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ONE YEAR EARLIER
 
    
 
   The man finished reading the article.  He glared at the image of the smiling CEO. His fists tightened as he paced and thought of what he’d planned.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   “Consider yourself lucky, Miss Clark. Very lucky. If it were up to me, I’d be prosecuting this.”
 
   Amber Clark looked down at her hands and twisted them in her lap.
 
   “All right. That’s enough,” her lawyer said.
 
   Amber watched the other attorney’s jaw clench. But he didn’t say another word.
 
   Amber and her lawyer rose and exited the office. Walked out of the courthouse into the July heat.
 
   When they reached Beth’s car, Amber hugged her. “Thank you for everything.”
 
   The attorney studied Amber. “Thank me by promising me. Never again. The only time I want you in a courthouse again is for work or to get married. Something like that.”
 
   Amber nodded. She smiled a small smile. “Never again. I promise.”
 
   “So what are you going to do now?” Beth asked.
 
   Amber bit her lip. “I don’t know.” She had lost her job for obvious reasons. No one wanted a nurse with an arrest on her record.
 
   The lawyer frowned. Dug into her bag and pulled out a card.
 
   “Call this agency. They help women get a fresh start.”
 
   ***
 
   “You’ve had a big day. You must be tired.”
 
   Katie’s chin was quivering as Brian tucked her in. 
 
   He smoothed her hair. “What’s wrong, baby?”
 
   As if he didn’t know.
 
   “I missed Mommy today.”
 
   “Me too,” Brian whispered. “But I’m sure Mommy’s happy that your grandparents are here to visit us.”
 
   “Do you think Mommy can see me?”
 
   Brian’s heart tugged. He closed his eyes for a moment to ward off the moisture welling up. Opened them and smiled at Katie. “I really do.”
 
   He took a breath. “You’re going to the zoo tomorrow. That’ll be fun, right?”
 
   “Are you coming with us?”
 
   “I’m sorry, sweetheart, but I have to work.”
 
   “Do you think I’ll get to see a giraffe?” Katie whispered.
 
   “I’m sure you will.” Brian leaned down to kiss her. “Goodnight.”
 
   “’Night, Daddy.”
 
   Brian walked out of Katie’s room and into his bedroom. He picked up his and Diana’s wedding picture and ran his thumb down her image. “God, we miss you, Diana.”
 
   Three months since her death, and it was barely any easier. For him or for Katie. It was way too much for a six year-old to have to process.
 
   ***
 
   Amber turned into the driveway of her mother’s house. She and her mother lived in a three-bedroom ranch home in San Rafael, California. 
 
   Amber walked up the steps and opened the front door.
 
   “Amber?” 
 
   “Yes. I’ll be there in a second, Mom.” 
 
   Amber set the grocery bags onto the counter and walked into the bedroom.
 
   Her mother, Mary, pressed a button on the remote, and the television switched off.
 
   Amber took a breath. It was still a shock to see the blue scarf wrapped around her mother’s hair. 
 
   Mary’s hair was blonde like her own. But she’d lost most of it in recent months, because of the cancer treatments.
 
   Amber sat down beside her. “How are you feeling tonight?”
 
   “I’m all right. How did it go, honey?”
 
   “Fine, Mom. Just like my lawyer said it would. It’s over now.”
 
   Mary sighed and shook her head.
 
   Amber squeezed her hand. “What is it, Mom?” 
 
   “You shouldn’t have, Amber. Now it’s on your record.”
 
   “What’s done is done, Mom. I had to and you know it.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   Amber entered the Starbucks in Larkspur on a Friday morning several weeks later. 
 
   The mother of one of Amber’s childhood friends was seated a few feet away. Amber’s heart began to beat faster.
 
   Mrs. Steele looked up. Saw Amber. Then she turned back to the woman she was with and bent her head in a conspiratorial whisper. 
 
   Amber lowered the hand she’d begun to raise in a wave. She let out a sigh and walked to the back of the store. She was early and had time to use the restroom.
 
   Amber checked her reflection in the mirror after she dried her hands. She reentered the seating area and walked to a bistro table far from Mrs. Steele. Pulled out a chair and sat down.
 
   Brenda was nothing like her mother. But Amber hadn’t spoken to her since before her arrest. Brenda had left a couple of messages, but Amber had been too embarrassed to return the calls.
 
   Amber pressed her lips together and tried to put the thoughts out of her head. 
 
   An attractive woman with long, dark hair approached her table ten minutes later. She looked like she was in her early thirties. 
 
   “Are you Amber?”
 
   Amber stood. “Yes.”
 
   “I’m Michelle Lowell with Second Street. It’s nice to meet you.”
 
   Amber shook her outstretched hand. 
 
   Michelle held a leather briefcase and a large coffee cup. She set the briefcase on the floor and gestured to the counter. “You don’t want anything?”
 
   Amber shook her head. “No. I’m fine.” 
 
   The nerves were already flitting inside of her stomach. She didn’t want to risk them getting worse. 
 
   Amber glanced at the papers the woman had taken out of her bag and saw her own writing. 
 
   She had filled the forms out two weeks ago and mailed them in. 
 
   “So you were never convicted.”
 
   Amber sucked in a breath, shook her head. “No. It didn’t even go to trial.” 
 
   “But there’s an arrest on your record.”
 
   Amber bit her lip. “Yes.” She hoped Brenda’s mother was seated far enough away that she couldn’t hear.
 
   Michelle looked up from the papers and held Amber’s gaze. “Why don’t you tell me about yourself?”
 
   Amber nodded. She told Michelle about her education, her nursing career, her mother’s illness. She paused and then explained her arrest.
 
   Michelle had been taking notes. She looked up as Amber finished. 
 
   Michelle asked a few more questions, including how proficient Amber was in Microsoft Office.
 
   “Amber, I work for a company called Source One. We do software coding for smartphones’ wi-fi connectivity. I’ll bet I can find something for you there.”
 
   Amber wet her lips. “Really?”
 
   Michelle nodded and reached into her pocket. She handed Amber a card. “Why don’t you come into the office Monday. Does 9 a.m. work for you?”
 
   Amber blinked. “Yes. Absolutely.”
 
   “Good.” Michelle smiled and stood. She held out her hand. “See you Monday.”
 
   Later that day, Amber researched Source One. She clicked on the About Us link. A profile for the CEO, Brian Nichols, came up, along with a picture. 
 
   Amber’s eyes widened at the image of brown hair and green eyes. Mr. Nichols was young. And one very handsome man. 
 
   Amber read all of the information the company website provided. Source One had an exclusive contract with the largest smartphone manufacturer. 
 
   Mr. Nichols’ profile said he was thirty-two. Eight years older than she was. Amber sat back and exhaled a breath. She doubted she’d accomplish anything like he had by the time she was in her early thirties.
 
   ***
 
   On Monday at 9, Amber pulled up to Source One’s office - a three-story, compact brick building in Mill Valley.
 
