’t mean it’s slutty. You haven’t even see it,” she charged. “You never give me the benefit of the doubt. Mom calls you freaking out and you jump all over me.” The silence crackled with anger. “Come over and see for yourself.”


      “I’m in Atlanta, and I won’t be home until a week from tomorrow. Just take the dress back and you can get something else when I get home. You still have time before—”


      “You already said I can’t stay at the hotel with my friends,” she cried. “Now you won’t let me wear a dress I bought with my own money? This is crap! It’s obscene, you running every part of my life like I’m twelve years old. I’m eighteen. In four months I’ll be in college and on my own…”


      * * *


      Steph stood just behind him, listening. She couldn’t help hearing the conversation, as Katie was yelling and Finn was holding the phone inches from his ear. His shoulders were curled defensively and his fingers threaded through his hair as if he were ready to pull it out. The prom dress was only part of what was going on here, Steph realized. What was at stake was nothing less than his love for his daughters and his very real fear that he was losing them. When she tapped him on the shoulder, he snapped upright in surprise. His eyes glittered with barely contained frustration.


      “Let me talk to her,” she said, telling herself this was a big gamble and likely an even bigger mistake. She had no business butting in to his parenting, but she remembered that Katie had been all about “fashion” even as a young girl, and Steph had an idea that might help.


      “She won’t listen to a thing I say,” he said tightly.


      “I can hear that. Let me talk to her.” After a moment, he handed over his phone and took a couple of steps back.


      “Katie?” Steph took a deep breath. “Are you still there?” The sound of mother-daughter arguing stopped abruptly.


      “Who’s this?” There was an angry sniff on the other end.


      “Stephanie Steele, Katie. Do you remember me?” Steph held her breath.


      “Yeah, I do. You’re the Stephanie who owns Silk and Steele?” She sniffed again. “What are you doing there with my dad?”


      “Well, I live in Atlanta now and we were visiting when he got this call. I think I may be able to help. We don’t really carry prom dresses—most of our things are aimed at a little older audience. But I just got back from a sales conference with a whole batch of great new designs. Cute stuff. Suzi Chin, Aidan Mattox, Shelli Segal for Laundry, Max and Cleo, BCBG. Some knock-your-eyes-out fabrics. That’s the really big thing right now, killer fabrics incorporated into traditional designs. Know what I mean?”


      “Like metallics and that new holographic chiffon? I saw those in W last month.”


      “Exactly like those. One of the hottest trends for spring and summer is off-one-shoulder designs. Shorter skirts but nothing excessive. Classy.” Steph laughed softly. “Got to preserve some of the mystery, you know.”


      “Yeah.” Katie might not be convinced, but she wasn’t about to say so.


      “Your dad says you’re headed to Vanderbilt in September.”


      “I got accepted. We just need to work out the money.”


      “Well, I know some people at Vandy and it’s kind of a traditional place. The dresses I have in mind would be sophisticated enough for college functions as well as funky enough to show you off for the prom. How about if I send you a couple to try?”


      “Really? You would do that?” Surprise and excitement melted the last of her anger.


      “Size what, eight or ten?”


      “Eight! Yes. Sure. I mean, really, you don’t have to—”


      “If I remember correctly, we went school shopping together once. You had a pretty keen fashion eye, even then. I’ll include my email address and you can let me know what you think of the styles and fabrics, okay? We’ll call it consumer research.”


      “That would be great.” Katie was firmly with the program now.


      “Okay, I’ll hand you back to your dad. Have a great time at the prom, Katie. I know you’ll look smashing.”


      * * *


      Finn stared at Stephanie for a long moment, seeing in her face an earnest desire to help. He so wanted to pull her into his arms and kiss her within an inch of her life, but he took the phone back and put it to his ear.


      “You’re with Stephanie Steele?” Katie said with compressed excitement, nearly vibrating the phone from his hand. He could hear Chelsea in the background demanding to know what was going on.


      “Yeah, I am.”


      “So you’re, like, dating her again?”


      “I’m not entirely sure, but that could be the case,” he responded, watching Stephanie make Mickey sit calmly beside her. He prayed that was indeed the case.


      “Will she really send me a dress for prom?”


      “Count on it,” he said. “When she gives her word, it’s good as gold.”


      He could hear Katie cupping her hand around the phone to ward off her sister’s questions.


      “Don’t screw it up this time, Dad,” she breathed, her voice surprisingly solemn. “She’s really cool, and you could use some time with someone…cool.”


      For the first time in weeks the part of his heart that his daughters inhabited didn’t feel as if it were full of lead sinkers. He was grateful for the shadows that hid the emotion he knew was brimming in his eyes.


      “Yeah, well, I’m doing my best here. Gotta go. See you in a week.”