   She walked from the parking lot to the back entrance. Neat shrubs with pink blooms decorated the pathway. 
 
   Nerves churned Amber’s stomach as she looked at the directory and walked up the staircase. Source One took up the second floor of the building. Amber inhaled a breath and pulled open the glass door.
 
   “You’re going to interview for Mr. Nichols’ assistant,” Michelle told her a few minutes later. “His current assistant is being promoted.”
 
   Michelle led Amber to her office and handed her a document. “Let’s see how fast you can type.”
 
   Amber retyped the letter and printed it out. She gave it to Michelle.
 
   “Looks good,” Michelle said. “That was fast, too.” 
 
   They spoke for a few minutes and then Michelle showed Amber around Source One. Amber guessed that about thirty people worked there. Offices, like Michelle’s, were set against the windows. Rows of grey cubicles stood in the center of the room.
 
   After the tour, Michelle turned to Amber. “Can you start on Monday?”
 
   Amber raised her brow. “I’m hired?”
 
   “You’re hired.”
 
   “I don’t need to interview with Mr. Nichols?”
 
   “No. Normally I’d have you meet him, but he’s away on business until Monday.” Michelle smiled. “Don’t worry. He trusts my judgment.”
 
   Amber wet her lips. “What about my background?”
 
   “No one’s going to find out about it,” Michelle said firmly.
 
   Amber pressed her lips together.
 
   “Listen, Amber. I started here as an admin. Now I handle HR and finance. I have confidence in you, and we all deserve a chance. Can you start on Monday?” she asked again.
 
   Amber quickly nodded. “Definitely. Thank you so much.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   Amber looked at herself in the full length mirror of her bedroom on Monday morning. She smoothed the black peplum dress. Made sure the black heels she’d pulled out of her closet worked with the outfit. 
 
   She’d bought several dresses that weekend. Aside from the suit she’d interviewed in last week, she hadn’t had much in the way of professional clothes. Her attire as a nurse had been much different.
 
   She’d needed the clothes. She’d worry about the credit card bill later. Amber picked up her purse and walked into the kitchen. 
 
   As she’d done with the whole house, her mother had modernized the kitchen on a tight budget. The original cabinets had never been replaced, but her mother had had them painted a few years ago. 
 
   Her mother sat at the kitchen table, a small mountain of pills in front of her. She swallowed one, took a sip of orange juice and looked up at Amber.
 
   “You look beautiful, honey.”
 
   “Thanks, Mom.”
 
   “Have a great first day.”
 
   Amber bit her lip. “Hopefully it goes well.”
 
   Her mother’s eyes were blue. A mirror of her own. Now they bore into hers. “They’re lucky to have you. Don’t forget that, Amber.”
 
   Amber nodded. She kissed her mother’s cheek and walked into the garage. 
 
   Two years ago, mindful of her college loans, she’d gotten a “new” car. 
 
   The new car was now eight years old, a white Toyota SUV. It might have nearly a hundred thousand miles on it, but it drove like a dream and hadn’t given her a problem yet. If only everything else in life were as smooth.
 
   “Follow me,” Michelle said half an hour later, after Amber had filled out some forms. “It’s time to meet your new boss.”
 
   Michelle knocked on the door of Mr. Nichols’ office. 
 
   “Come in,” a deep voice called.
 
   Amber stepped in after Michelle.
 
   “Brian, this is Amber Clark. Amber, Brian Nichols.”
 
   Amber’s breath caught. The man sitting at the desk was even more handsome than his picture. 
 
   His green eyes turned to her. Captivating eyes, but eyes that didn’t look happy to meet her. In fact, he seemed to be frowning.
 
   A second later, he stood. Stuck out his hand. “You can call me Brian.”
 
   Amber gazed up at him. Even with heels, she was probably half a foot shorter than he was. 
 
   He was built like a football player. Strong. Muscular.
 
   Amber forced a smile and shook his hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”
 
   ***
 
   Brian looked at Amber’s retreating form and frowned. He knew her type. Attractive. Extremely attractive. 
 
   Blonde hair, high cheekbones, blue eyes. A woman with a perfect face. The body to match. She was used to men falling all over her. 
 
   Well, she wasn’t going to get that from him. 
 
   He blew out a breath and turned his attention back to the papers on his desk.
 
   ***
 
   Two hours later, Mr. Nichols buzzed for Amber.
 
   She quickly rose and knocked on his door.
 
   “Come in.”
 
   Amber opened the door and walked to Mr. Nichols’ desk.
 
   The keys continued to click on his laptop. 
 
   Amber tightly gripped the pen and pad she was holding and refused to fidget.
 
   What felt like a full minute later, he finally turned to her.
 
   “When I buzz for you, you don’t need to knock. You can just come in.”
 
   Amber raised her brow. “All right. Thank you.”
 
   Mr. Nichols gestured to one of the chairs in front of his desk. He started to give her a list of what he needed that week.
 
   “A mailing with a progress update needs to go out to my clients. Have Michelle show you how.”
 
   ***
 
   Amber nodded and scribbled something down. She looked up at Brian when she finished and offered him a smile.
 
   Enough of that. He’d make it clear that he wasn’t going to flirt with her.
 
   He narrowed his eyes. 
 
   Brian watched the smile disappear from her face and a flush spread across it. She looked down at the floor before meeting his eyes again.
 
   “Do-do you need anything else from me?”
 
   Brian shook his head.
 
   Amber nodded. She rose and quickly left his office.
 
   ***
 
   Amber’s mother took her hand as she came into the bedroom and sat down at her bedside that night. “How was your day, honey?”
 
   Amber shrugged. “The CEO I’m working for. He could have been a little nicer.”
 
   Her mother’s eyes clouded.
 
   Amber quickly pressed her lips together. She needed to remember who needed whom these days.
 
   Amber forced a smile. “It’ll be fine, Mom. I just need to get used to everything.”
 
   Her mother nodded slowly.
 
   “I was going to make some pasta for dinner. Does that sound good to you?”
 
   Her mother nodded again. “I’m hungry tonight.”
 
   Her mother hadn’t had an appetite all week. Amber grinned and kissed her cheek.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   It was Monday of Amber’s second week at Source One. She had arrived at work ten minutes ago and was now sitting in Mr. Nichols office. 
 
   He was on a call, with his back turned to her.  She glanced around the room as she waited for him to finish. There weren’t many personal touches in the office. Amber looked at the frame on his desk. She’d put some papers on his desk last week and had seen the front of it. It was a picture of his wife and daughter.
 
   Mr. Nichols hung up a minute later. He turned to her and began to list off tasks. 
 
   “Got it?”
 
   Amber looked up from her notepad.
 
   Geez. 
 
   He was practically scowling at her. His looks seemed more hostile as each day passed.
 
   Amber forced a smile and nodded. “Yes, Mr. Nichols.”
 
   Mr. Nichols’ jaw ticked. He gave her a curt nod in reply. 
 
   Amber blinked as she realized she’d been dismissed. 
 
   She got up from the chair and left his office. Let out a breath after she’d closed the door.
 
   This wasn’t what she’d expected. At all.
 
   It wasn’t that she’d expected them to be best friends. But she’d definitely expected him to be nicer.
 
   ***
 
   Don’t you remember how to treat a woman, Brian? It was Diana’s voice.
 
   This is work, Brian growled.
 
   Come on. You don’t need to be so cold.
 
   Brian ignored the voice in his head and returned his focus to the papers he was reviewing.
 
   ***
 
   “How’s the job going so far?”
 
   Amber and Michelle were having lunch at a deli a block away from the office.
 
   Amber didn’t want to mention the tension between her and Mr. Nichols. The last thing she needed was for Michelle to think she was ungrateful.
 
   “Fine,” Amber said quickly. “Thank you for hiring me.”
 
   Michelle smiled. “My pleasure.”
 
   “Did you have a nice weekend?” Amber asked.
 
   “I did. My boyfriend’s in Los Angeles. I usually spend weekends down there with him.”
 
   “Is it hard being so far apart during the week?”
 
   “Sometimes. But work here keeps me busy.”
 
   Amber nodded. She knew Michelle typically stayed late into the evening. 
 
   “So how about you, Amber? Are you seeing anyone?”
 
   Amber shook her head. “No.” 
 
   She hadn’t dated anyone since college. Since her mother had gotten sick, dating had become the very last thing on her mind.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   “You’ve just started and you already have a personal appointment during business hours?” Mr. Nichols asked.
 
   Amber’s stomach knotted. 
 
   She cleared her throat. “It has to do with my mother. I wouldn’t be going if it weren’t important.”
 
   Mr. Nichols’ jaw set. He nodded curtly and turned away. 
 
   Amber took a breath to suppress the anger bubbling in her core. She walked out of his office and shut the door. 
 
   Sat down at her desk and looked at her hands. They were trembling. 
 
   Was Brian Nichols that much of a robot? Did he have no feelings at all? 
 
   If she didn’t need this job so much, she’d be tempted to tell him where to stick it.
 
   Later that day, Amber sat beside her mother in the doctor’s office.
 
   “Celia, I think you should just enjoy the time you have left without worrying about treatments,” the doctor said.
 
   Amber’s gut clenched. She closed her eyes and tried to draw a breath through the crushing weight pressing on her chest.
 
   She opened her eyes and risked a glance at her mother. Surprisingly, there was no fear or distress on her face. 
 
   “I intend to do that,” her mother told the doctor. She turned to Amber and winked.
 
   Amber dragged a pillow to her chest as she lay in bed that night. 
 
   Her mother had gotten such a raw deal. Her husband leaving. Financial problems. The breast cancer that had spread and was now taking her life.
 
   Amber’s parents had divorced when she was six. Her father had moved out a year before the divorce. 
 
   Now he was remarried, living in Italy, with his second wife and her half-sister and brother. They were fifteen and thirteen. Amber hadn’t seen them in five years. 
 
   As a child, she had spent a few summers in Italy with them. When she’d gotten older, she’d had a choice about where she’d wanted to spend vacations. Friends and staying in San Rafael had won out. 
 
   Her father had been understanding. But as the years had passed, they’d spoken less and less frequently. The distance hadn’t helped. And neither had her arrest. They hadn’t spoken at all since then. 
 
   Amber drew in a breath. Lately, her parents’ divorce was always on her mind.
 
   It was hard to imagine lasting love. Yet it did exist. She’d seen it with her grandparents. 
 
   An image of her mother sitting in the doctor’s office flashed in her mind. Despite everything, her mother was determined to enjoy the time she had left. Whatever it took, Amber would help her do just that. 
 
   The next evening, Amber stood in the pharmacy waiting for a new prescription for her mother. 
 
   What was she going to do when her mom passed away? How would she get through?
 
   Amber swiped at the moisture that had welled up in her eyes. 
 
   She clenched and unclenched her fists. It wasn’t the time to feel sorry for herself. She had to stay strong. Her mom needed her.
 
   “Ma’am?....... Are you okay?”
 
   Amber blinked. 
 
   The pharmacy assistant was holding up a bag. Her eyebrows were raised. “It’s ready.”
 
   Amber hurried to the counter. “I’m sorry. I guess I was a million miles away.”
 
   Amber took her mother to the movies that night. A couple her mother’s age sat in the row in front of them. The lights darkened and she and her mother settled back for the previews.
 
   When the lights came back up after the movie, the couple began to kiss.
 
   Amber looked at her mom. She had stood up and was struggling with her coat. Amber straightened it for her as her gaze drifted back at the couple. They were now locked in a passionate embrace. 
 
   As Amber and her mother filed out of the row, Amber wished with all her heart that it was her mother in front of her, out for the evening with a caring partner. 
 
   ***
 
   “How’s your mom doing?” Michelle asked.
 
   Amber and Michelle were having lunch again the next week.  This time at a Chinese restaurant.
 
   Amber bit her lip and looked away. “She’s getting weaker. It’s hard to see.” 
 
   She blinked back tears. 
 
   Michelle was silent for a minute. 
 
   “You’re doing a great job here, Amber. I’m glad I hired you.”
 
   Amber took a breath and smiled a small smile. “Thanks. I only wish Mr. Nichols felt the same.”
 
   Michelle’s forehead wrinkled. “What do you mean?” 
 
   “I just don’t think he likes me very much.”
 
   “I’m sure that’s not true, Amber. He hasn’t complained once about you.”
 
   Michelle touched a linen napkin to her mouth. “He’s just been different since his wife died.”
 
   Amber frowned. “His wife died?”
 
   Michelle raised her brow. “Almost six months ago. You didn’t know?”
 
   ***
 
   Brian walked up the walkway.  Through the window, he could see Katie and Mrs. Quinn seated together, doing homework at the kitchen island. 
 
   Mrs. Quinn was a grandmother. She’d raised her daughter in Marin. Her daughter, son-in-law and grandchildren lived in Colorado now. 
 
   Brian had hired Mrs. Quinn a year ago, when Diana had begun to get weak. When she’d begun to need help.
 
   Mrs. Quinn had rented out her house and moved in six months ago.
 
   The night Diana passed away, it was Mrs. Quinn who’d explained to Katie that her mother had gone to heaven. 
 
   Brian blinked away the memory and unlocked the front door. 
 
   “Like this?” Katie was asking Mrs. Quinn as Brian headed for the kitchen.
 
   “Yes. That’s right.”
 
   Katie looked up and saw him. Ran over. “Daddy!”
 
   Brian picked her up and kissed her.
 
   “Okay, Missy,” Mrs. Quinn said. “You’re done and it’s bedtime now. Upstairs we go.”
 
   “But Daddy just got home.”
 
   “It’s after eight and you’ve got school tomorrow, Katie.”
 