      When he tucked the phone away, he looked at Steph with a smile.


      “You didn’t have to do that.”


      “Yes, I did. If I have the ways and the means to help level a bump in your road, why wouldn’t I?” She busied herself petting Mickey, who was being awfully good for some reason. “I know you’re worried about her, Finn, but from what I just heard, it’s probably normal growing pains. They say there’s a reason God made kids turn into teenagers. If they didn’t get rebellious and obnoxious, their parents would never be able to let them go.”


      It hurt a little when he smiled. He didn’t mind.


      “Thank you.”


      “You’re more than welcome.”


      Her soft words tucked themselves into a vulnerable, empty part of his heart. God, how he loved this woman. There was no doubt in his mind. For four years he had tried to convince himself that things had worked out for the best; that they didn’t belong together. He had been kidding himself. The kind of love he had for her came along once in a lifetime. And he was going to seal the deal tonight if it killed him.


      On the way back to her house her hand was warm in his and their occasional silences were light and companionable. When they reached the kitchen, she asked if he was hungry, or if he’d like some coffee and biscotti. He countered with another proposal: popcorn and a movie.


      She turned the idea over, then got out her popcorn maker and told him to find a movie on the big flat screen hanging above the fireplace. He felt a stir of hope as the smell of popcorn wafted into the great room and he located some premium channels and called out the names of movies showing, asking for her input. They agreed on an action movie with Bruce Willis that had Die Hard in the title. Not the most romantic thing in the world, but then, the romance Finn was looking for wouldn’t be happening on any screen.


      Before long they were settled side by side on the cushiony leather sofa, feet propped on the coffee table, sharing an enormous bowl of popcorn. The movie was good, but not half as interesting or unpredictable as the sexual tension building between them. When he moved closer, so that his shoulders settled against hers, she didn’t seem to mind. When he slipped his arm around her and pulled her close, she didn’t resist. The movie action slowed for a time, and he turned her face toward him and pressed a soft kiss on her lips.


      She responded slowly at first, then allowed herself to meet his kiss fully. Both his arms closed around her and a moment later one hand slid up her side, memorizing every sweet curve and hollow.


      She stiffened with a soft gasp, then pushed back and scrambled to the edge of the sofa. Trembling visibly, she picked up the popcorn bowl and strode to the kitchen. He sat for a minute, his breath coming fast, his anger rising before he could master it. What the hell was the matter with her? Why would she let him get just so close and no closer?


      It was now or never.


      He shoved himself to his feet and stalked into the kitchen, where she was disposing of the uneaten popcorn in the garbage disposal.


      “What’s the matter, Steph?” His tongue felt thick and clumsy. “Look at me.”


      It was a long moment before she reached for a towel to dry her hands, and turned to face him. That closed and contained look that had spelled doom to their relationship four years ago was back. “Talk to me. You owe me that much. You know I care about you, and I know you care about me, but something keeps getting in the way. I want to know what puts that hurt look in your eyes whenever I get close to you.”


      She didn’t respond at first.


      “What’s happened to you, Steph?” With each word he’d edged closer, and she leaned back, pressing into the counter behind her. Then, with a frantic look, she darted around him to stride back into the great room. He followed, and found her sitting at the polished walnut dining table. She waved him to a chair opposite her and he rubbed his palms down his thighs and sat. His words were heavy with need. “Just tell me.”


      A dozen dark and disturbing scenarios had crossed his mind in the last three days. A mugging. A lover’s betrayal. A rape. His throat tightened with dread as he watched her struggle with the revelation that threatened to end their second chance just as it was getting started.


      Her voice contained a faint quiver as she told him that she’d found a thickening a little under a year ago. It didn’t seem to be anything at first. She’d gone for a mammogram more to humor her doctor than out of concern.


      Finn blinked, listening but not really hearing. He’d asked her what had happened, and she was talking about some medical… Then he heard that word.


      Cancer.


      It took a moment to sink in, and when it did, he felt as if someone had punched him in the gut. That was the last thing he’d expected to hear from her beautiful lips. He was so stunned that at first he only heard one word out of three.


      Breast cancer. ILC—infiltrating lobular carcinoma. Two surgeries and a course of radiation. No BRCA genetic mutation, which was good. She’d be having a PET scan in a few weeks to learn if the cancer had shown up anywhere else. She was dealing fairly well with it, she said. She had changed her diet, now exercised regularly, and had even learned some meditation techniques. Green tea…anti-Cancer…five years…ten years out…survival rates were good…


      That word survival brought him out of his trance. The look on Steph’s face as she watched his shock and searched his reaction was wrenching. Fear, acceptance, pride, loss, pain, endurance…the entire gamut of human emotion was crammed into her lovely, anguished features.