   Brian set Katie down and took her hand. “Come on. I’ll tuck you in, sweetheart.”
 
   Brian went back down to the kitchen after he’d put Katie to bed. 
 
   Mrs. Quinn set a plate of chicken and potatoes in front of him. 
 
   “How was your day?” she asked.
 
   ***
 
   Amber lay awake long into the night thinking of what Michelle had told her. 
 
   She needed to give Mr. Nichols a break. He was entitled to be in a bad mood if he’d just lost his wife. 
 
   And his poor little girl…... 
 
   Amber sighed as her thoughts shifted. 
 
   Her mother had lost a lot of her strength in the last weeks. She spent most of her time in bed now. 
 
   She’d need help while Amber was at work. Amber would call the doctor about it tomorrow.  She closed her eyes and drew in a breath. It was time to get some sleep.
 
   The next morning, Amber arrived at work and walked into Mr. Nichols’ empty office.  She put some papers on his desk and reached for the framed picture. 
 
   His wife and daughter. 
 
   Amber had seen the photo dozens of times over the last weeks. This time she studied it.
 
   The little girl was adorable and had long dark hair like her mother. She had her arms wrapped around her mother’s neck. 
 
   They looked happy. Truly happy. Amber felt a pull at her heart at what the little girl must have gone through for the past months.
 
   It was bad enough losing a mother when you were an adult. As a child…..
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   Amber startled.
 
   Her eyes flew to the doorway where Mr. Nichols stood scowling. 
 
   Amber’s stomach clenched. 
 
   In her haste to put the picture back, her fingers fumbled and the picture fell to the ground.
 
   Amber’s cheeks were flaming as she quickly knelt down and picked the picture up. She set it on the desk, not bothering to try to put it back where it had been.
 
   “I-I’m sorry.” She knew Mr. Nichols was still staring at her, but she couldn’t meet his eyes.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she whispered again as she hurried past him, out of his office.
 
   Amber chewed on her lip as she hurried to the bathroom. 
 
   Mercifully, it was empty. 
 
   She locked herself in the last stall and rested her head against the door. For the next couple of minutes, she concentrated on taking deep breaths. Finally, she lifted her head and sighed.
 
   It was only the start of the workday.  And there was a lot to do.  She needed to put this behind her and get back to work.  Amber squared her shoulders, opened the door and left the bathroom a moment later.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
   Amber squeezed her mother’s hand and repositioned the oxygen mask over her face. It was ten at night, the last Sunday in October. 
 
   Her mother had had a rough weekend. The doctor had sent a hospice nurse to help. 
 
   Her uncle, her mother’s brother, had come up from San Diego with his wife. It had been several months since they’d been up, and Amber was grateful they’d come. 
 
   They had just left for the hotel they were staying in. The hospice nurse had left the room to call in a report. 
 
   Amber’s mother was looking up at her.
 
   Amber’s heart pounded. “I love you, mom,” she whispered.
 
   Mary motioned to Amber, and Amber lifted the oxygen mask. 
 
   Mary took a shaky breath. “Love you…..too. You’re…….the best thing……ever happened to me.”
 
   Amber squeezed her eyes shut and tried to suppress a sob. She leaned down to kiss her mother’s cheek.
 
   Minutes later, Mary was gone. 
 
   Amber had expected to be crying uncontrollably when it happened. 
 
   Instead, she felt numb, lightheaded, as she stared down at her mother’s form. 
 
   The hospice nurse squeezed her shoulder.
 
   “I’m sorry, Amber,” she whispered.
 
   ***
 
   Michelle knocked on Brian’s door.
 
   “Brian, I have a temp coming in……..Amber’s out all week. Her mother died.”
 
   Brian frowned. “Her mother died?”
 
   Michelle nodded. “From cancer.”
 
   “I didn’t even know she was sick.”
 
   Michelle raised her brow.
 
   Brian cleared his throat. “We’re sending flowers, right?”
 
   Michelle smiled a small smile and nodded. “I’ll show the temp around as soon as she comes in.” She closed his door.
 
   Brian sat back in his seat, thoughts on Amber.
 
   ***
 
   Amber poured some coffee into her mug.  She looked out the front window as a jogger passed by and sighed heavily.
 
   She was ready to get back to work. She needed to get out of the house. Needed to get away from her thoughts. 
 
   Even if it meant dealing with Mr. Nichols. 
 
   The others in the office were certainly nice to her. Treated her well. A few of them had called once they’d found out the news from Michelle. They’d even asked about a funeral for her mother.
 
   But Amber, her aunt and her uncle had buried her mom in a private service.
 
   Amber had kept the door to her mother’s room closed for the past week. That Saturday, she steeled herself and opened the door. 
 
   Amber instantly saw an image of her mother lying on the bed. With a cry of anguish, she shut the door.
 
   She sank down onto the carpet. Put her head into her hands and sobbed.
 
   ***
 
   Brian lay in bed Sunday night thinking about Amber. He’d come close to calling her this week. 
 
   He’d wanted to offer words of comfort. 
 
   He’d gotten as far an inputting her cell number into his phone. Then something had stopped him. 
 
   Brian drew in a breath. She’d be back tomorrow. He’d give her his condolences then.
 
   He turned to his side and closed his eyes.
 
   The next morning, Brian looked up as Amber entered his office. “Amber…..”
 
   Amber’s expression stopped him cold.
 
   Every look she gave him now was guarded. Like his words were about to cut into her.
 
   Brian cleared his throat and started again. “I was very sorry to hear about your mother.”
 
   Amber’s eyes fell to the floor. 
 
   “Thank you,” she said quietly. She looked up at him again. “Do you need anything?”
 
   Brian shook his head. “No.”
 
   Amber nodded. She turned and walked out, shutting the door behind her.
 
   Brian took a deep breath and sighed. That wasn’t exactly how he’d envisioned things going. He hadn’t wanted to send the wrong message, but he’d hoped to at least break the ice between them. 
 
   But, as awkward as things were, why should he expect anything different?
 
   He shook his head. I know. I know. My own fault.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
   Brian stood looking out the window of his office on a Friday in late November. He shook his head and ran a hand through his hair. 
 
   “What a colossal nightmare,” he muttered. 
 
   There was a tentative knock at the door. 
 
   Brian turned around. 
 
   Amber stood there. She was running her hand up and down her arm.
 
   She swallowed. “I-I can’t find it. I’ve looked everywhere.”
 
   Brian let out a noise of exasperation. “Do you know how incompetent we’re going to look if I have to go back to the client and ask for another copy?”
 
   Amber bit her lip.
 
   Brian closed his eyes and sighed. “Just get Mitchell on the phone for me.”
 
   Amber nodded and quickly retreated.
 
   Great job, Brian.
 
   She lost the specs. Brian growled at Diana’s voice. 
 
   How do you know that?
 
   The muscle in Brian’s jaw clenched as he exhaled a breath.
 