      He didn’t have words at the moment, so instinctively reached for her hand.


      She pulled back and fisted her fingers in her lap.


      “I’m not the same woman you remember, Finn.”

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Nine

    


    
      Steph’s heart was in her throat as she watched his eyes darken with memory and a chaos of feelings she couldn’t begin to guess. She hadn’t missed the way his gaze fell to her breasts, searching for signs of what was missing and what was still there. She couldn’t blame him. She would wonder the same in his place. The shame she felt horrified her, and she wanted to curl up in a ball.


      Tears stung her eyes as she struggled to remain in control against a sense of being anchorless and adrift. She hadn’t expected to feel this much loss when telling him. She’d thought she had dealt with all the major ramifications of the disease, but revealing to him her body’s weakness and her changed appearance was more devastating than she’d imagined possible.


      The rational part of her recoiled from her chaotic feelings. How could she be so humiliated by something she couldn’t control? Why did the loss of some breast tissue seem to nullify every other accomplishment of her life and leave her feeling damaged and undesirable?


      Yet that was exactly how she felt.


      She wasn’t aware she had closed her eyes until she felt Finn’s touch, and opened them. He was kneeling in front of her, cradling her face between his big hands, wiping away her tears with his thumbs.


      “I’m so sorry, Stephanie.”


      In that moment, she could see through those beautiful, dark amber eyes all the way to his soul. He ached for her, wanted to help her, comfort her.


      “Two surgeries?” he asked. She nodded. “They took quite a bit of your breast?” She nodded again. “What about lymph nodes?”


      “The pathology reports on the samples they took were negative.”


      He exhaled softly. “They got clear margins, right? They got it all?”


      “So far,” she whispered.


      He seemed to understand the way fear and hope were packed closely together in those words. He nodded this time and put his arms slowly, carefully around her and pulled her against him. Her heart stopped for a moment. She couldn’t breathe. Then a flood of warmth from his big body melted her frozen responses, and she gasped and let the tears come.


      He held her as she cried and her arms slipped around him and tightened desperately. The strength and caring she had needed for months was all around her, and she absorbed it into her still-healing body and let it fill her hungry heart.


      He slipped away briefly to walk Mickey for her. Then he carried her up to bed and lay down beside her, fully clothed, just holding her.


      “I…I haven’t been with anybody…since…” she whispered.


      “I get it. Just relax, sweetheart,” he murmured against the top of her head. “You’re safe with me.”


      And he cradled her with his big body for the rest of the night.


      * * *


      Steph was the first to awaken the next morning. She’d spent half the night wondering if he would—if he should—make moves that would force her to face his disappointment, or his determination not to show that disappointment. How would she know which reaction was real? He was a man who would go to great lengths to spare her feelings. And while she loved that sensitivity, she didn’t want her feelings spared. She wanted the truth. As painful as it might be, she wanted to face facts now, before she fell even deeper in love with Finn Hartley.


      She watched his face in the early morning light. He was a good man—a wonderful man—who deserved a woman who could meet his needs fully and be his partner in life for years to come. The truth was she didn’t know if she had “years to come.” She might have decades or she might have only one or two years until the cancer recurred and cut her life short. It wasn’t fair to ask him to shoulder that burden with her.


      She slipped from the bed and took Mickey for a walk, trying to sort it all out in her head.


      * * *


      Finn awakened to an empty bed and an uneasy feeling. He called to Steph as he came down the stairs, but the house was silent. When he found Mickey was missing, too, he knew where she’d gone, and set about making coffee for them. Minutes later, she walked through the door and he could tell something was wrong. Mickey lavished him with sloppy affection, but she gave him a stiff peck on the cheek and threw herself into breakfast.


      Waffles. She was making him her perfect waffles.


      He leaned his hip against the counter near where she was working, studying the puffiness around her eyes and the set of her chin. She was so beautiful, so strong and so hurt. He wanted to pull her into his arms and thaw her back to the warmth and openness they’d shared in the night just past.


      “I care about you a great deal, Finn,” she said, her gaze riveted on the steaming waffle maker. Her voice was purged of emotion. “So I need to tell you a few things. I want you to understand—I’m still trying to make peace with what’s happened to me. The last thing I want to do is drag you into my drama and mess things up for you a second time.”


      “Steph—”


      “No, Finn—” she brought a clenched hand down on the countertop “—let me finish. You’re a wonderful man. You’re giving and caring and honest and…and I don’t want you to make decisions about being with me for noble reasons. I don’t want you to be selfless and sacrificing. I love you too much to let you do that, even for me.


      “I’m confused and I need to figure things out for myself. I have to be strong and cope on my own. That’s the way I’m built. That’s who I’ve always been. And I can’t just let somebody, even somebody as loving as you, take over. I’d lose a part of myself in the process.”