   ***
 
   Amber looked up at the overcast sky as she stood on the office terrace.
 
   This wasn’t working. 
 
   Mr. Nichols obviously hated her. 
 
   In the months she’d worked for him, he’d never smiled at her. Not even once. 
 
   She knew he was capable of it. He was much warmer with everyone in the office. It was only her that he hated. 
 
   Despite her effort to calm down, tears continued to flow. She wiped them away. 
 
   This wasn’t where she belonged. 
 
   Michelle had been very nice to her, and it would be hard telling her she was leaving. But she wasn’t going to be able to do this job any longer.
 
   It was Friday. Three more hours until the end of the work day. 
 
   And Mr. Nichols was going to be away next week. She’d only need to speak with him over the phone. 
 
   Amber took a deep breath. She could do that. It would give Michelle time to find a replacement. 
 
   She inhaled another breath. Opened the door and walked to the bathroom.
 
   A couple of her co-workers looked up as she passed. No doubt it was obvious she’d been crying. Amber clenched her fists against the embarrassment. 
 
   In the bathroom, she washed her hands and wet a paper towel. Touched it to her eyes. 
 
   They were rimmed in pink, but there was nothing she could do about that. 
 
   Amber threw the towel away, opened the door, went to find Michelle.
 
   ***
 
   Brian reached into his briefcase. He pulled out a file and opened it. 
 
   The first page was the one he’d accused Amber of losing.
 
   He closed his eyes and shook his head. Jesus. He’d had it all along. Just forgotten where he’d put it.
 
   Brian glanced at the ceiling and sighed. He owed Amber a huge apology. 
 
   He got up and went out to her desk. Swallowed as he stood in front of her. “Listen, Amber. I found the file. I owe you an apology.”
 
   Brian blinked as Amber looked up at him. Her eyes were red.
 
   Brian’s heart beat hard. You made her cry.
 
   “Good,” Amber muttered. She turned back to her laptop.
 
   Brian stood at her desk for a long moment. It was obvious that she wasn’t going to initiate any more conversation. And he had no idea what to say next. No idea what to do.
 
   Slowly, he turned and went back into his office.
 
   At 4:55, Amber forwarded his travel itinerary. There was no message of her own attached to the email. She’d just forwarded the itinerary the travel agency had sent. 
 
   When Brian stepped out of his office five minutes later, she was gone for the day.
 
   Brian exhaled heavily. He’d have to find a way to make this up to her. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   At Michelle’s insistence, she and Amber were having margaritas after work. 
 
   “Now tell me exactly what happened today,” Michelle said.
 
   Amber shook her head. She cleared her throat. “It’s not important. It’s just time for me to make a change.”
 
   Michelle frowned. “What do you mean?”
 
   The expression on Michelle’s face brought Amber’s heart rate up. 
 
   “I want you to know how grateful I am to you,” Amber said quickly. “You took a chance on me when no one else would.” 
 
   “Listen, Amber, don’t be hasty. Brian doesn’t dislike anyone. He’s just different since his wife died. Less friendly.”
 
   Less? Try not at all.
 
   Amber exhaled. “I’m thinking of moving,” she said. “Down to San Diego. My uncle and aunt are there. They said I could stay with them a while.”
 
   Michelle pressed her lips together. “You’re thinking of leaving the area?” she asked flatly.
 
   “Yes….. I’m not tied to Marin anymore. Maybe it’s time for a new start.”
 
   “What about settling your mother’s estate?”
 
   Amber shook her head. “There was more debt than equity. There isn’t going to be anything left.”
 
   “I just don’t think it’s a good idea to move, Amber. Your support network is here. Everything familiar. You’ll find a different job. I’ll help you. I know HR people at other companies, too, you know.”
 
   “You’ve helped me enough, Michelle.”
 
   “Just let me make a couple of calls before you decide anything. Okay?”
 
   She took Amber’s hand. “Okay?” she asked again.
 
   Amber looked down at their joined hands and forced a smile. “Okay. Thank you.”
 
   ***
 
   Brian lay down.  He stared up at the ceiling and sighed. 
 
   He knew what Diana would have said about what had happened today.  It certainly wouldn’t have been good. 
 
   When they were first married, Brian had been putting in long hours. Long hours even for him.
 
   One night Diana had marched over. Flipped his laptop closed. “No more ignoring me at night.”
 
   She’d put a stop to his nighttime work then and there. Said they had more important things to do.
 
   Brian smiled wryly. He’d loved her sassiness. Her spunk.
 
   His thoughts drifted back to Amber. What was she like when she felt comfortable with someone? 
 
   Brian shook the thought away. That’s not what you need to be thinking about.
 
   Yet, in the back of his mind, Diana’s voice was telling him the opposite.
 
   Brian had been numb for so long. He much preferred it to the thoughts he was having. 
 
   ***
 
   The following Monday, Michelle came to Amber’s desk. “One of my HR contacts came through. Here’s a job listing you can interview for.”
 
   Amber blinked up at her. “So soon?”
 
   Michelle nodded and handed her a printout. 
 
   Amber scanned the job description and glanced up at Michelle.
 
   “Another software company?”
 
   “Unlike Source One, they do custom coding for companies. I told my contact you’d have my recommendation. The name of the person you’ll interview with is on the back. Your interview’s tomorrow at nine.”
 
   “Thank you so much.”
 
   Michelle winked at her. “Don’t mention it.”
 
   The next day, Amber interviewed with the Sumner Systems’ HR rep, Abby Grover.
 
   “Mr. Sumner was given a copy of your resume. He was told you come highly recommended.” 
 
   “Mr. Sumner gave my resume to you himself?”
 
   Abby nodded.
 
   Amber raised her brow. Michelle’s HR contact definitely had friends in high places.
 
   A little while later, Amber was led to Mr. Sumner’s office.
 
   Peter Sumner shook her hand and gestured to one of the seats in front of his desk. He gazed at a copy of her resume. “So, you’re not going to be working for Brian Nichols anymore?”
 
   Amber shook her head. 
 
   “What happened?”
 
   Amber licked her lips. She’d hoped she wouldn’t be asked. But it was an obvious question. “We didn’t have too much of a connection. I thought it made sense to find a better fit.”
 
   Mr. Sumner nodded. “I don’t know if anyone told you, but he and I used to work together too. I know he can be intense.” 
 
   Amber smiled a tentative smile. 
 
   ***
 
   It was Monday. Brian had returned from Chicago and was back in the office.
 
   He looked up from his papers as Amber knocked on his open door. 
 
   Amber cleared her throat. “I wanted to let you know that Friday’s my last day here. My replacement’s going to start on Wednesday.” 
 
   Brian frowned. He opened his mouth and closed it again.
 
   There was something different about Amber as she stood waiting for him to acknowledge what she’d said.
 
   She was no longer nervous. She looked determined now. Determined to get rid of him. 
 
   And who could blame her? He’d treated her badly. Like crap, if he was being honest.
 