      “Steph, I know what I’m signing on for here. I’m not afraid of—”


      “Well, I am,” she said, turning her shoulder to him. “What happens if we stay together and the cancer comes back? I couldn’t handle the guilt I’d feel if you got fed up with being a cancer survivor’s long-suffering partner, but were afraid to leave me.”


      “You’re talking about stuff that may never happen.”


      “No, I’m talking about stuff that may happen,” Stephanie said, feeling the weight of it pressing down on her chest. “I want to be with you so much that it scares me. I’m just… I’m not ready for this kind of commitment. It’s too much responsibility right now. You deserve a whole, healthy, loving partner, and I don’t know that I can be that for you.”


      “You underestimate yourself, Steph. We can work it out—”


      “Don’t you get it?” She turned fully away, back rigid. “I don’t know what I am anymore. I don’t know what I’m capable of. I make it through, day to day, but I don’t see a future before me. I don’t see anything at all.”


      There was a long silence. She could feel his gaze on her back, could feel the care he had for her reaching into her core, searching for a response.


      “I know cancer has knocked you for a loop,” he said, edging closer, “but you’re still you. You’re still the Stephanie Steele I fell in love with—that and a whole lot more. I believe we’ve been brought together a second time for a reason. And the reason is not that you’re going to die. Look, I’m not asking for guarantees. Nobody is promised tomorrow. None of us have a lock on a painless, trouble-free life. All I want is you beside me, loving me, for as long as you can. Is that too much to ask?”


      She didn’t know how to answer him. It would be so easy to say yes to what he was asking—to turn and open her arms and let him sweep her into his heart and his life. To borrow his certainty and courage and faith. But everything in Steph said it would be taking the easy way, that sooner or later she would have to pay for not doing the hard work of recovery herself.


      Escape was not an option.


      She wanted to love him, but something kept holding her back, and for the first time, she faced it squarely. It wasn’t body shame. It wasn’t worry that he’d leave her if things got bad. It was her damaged faith in life itself. It would hurt too much to open herself up and find happiness, only to have cancer bring her life crashing down around her again.


      Her ability to live fully, to have faith in the possibilities that life and love could hold, had been shaken to the core. It was hope that she’d lost.


      “Steph, look at me. Just look at me and tell me you can’t love me.”


      The silence as she grappled with his demand and her chaotic emotions stretched too long, and became an answer in itself.


      “Maybe you’re right—it is just about you.” Bitterness tinged the frustration that crept into his voice. Old memories, old pain stirred beneath his words. “Maybe you’re really using the cancer to keep from getting involved again with a man who doesn’t live up to your fashionable image.”


      She sagged against the counter, so struck by that razor-edged statement that she had to brace herself before answering. Caught up in her own inner turmoil, she hadn’t considered just how much of himself he was risking in reaching out to her, or how much he might be hurt by her rejection. He’d offered his heart, his life…


      The soft pad of footsteps on the marble entry floor registered, and she whirled. By the time she reached the hall, the front door was closing behind him. She froze, staring at the door for a long time. He’d left again. The way her life was going, there wouldn’t be a third chance.


      Mickey quit sniffing the door and came running back to her with a where-did-he-go look. She sank to her knees, pressed her face into his furry ruff and began to sob. “Oh, Mick, I really messed it up this time.”


      * * *


      Steph dragged herself through the next several weeks. Work and family filled her days, but did nothing to fill the hole left in her heart by Finn’s absence. In two short days, he’d managed to turn her fragile world upside down. Now everything seemed to be moving on automatic pilot…everything except that pile of fishing equipment still sitting on the bench by the garage door.


      She finally told the people on her management team about her cancer, and was surprised to find that several of them had suspected something was going on. Her assistant hugged her and cried, saying that she had intercepted messages from a doctor and figured it out. With the air cleared, the team pledged to take the company into new territory—even featuring “pinks” in their stores that fall, during breast cancer awareness month.


      In late June came the long-awaited PET scan and the results.


      “You’re clear, Stephanie.” There was a big smile on the oncologist’s face. “No sign of hypermetabolic uptake anywhere in your body. That means we got it all, and you’re clear, my dear.” She paused, then squeezed Steph’s hand and shooed her toward the door of the exam room. “Go. Live. You don’t need to come back to see me for another year.”


      Relief flooded Steph, followed closely by a burst of painfully sweet joy. Her first impulse was to call everyone she loved, to tell them, and first on that list was Finn Hartley. But she didn’t phone him. She didn’t yet know what the news meant to her future, and didn’t know what to say to him. Would he even want to hear her good news?


      Okay, now you’re just feeling sorry for yourself. Suck it up, Steele, and get on with it.


      Fortunately, the family was thrilled with her news, so much so, in fact, that the brothers-in-law totally forgave her for letting their passport to sporting man’s heaven get away. And later that month, she got a lovely email from Katie Hartley with a prom photo showing her in one of the three dresses Steph had sent her. It brought tears to her eyes as she read and reread the note, searching in vain for clues to how Finn was doing.


      As the summer rolled on, she found herself thinking about him constantly, especially when she took Mickey out to play and wandered the green where she and Finn had walked together. Had she been crazy to end it before it really began, as her sisters said? Had turning him away been selfless or just plain cowardly? Again and again Steph found herself back where she’d started, thinking that she’d made no progress at all…that she might never feel safer or more settled or ready to risk loving again.


      When the letter came, saying she’d been selected to participate in the October Casting for Recovery retreat, she was stunned. She had forgotten about sending in the application. She found herself staring at the fishing equipment by her back door and telling herself that taking part in the retreat would probably just dredge up painful memories and highlight the uncertainties she lived with.


      It took every ounce of her courage and some sisterly badgering for her to make the drive to the retreat on Lake Logan in western North Carolina. The trees were just starting to turn and there was a crisp feeling of change and expectation in the air. The staff who greeted her wore badges identifying them as CFR volunteers, but highly paid professionals couldn’t have been more competent and attentive.


      Maura Evans, a tall, sturdily built woman with glorious red hair, introduced herself as the retreat director and led two other volunteers in helping Steph unpack her car. After taking care of the paperwork and handing her a program, hat, badge and bag of goodies, Maura escorted her to her assigned cabin and introduced her to her three cabin-mates.


      Loretta, Danielle and Kai Li all seemed a little nervous, just as Steph was, but as they talked while settling in, their personalities came out. Loretta was a tart-tongued hairdresser from Raleigh, Kai Li was a quiet, self-possessed nurse from Chapel Hill, and Danielle was a bubbly real estate agent from Charleston. When it was Steph’s turn, her face heated and she simply said she was Stephanie, who ran a couple of dress shops in Atlanta.


      That first afternoon and evening filled her with a low-grade anxiety. It was irrational, she knew, but she couldn’t help wondering if Finn might be volunteering there on Sunday as a fishing guide. The possibility made it hard for her to concentrate as the women introduced themselves around the dining room table that evening and told something about their journey.


      The range of experience among the participants ran from recently diagnosed and still under treatment to fifteen years cancer-free. But it was soon clear that every woman present shared the trauma of having her life changed forever by the diagnosis all women dreaded.


      When it was her turn, Steph rose and found herself grappling for words that wouldn’t come. Panicked by her sudden lack of speech, she flushed violently and shook her head.


      The room went deadly quiet and a motherly looking woman seated beside her took her hand and whispered, “It’s okay. Just take your time. We’ve got all night.”

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Ten

    


    
      Around the room several women wore pained expressions of sympathy. Others nodded or smiled in support. Steph closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them and started with the simplest part, her name.


      “I’m Stephanie Steele.” The dam of words broke. “I usually talk people’s ears off. I can’t seem to do that right now, and I don’t know why.”


      There was a brief silence, then one of her roommates, Loretta, spoke.


      “Maybe because it’s never been this important before.”


      “‘Give Sorrow words,’” Kai Li quoted softly nearby. “‘The grief that does not speak whispers the o’erfraught heart, and bids it break.’”


      Stephanie turned to her and nodded through a moist haze in her eyes. There was a lifetime of well-practiced compassion in the nurse’s gaze.


      “Two surgeries, half a breast, and six weeks of radiation,” she managed to say before sinking back onto her chair. “Just had my first anniversary and I have no idea what’s ahead.”


      Maura Evans sat forward. “We’re your hope, Stephanie. Five years, eleven years, fifteen years out, and we’re still here.” Several women—staff and participants—nodded and raised hands to own those statistics. “Someday you’ll be someone’s hope, too. That’s how it works.”


      After dinner, they broke for a while, and a plump black woman with a beaming face approached her.


      “Arlene, right?” Steph tried not to let her self-consciousness show.


      “You started me thinkin’,” Arlene said. “What happened to you tonight is what happens to all of us when we first learn we have it. The shock steals our voices and unplugs our usual coping skills. It takes a while for us to find new ways of talking and working and being ourselves. We have to find new sources of joy and pleasure…new ways of lookin’ at the world.” She gave Steph’s hand a squeeze. “But we manage. Lord above, how we manage. And you will, too.”


      She opened her arms and Steph sank into the pillowy softness of them, grateful beyond words for the wisdom and the love that embraced her.


      Later that evening, in a solemn ceremony at the water’s edge, they lit candles and spoke of what made them who they were and what anchored them in times of trouble. If they had one day left on earth, Maura asked, what would they do with it? Who would they spend it with? That was where their truest, deepest values lay.