   Amber’s eyes were still fixed on his. Brian watched the column of her throat move as she swallowed. The only hint that she was becoming uncomfortable. 
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that,” Brian said quietly.
 
   The expression on Amber’s face softened a little before she walked out of his office and shut the door.
 
   Throughout the next few days, Brian made several attempts to smooth things over with Amber. He asked her to lunch a couple of times, but she declined both invitations – politely but firmly, saying she had a lot of work to do. On Friday afternoon, it appeared that she still planned to leave.
 
   There was a knock on Brian’s door just before 5 p.m.
 
   “Come in.”
 
   Amber walked in and set a file on his desk. “Here’s the information you wanted.”
 
   Brian nodded and met her gaze. “Thank you.”
 
   “Stephanie knows to be in at 8:30 a.m. on Monday.” Amber said. “Do you need anything else from us today?”
 
   Brian studied her. Her chin was tilted upward as if she dared him to give her a hard time. 
 
   “No. I’m fine.” 
 
   He exhaled a breath. “I guess this is goodbye then.”
 
   Amber nodded. “Goodbye,” she said flatly. 
 
   Without another word, she turned around and left his office, shutting the door behind her.
 
   Brian closed his eyes and sighed. 
 
   He’d blown it.
 
   Nice going, Brian. 
 
   This time, it wasn’t Diana’s voice. It was his own.
 
   ***
 
   Amber let out the breath she’d been holding as she shut Mr. Nichols’ door. 
 
   Never mind the fact that he’d seemed contrite this week. Like he was sorry to see her go.
 
   It was too little. Too little too late.
 
   She was making the right decision. She was.
 
   She thought back to the interview with Peter Sumner last week. 
 
   He’s been friendly to her. Even smiled at her. Joked with her. Imagine that. 
 
   Amber let Stephanie know she could go home for the day.
 
   Then she gathered her purse and the box she’d packed her things in and went to say goodbye to Michelle.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
   Abby Grover had assigned Nicole, a pretty woman with chocolate skin to train Amber.
 
   “I used to do this job,” Nicole told Amber.
 
   “What are you doing now?” Amber asked. 
 
   “Accounting. I just started it.”
 
   “You’ve been promoted?”
 
   Nicole nodded.
 
   Interesting. That was the second time she’d replaced someone who’d just been promoted.
 
   Nicole worked with Amber throughout the morning. Before lunch, she showed Amber how to pull research Mr. Sumner had asked them for.
 
   Nicole gestured to Mr. Sumner, who was speaking on the phone. “Peter likes you. I can tell.”
 
   Amber stiffened. 
 
   She’d wanted someone friendlier than Brian Nichols. But not someone too friendly.
 
   “Not that way,” Nicole said quickly. “He’s got a girlfriend.”
 
   Amber relaxed. 
 
   “I’ve never met her,” Nicole continued. “But they’ve been together for as long as I’ve worked here.”
 
   “How long have you worked here?”
 
   “Two years. Since right after Mr. Sumner founded the company.”
 
   ***
 
   “Thank you, Amber.”
 
   “Sure.” Amber gave Mr. Sumner a smile and left his office.
 
   She set the papers down at her desk. It was the end of her second week at Sumner Systems. So far so good.
 
   Mr. Sumner seemed happy with her work. And he’d been friendly. 
 
   So why in the world did her thoughts keep drifting back to Mr. Nichols? 
 
   Amber sat down and sighed.
 
   It was probably because she’d failed. Failed at making any kind of connection with him.
 
   He’d been so puzzling. What had she done that had made him hate her so much? 
 
   And then there’d been the sudden change the last week she’d been at Source One.
 
   Whatever. It was finished.
 
   No more looking back. 
 
   It was time to focus on the job at hand. Amber turned back to her laptop.
 
   ***
 
   Max Chambers sat filling out paperwork for a patient's chart when one of the respiratory therapists walked in.
 
   "You have a good weekend?" Nancy asked.
 
   Max smirked. "I was here ninety-nine percent of it."
 
   Nancy shook her head. "Sorry."
 
   She opened a cabinet and turned around. "Hey. Guess who I saw the other night when my husband and I were out to eat?"
 
   Max tucked the file away and stood. "Who?"
 
   "Amber Clark."
 
   Max stared at Nancy. "Really?"
 
   Nancy nodded. "She told me her mother had passed away. Sad, huh?"
 
   Nancy found the box she needed and closed the cabinet. "You off soon?"
 
   Max cleared his throat. "In the morning."
 
   Nancy nodded and left the room.
 
   Max walked to the window and stared out into the darkness, mind churning.
 
   ***
 
   The man pulled up and stared into the early morning light. The young woman was walking into the office building carrying a stack of papers. Amber Clark. No one could have fit the plan better. Amber was the perfect person to use in getting revenge against Brian Nichols.
 
   ***
 
   Amber drove down her street. It was already dark out. Six p.m. on a December night. But the street was brightened by holiday lights. Hers was one of the few houses without any decorations. 
 
   Until a couple of years ago, her house had been decorated every year. Even after her dad left, her mother had kept up the tradition, getting onto a ladder and threading colored lights through the hooks in the eaves. 
 
   Amber swallowed against the tightness in her throat and pulled into the driveway. Got the bag of groceries from the front seat and walked to the door. 
 
   Once inside, she made a sandwich and gathered up the pile of mail. She shuffled through it. Half of it was bills. A few Christmas cards. No doubt telling Amber how sorry they felt for her.
 
   Amber sighed and stared blankly out the kitchen window. What was she going to do for Christmas?
 
   Her uncle and aunt had invited her down to San Diego. 
 
   But Christmas was in the middle of the week this year. Amber didn’t think she should take time off. 
 
   Her job was still new. And Mr. Sumner had already said he’d be busy with year-end reports. That meant she’d be busy too.
 
   Yet she had to do more than just sit home. Amber thought of Second Street Mission. Maybe they needed help this time of the year. 
 
   And she’d be volunteering at the same place Michelle did. It was perfect. Amber smiled. She’d phone Second Street in the morning.
 
   Her call the next day was put through to the director, Sherry. Sherry’s voice had a warm tone as she asked Amber if she was available on Saturday.
 
   That Saturday, Amber sat in Sherry’s office. 
 
   She had just agreed to help Sherry coordinate a job fair. 
 
   “I didn’t tell Michelle I was meeting with you,” Amber said. “I haven’t had a chance to call her.”
 
   “Michelle Lowell?”
 
   “Yes,” Amber said. “She’s the Second Street volunteer that was assigned to me.”
 
   “Michelle doesn’t volunteer here any longer.”
 
   Amber frowned. “I didn’t know that.” 
 
   Amber thought about Michelle on the way back to her car. It wasn’t like she had a lot of free time, with her long hours and trips to L.A. Amber made a mental note to call and wish her happy holidays. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
   On a Saturday in late January, Amber was shopping in a department store downtown.
 
   “Daddy!” 
 