      It was a moving reminder of all that made their lives worth living.


      * * *


      The next morning came early and the attendees assembled by the water after breakfast for some gentle stretches and warm-up exercises. Special accommodation was made for women whose range of motion had been limited by surgery and lymphedema. Then they received their vests and rods, and sat down for their first lesson in tying flies.


      One by one, the women shed their reserve and fell into a camaraderie that had them making outrageous comments on the crazy names given to certain lures. Humping Prince and Princess Popsicle were favorite targets for innuendo. Then Wooly Bear and Zug Bug and Hare’s Ear were trotted out, and “nymphs” of various saucy persuasions made an appearance. The staff demonstrated spooling a line and preparing a rod and finally casting. By their morning break, the participants were beginning to feel quite at home, even Stephanie.


      By the next session, which had to do with medical breakthroughs in breast cancer diagnosis and treatment, inhibitions were dropping like flies. Frank and sometimes uncomfortable questions were handled carefully by the group facilitator, an oncology nurse who happened to be a survivor herself. It was only natural that the medical stuff led into more personal areas of concern, like sex and intimacy.


      Here again the participants’ experiences ran the gamut, from stable, long-term marriages to single-and-looking-for-love. The reactions of the men in their lives were just as diverse as their situations; some stuck like glue and others flaked away like bad paint at the first sign of trouble. Stephanie thought of Finn’s response to his sister’s cancer. Finn, she told herself, was definitely the sticking kind.


      The women spoke of crying at the sight of themselves in mirrors, and Steph knew exactly how that felt. They talked of intimacy and the ways they’d tried to adjust to their changed shapes, and to learn to trust their bodies again.


      “I used to have big boobs,” Loretta declared flatly, looking down at her now modest breasts, “and I can’t say I don’t miss the tingle sometimes.” That drew a few titters and several guffaws. “But it’s just mostly fat, y’all. I said to the docs, ‘Cut ’em off if you have to. I still got my magic button.’”


      Unexpected laughter made Steph choke on the tea she was sipping. Loretta was a life lesson in the flesh: sassy, full of spunk, and defiant against all odds. Part of Stephanie felt freer just being around her.


      The warmth that flowed in the group made what could have been depressing topics a true joy to consider. Ellen, Deb, Abby, Loretta, May, Gretchen, Kai Li, Boxie, and JoAnn…each woman unspooled a potent story of loss, change, and reasons for hope. By lunch, they were laughing and teasing each other, behaving as if they’d been friends their whole lives.


      Coming from the competitive fashion world, Steph had never experienced anything like this openness and lack of pretension. The women dropped all notions of “correctness” and even the inhibiting gloss of manners in favor of a higher standard: caring. Most hadn’t bothered to put on makeup, but as Steph looked around the late session, she realized she had never seen faces more beautiful.


      It was humbling to realize the heroic strength of these women and to think that if she had passed them on the street, she could never have guessed the trials they had endured or the depths of spirit in their sometimes frail bodies. They were diamonds, every one, cut and polished by the harsh experience of cancer, to cast light and hope into others’ lives. It was a realization that began a subtle but significant change in her own heart.


      On the second night, by the water’s edge, Steph was totally undone by the experience of sharing her story with these women. They listened, they understood and they didn’t judge. It was a time for honesty, for fears and hopes and doubts…for supporting each other and letting love guide words and actions. By the end of the evening she had laughed and cried until she was drained of every last ounce of doubt and fear. In their place rose a fullness of hope that said she was not—and never had been—alone in this struggle.


      That night she slept so well and awakened so refreshed that she wanted to hug everyone in sight. So she did! It was only later, as the guides arrived and the hugging continued, that she remembered Finn hugging the women at the retreat last spring. He experienced this same glow, this same love each time he volunteered for a weekend. No wonder he treasured it. The highlight of his year, he called it. She suddenly understood how his hungry heart could be filled by contact with these women…and how lonely it must be when he went home afterward to an empty house.


      Her heart ached physically with the desire to hold him and give him some of the love overflowing in her just then.


      The fishing began in earnest midmorning on Sunday. Her assigned guide was an older fellow named Marv, whose wife had passed away from breast cancer some years back. He was calm and steady and didn’t say much as he led her up a clear stream to “a likely spot.” He showed her where to cast, and let her practice before tying on a fly and trying for a fish.


      Again and again, she cast, remembering the feel of Finn all around her, directing her motions as she’d practiced at the fishing clinic. She worked her rod until it became a comfortable, almost meditative motion that allowed her mind to drift to the sound of the water, the feel of the sun on her face and the overwhelming sense of peace that filled her.