   Amber heard the small, distressed voice again and rushed toward it.
 
   A little girl stood facing away from Amber as she rounded the corner of a display.
 
   Amber quickly walked in front of her. Knelt down.
 
   She blinked. It was Brian Nichols’ daughter. The same little girl whose picture was on his desk. 
 
   Amber looked into the little girl’s eyes and spoke in a gentle voice. “My name’s Amber and I’m going to help you find your daddy. What’s your name, sweetheart?”
 
   “Katie.” The little girl’s voice quavered.
 
   “What a pretty name that is.”
 
   The little girl bit her lip and gave her a shy smile. 
 
   ***
 
   Brian rounded the corner and stopped short. Katelyn stood in the center of the aisle with Amber Clark. 
 
   Amber was crouched down. Her hands grasped Katelyn’s.
 
   Brian steadied his breathing as he listened to Amber reassure Katie. 
 
   Katelyn looked up. “Daddy!”
 
   Brian knelt down and opened his arms as she ran toward him. 
 
   He scooped her up and straightened. Hugged Katie tightly and looked at Amber.
 
   “I wanted to see the toys, Daddy,” Katie whispered into his ear.
 
   Brian kissed her. Then his gaze returned to Amber’s face.
 
   Amber rose, met his stare and wet her lips. 
 
   Brian watched her let out a breath. 
 
   “I was trying to help,” she said quietly.
 
   Then she frowned. Shook her head. With a last glance at Katie, she turned and walked away. 
 
   Brian watched her retreating form. 
 
   What a number he’d done on her. He’d judged her. Made assumptions about her. And he’d been miserable to deal with. 
 
   It was no wonder she couldn’t stand to be near him.
 
   He sighed. It was time to finally make things right.
 
   “Come on, baby,” he whispered to Katie. 
 
   He held Katie tightly as he followed Amber. 
 
   Brian waited with Katie by the exit as Amber stood in line to pay. 
 
   Brian’s lips pressed into a tight line as the guy at the counter flirted with Amber. 
 
   But Amber didn’t seem to notice the extra attention. She handed the cashier her card and signed the terminal. Thanked him as he gave back her card and handed her a shopping bag. 
 
   Amber stopped short as she turned and saw Brian waiting for her. 
 
   A wary expression settled on her face before she started toward the door. 
 
   Brian quickly gripped her arm as she tried to pass. 
 
   Amber frowned down at his hand before she looked up into his eyes.
 
   God, she was beautiful. Even now, when she was obviously pissed off at him.
 
   He took a breath. “Amber, we were just going to get some lunch next door. Would you like to join us?”
 
   Brian watched her blue eyes widen. 
 
   It was a moment before she spoke. 
 
   She licked her lips. “Thank you, but I can’t.”
 
   Katie, still in Brian’s arms, joined in. “Please, Amber?”
 
   Brian watched Amber’s expression soften as she looked at Katie.
 
   He studied her as he waited for her answer. 
 
   “Please?” Katie asked again.
 
   Amber blinked a few times before she smiled at Katie. She met Brian’s gaze and nodded. “All right.”
 
   Brian exhaled the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. “Good.” 
 
   With Katie still in his arms, he opened the door, stepped out, held it for Amber.
 
   “How old are you, Katie?” Amber asked after they were seated in a booth at the diner next door. She sat across from Katie and Brian.
 
   “Six.”
 
   “Are you in first grade?”
 
   Katie nodded.
 
   “I’ll bet you have a nice teacher,” Amber said.
 
   Katie nodded again and told her about Mrs. Jenkins.
 
   Brian poured some ketchup onto Katie’s plate after the server set down the sandwiches they’d ordered. 
 
   “So, where are you working now?” he asked Amber.
 
   “At Sumner Systems.”
 
   Brian’s jaw ticked as he drew in a breath. 
 
   Amber was looking at him with a frown. 
 
   Great. All he needed was to make her uncomfortable again.
 
   “I’m sorry you’re not still working at my company.”
 
   Amber’s frown deepened. She gave her head a small shake before she turned to Katie. 
 
   “Do you like dolls?” Amber asked her.
 
   “I love Disney princesses. I have a lot of them at home. Want to come see them?”
 
   Amber smiled. “I used to like dolls very much, too.” 
 
   “Can I see the fish tank, Daddy?” Katie asked after they’d finished lunch. 
 
   Brian glanced at the tank. It was only a few feet away from their table. He nodded and got up so that Katie could slide out of the booth. 
 
   She scampered over to the tank. 
 
   Amber was smiling at Katie when Brian turned back to her.
 
   She had worn makeup at the office. Now her face was free of makeup except whatever she had on her full lips. 
 
   She was stunning. Truly stunning. 
 
   Brian forced his thoughts aside and cleared his throat. “So what did you like to do when you were Katie’s age?” he asked. “I didn’t have any sisters. Any siblings at all. I never know what activities she’ll like.”
 
   Amber wet her lips as she thought about his question. “My mother and I loved Broadway shows. I started going when I was Katie’s age. We only visited New York twice. But whatever came to San Francisco, we’d see. And we went to L.A. a few times, too.”
 
   A few minutes later, Brian and Katie walked Amber to her car. 
 
   Amber gave Katie a hug and then looked up at Brian. “Thank you for lunch.”
 
   “My pleasure,” Brian said.
 
   He and Katie watched her drive away.
 
   Brian lay in bed that night, hands laced behind his head. 
 
   It was too soon. Too soon to date anyone. 
 
   It was an insult to Diana to even be considering it.
 
   But the thought of letting Amber walk out of his life again left Brian feeling sad and empty.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
   Brian listened to the phone ring.
 
   All the presentations he did. They never fazed him. 
 
   Unlike this call. 
 
   Brian’s stomach was churning as Amber picked up.
 
   He greeted her. “Would you like to see The Phantom of the Opera in San Francisco with me this weekend?”
 
   There was silence for a moment. “Why?”
 
   “Because you said you like the theater.”
 
   “No. I mean, why would you want to see it with me?” 
 
   Then was another pause before Amber whispered, “I thought you hated me.”
 
   Amber’s words hit Brian like a blow. He swallowed and spoke gently. “I don’t hate you, Amber. Far from it.”
 
   He took a breath. “I know I wasn’t very friendly at the office. That I was the cause of the tension between us. There’s no excuse for it.”
 
   He paused. “I’m asking for a chance to start over with you, Amber. Will you let me?”
 
   Brian closed his eyes and waited for her answer.
 
   Finally she spoke. “All right. I’ll go with you this weekend.” 
 
   ***
 
   The show had just ended and the lights had come back up. 
 
   Amber turned to Brian with a smile. “That was amazing. Thank you.”
 
   The blissful expression on her face took Brian’s breath away. He’d never seen her like this. She looked radiant. 
 
   Something heated inside of his chest. 
 
   The smile faded from Amber’s face. She blinked up at him, no doubt wondering why he was staring at her. Why he hadn’t said anything. 
 