      Suddenly she knew. She knew. This was what Finn felt. This was why he never seemed to be in much of a hurry. This was why he was so patient and accepting and easy to be around. This was where his strength came from. He had felt this same peace and fullness of heart, and he used it to anchor his life. He’d even tried to share it with her. And at the time all she could see was inactivity, mindless repetition and lack of ambition.


      If she could only tell him—no, show him…

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Eleven

    


    
      She didn’t have his phone number! He had moved in the years since she’d been with him in Phoenix, and either he was unlisted now or he’d gone strictly to cell phone.


      Waiting for ten o’clock on Monday morning, opening time for Finn’s store in Phoenix, was excruciating. Beth had dropped her youngest off at preschool and hurried over to see what was happening. Steph paced and made coffee and worried quietly that he might hang up on her when she finally did get through to him.


      Sunday night, she had arrived at Beth’s to pick up Mickey, with a glow on her face her sister said she’d never seen before. They’d called Laurie, and the two of them sat Steph down to find out what had happened at the retreat. The change in her brought all kinds of emotions bubbling up, and before long tears were flowing. Again.


      Griff had sighed and brought them a fresh box of tissues.


      At 10:01 Monday morning Steph got the store office and was told that Mr. Hartley wasn’t in, he was fishing somewhere…oh, yeah, Greer Lodge.


      The combination of longing and stubborn hope in Steph’s heart must have shown in her face. Beth sighed with good-natured exasperation.


      “It’s just as well. This is not a conversation you want to have over a phone.” She turned Steph by the shoulders and started pushing her toward the stairs. “Pack a bag. Fast. I’ll get online and find you a ticket. You have to go and speak to this saintly man in person.”


      “B-but Mickey—” Steph called back over the stair railing.


      “There won’t be room for three in the bed,” Beth answered. “He stays with me.”


      Mickey heard his name and came running into the kitchen with an expectant look.


      “You better take a nap while you can, old son,” Beth told him. “My kids have plans for you.”


      * * *


      He was standing hip-deep in the stream, wearing a fly-studded fishing hat and a pair of well-worn waders. She watched him cast behind a large rock downstream and pause, reading the flow of the water and waiting for the fish he knew to be there to bite, and her heart swelled with love.


      There was a spot just above him that looked perfect. She waded in and cast her line near the same rock he had targeted. He didn’t turn at first. It wasn’t uncommon for fly fishermen to share a spot in relative quiet. But when she cast a second time, crossing his line with hers, he looked up with a scowl to see who had made such a clumsy, thoughtless move on his turf.


      His rod lowered and his jaw dropped at the sight of her. She had donned her hastily modified waders and her CFR hat, studded with the sad-looking flies she had tied at the retreat. In spite of the pounding of her heart, she calmly reeled in her line—now tangled nicely with his—and waded toward him, holding his fly.


      “What are you doing here?” he asked, sounding duly shocked.


      “Fishing,” she said, squaring her shoulders. Please, God—let him still feel the same way toward me. Help us work it out. The stubborn surge of hope in her heart was all the answer she needed. “I just came from a great retreat in North Carolina, where I learned quite a bit…about fishing, about how blind I’ve been, about how I want to spend my life…and with whom.”


      “A retreat?” He frowned, clearly confused, until his gaze settled on her hat. “You went to one?” His face grew blank with surprise. “A Casting for Recovery retreat?”


      “I did. And Sunday morning I hugged everybody in sight.” She watched him try to control his rising emotions and tighten his stance. “Unfortunately, there was one volunteer I didn’t get to hug. I thought about him all weekend, and I realized I had to come to see him.” She gave a rueful grin. “And maybe get in a little ‘river time’ while I’m at it.”


      He just stared for a long moment, looking her up and down, assessing the heat in her face and the hope she knew was in her eyes. Had she made a mistake coming here? Could he have lost his feelings for her in the months since they’d parted? Why wasn’t he talking? Reacting?


      “Well?” She swallowed hard. “Am I going to get that hug or not?”


      Just when she thought she couldn’t stand the suspense one more instant, he took half a dozen long, loping strides, sending water shooting in all directions. A deep half sob, half laugh came from his throat as his big arms closed around her and reeled her in.


      She wrapped herself around him and squeezed for all she was worth, wishing she could absorb him into her very bones. Her heart swelled and gave several quivering beats before breaking into thuds of joy.


      He kissed the top of her head and laughed as he swung her back and forth and said her name again and again. She finally pushed him away enough to lift her face and pull his head down for a wild, exuberant kiss that left them both staggering and breathless.


      “I love you, Finn Hartley. I really, truly, fully and completely love you.” Tears made his face blur briefly. She blinked them away and he kissed her cheek as they rolled down it. “I think I always have. I just didn’t know what to do with you.”


      He leaned back to study her face, and his gaze was tenderness distilled.


      “And now you do?” he said with a doubtful look.


      “Oh, yeah. I have plans for you, babe. Big plans.”


      “Starting with what?”


      “A double-ring ceremony and couple of weeks in the Caribbean, sunning and deep-sea fishing. Sound good to you?”


      “I could probably go for that.” He chuckled. “And then what?”


      “Then you’ll move out to Atlanta and take over the Damon’s store there…and my brothers-in-law will get their family discount…and you’ll have weekends free to fish and help me train Mickey, and we’ll drive over to Vanderbilt for ball games….”


      “Damn, woman, you’ve got it all planned.” Finn faked annoyance. “What do you need me for?”


      “When we get back to the cabin I rented, I’ll show you,” she said, giving him a lush, inviting kiss. Then she caught his gaze with hers and sobered for a moment. “I’m not the same woman you knew, Finn. I’m a little lopsided and there are scars….”


      He started to protest, but she put her hand to his mouth.


      “But what I have, what I am, is all yours,” she continued, letting him know that she’d made peace with her body. “For now and for as long as you want me. You’re the one person in this world I want to spend my life with.”


      “I love you, Stephanie Steele.” He held her against him, sharing the warmth, the sunshine, the cool breeze, and savoring the love he had thought he might never have in his life. “Whatever comes, we’ll face it together.” He kissed the tip of her nose and turned her toward the bank. “Come on, I can’t wait to see this cabin you’ve rented.”


      And as they slogged out of the water, arms around each other, he looked down at her and wagged his head.


      “Ye gods, woman. What have you done to a perfectly good set of waders?”


      “Ruffles,” she said emphatically, fluffing the fabric she had tacked on to the bib of her waders. “And don’t try to tell me fish can see I’m wearing a few extra inches of fabric.”


      “I won’t.” He threw back his head and laughed. “But don’t blame me if other fishermen won’t come within a hundred yards of you.”


      “That’s all right by me.” She laughed and hugged him fiercely. “The only fisherman I want is the one that almost got away.”

    

  


  
    

    


    
      Dear Reader,


      When Harlequin first approached me about writing this story for Casting for Recovery, I was surprised and a little puzzled. Fly-fishing and breast cancer? I told my fiancé (an avid fisherman) about the possibility, and he immediately saw the connection—gentle casting motions, time in the healing realm of nature, and the camaraderie of other breast cancer survivors. I was soon convinced. And if I hadn’t already been convinced, my first conversation with Donna Fischer, of Casting for Recovery would have done it.


      Donna is a powerhouse of positive and a wonderful ambassador for CFR. She shared with me her story of breast cancer and recovery (eight years and counting!) and her introduction to the organization. She was diagnosed with breast cancer in 2003 and ran through the gauntlet of tests and treatment, including chemotherapy and radiation. Her positive attitude and determination saw her through the process and she remains cautiously cancer-free.


      Donna heard about Casting for Recovery through Banner Health in Arizona, where she works as an executive assistant. The CFR retreat she participated in (2006) reinforced her commitment to survive and to help other women do the same. That same year she became a volunteer and now serves as program coordinator in the Arizona chapter of CFR. She and her family started and continue to sponsor a fundraising Bunco tournament, and she is responsible for the formidable task of overall stewardship for the Arizona retreats.


      From participant to active volunteer, Donna is personally motivated by the empathy she shares with women breast cancer survivors. She understands the fear, isolation and uncertainty that comes with a cancer diagnosis. She is committed to inspiring other women to face their futures with confidence and determination. Whether she is speaking with bikers on a motorcycle run or embracing women arriving at a CFR retreat, she exudes enthusiasm, respect and compassion for all involved with the program. She makes those around her want to be better people.


      Breast cancer affects one out of eight women in America: 288,130 women were diagnosed with breast cancer in 2011, and 3,9520 women were expected to die in 2011 from breast cancer, though death rates have declined since 1990. Chances are, you or someone you love will develop breast cancer during your lifetime.


      I became part of those statistics a year and a half ago. And my personal and ongoing experience with breast cancer has made writing this story a very special labor of love. Every woman’s life, every woman’s story, every woman’s struggle with breast cancer is different. But there is a potent commonality of fear, uncertainty and loss to the experience that all breast cancer survivors share. It is my hope that you find this story of finding/rediscovering love after breast cancer both authentic and uplifting. The writing of it certainly has been that for me.


      Grace and peace,


      Betina Krahn

    

  


  
    

    
      Two more FREE ebooks await!

    


    
      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.


      And in No One But You, author Jillian Hart honors the work of Mary Byberg, a committed volunteer for Nellie’s Shelter for Women and Children in Toronto, Ontario.
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