   Brian forced himself to smile. “Glad you enjoyed it.”
 
   Brian pulled up to Amber’s house an hour later. 
 
   He’d wanted to get her door, but it was already open by the time he reached it. She was gathering her purse. He offered her his hand as she looked up. 
 
   She gave him a small smile and put her hand into his. Stepped out of the car.
 
   They walked up the walkway to her door. 
 
   “Thank you. I had a really good time.”
 
   Brian smiled at her. “Surprised?”
 
   Amber looked down at the ground before meeting his eyes again. “To be honest, yes.”
 
   Brian blinked hard.  He hated the hurt look that had come back on her face. He took a breath. “I’m sorry for the way I treated you, Amber. Deeply sorry. I know it’s hard to believe, but that’s not the kind of person I am.” 
 
   He reached out and ran the back of his fingers down her cheek.
 
   Amber gasped. But she didn’t back away. 
 
   Brian looked down at her lips. He’d been having a hard time resisting them all night. 
 
   Enough of that.
 
   He leaned down to kiss her. Heard her suck in another breath as his lips met hers.
 
   ***
 
   Amber and Brian’s next date was the following Thursday night. He took her to a restaurant on the water in Tiburon. 
 
   They stood at Amber’s door again at the end of the evening. 
 
   “Katie would love to see you again, too. Will you come over for dinner tomorrow night?”
 
   Amber nodded.
 
   “Good,” Brian whispered. He leaned down to kiss her.
 
   Amber closed the door after Brian left.  She leaned against the door and blew out a breath.  Her heart was still beating an unsteady rhythm after Brian’s kiss. The man literally made her weak in the knees. 
 
   She’d had another good time with Brian tonight.  A surprisingly good time.  He had asked her questions.  Listened attentively to her answers.  Amber smiled. She’d get to see him and Katie again in only a few short hours. She pushed away from the door and went to get ready for bed.
 
   Amber turned into the open gates of Brian’s property on Friday evening and drove down the stone driveway. A large, brown two-story house appeared before her. 
 
   Belvedere was filled with exclusive homes, but this one sat atop a low cliff overlooking the San Francisco Bay. The view of the water was magnificent.
 
   As they had on her first two dates with Brian, nerves fluttered Amber’s stomach as she parked next to Brian’s Escalade and stepped out. 
 
   She walked up the walkway. Rang the doorbell and smoothed her dress. 
 
   Brian opened the door. Gave her a kiss on the lips as Katie came running down the hallway. “Amber!”
 
   Amber gave Katie a big hug and handed her the shopping bag she’d brought. “This is for you.”
 
   Katie had the box out of the bag a second later. “Princess Belle! Thanks, Amber!”
 
   Amber smiled. “If you already have that one, you can exchange it.”
 
   “She doesn’t have that one,” Brian said. “Not that size anyway.”
 
   He grinned. “Believe me. I’ve had tea with all of the princesses.”
 
   Amber laughed as Brian’s words brought an image to her mind.
 
   She glanced out the window as they walked into the kitchen. The large, level yard was fenced in. Edged by an English garden. Amber could see a boat moored to a dock on the water below.
 
   Brian poured her some red wine and gave her a tour of the house. Walnut cabinetry made up a wall in both the family and dining rooms. The fireplace in the living room featured the same ornately carved woodwork. 
 
   The back of house, both downstairs and upstairs, had enormous windows that took advantage of the views of the Golden Gate Bridge and San Francisco Bay. 
 
   Quite a few sailboats were out this evening. Their white sails dotted the water.
 
   Brian had told Amber about Mrs. Quinn. She was out for the evening but had prepared a dinner of grilled salmon and potatoes au gratin.
 
   “What are you doing this weekend?” Brian asked as he walked Amber out to her car later that night. 
 
   “I need to start packing up my mother’s house. The realtor’s going to list it soon.”
 
   Brian put his hands around her waist. “Want some help? I’d like to help, and I’m sure Katie would too.”
 
   Amber looked up into his eyes. She raised her brow. “Really?”
 
   Brian smiled. “Definitely.”


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
   Amber had just pulled blueberry muffins out of the oven when the doorbell rang the next morning. 
 
   She gave Brian and Katie a quick tour and showed Katie the dollhouse in her room. Amber’s father had built it when she was five. Months before he’d left. 
 
   She’d never had the heart to put it away in the closet.
 
   Amber crouched down in front of Katie. “This was mine when I was little. My father made it for me. Would you like to have it?”
 
   Katie grinned and nodded.
 
   A little while later, Brian was out buying more boxes. Katie was playing in the living room.
 
   Amber stood in her mother’s room. She picked up her mother’s journals and swallowed against the lump in her throat. She carefully placed them into a box she’d marked important. 
 
   Amber was going to donate as much as she could to charity. What she’d keep would go into the garage. But this box would stay in her room. 
 
   She brought the box over to the dresser where her mother had kept her jewelry and slowly opened the drawer. 
 
   There was a lot of costume jewelry. Her mother’s important jewelry sat in a velvet box. Amber lifted the lid and fingered the engagement and wedding rings nestled there. 
 
   The box also contained gold necklaces. Amber closed the case and picked it up, tucking it next to the leather journals. 
 
   Over the next half hour, she added several photo albums to the box. Her most important possessions were now in one place. 
 
   Amber carried the box into her bedroom. Katie sat playing on the floor.
 
   “Can I go outside, Amber?” she asked.
 
   “Of course.” 
 
   Amber walked her to the living room and opened the sliding glass door. “Your daddy and I will come join you soon. Okay?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Katie ran outside.
 
   Amber went into the kitchen. Brian had come back and was packing a set of china. 
 
   “Katie’s in the backyard. It’s fenced in.”
 
   Brian nodded. He knelt to tape up a box. “I’m about done here. What else can I help with?”
 
   Amber looked around. She’d already packed up the rest of the kitchen. What she wouldn’t be needing anyway.
 
   Brian had finished and was watching her. “Anything that needs to be fixed?” he asked.
 
   Amber nodded. “Actually, there’s a window in the garage that’s been jammed for years. The realtor was going to have a handyman take care of it.”
 
   She led him into the garage. 
 
   “Is there a toolkit in here?” Brian asked as Amber turned on the light.
 
   Amber pointed to the workbench and Brian got to work. 
 
   Five minutes later, Amber was back in the kitchen, when she heard Brian swear loudly.
 
   She hurried out. “What happened?”
 
   Brian was pressing on his palm. “I got it loose, but I cut my hand.”
 
   Amber quickly moved to him. Took his hand into hers. There was a decent amount of blood. “Let’s go into the kitchen.”
 
   Brian nodded and followed her.
 
   Amber pulled out a chair. “Sit down. I’m just going to get a few things from the bathroom.”
 
   She gathered up bandages, a washcloth, antibiotic cream and went back into the kitchen. She wet the washcloth at the sink. Took Brian’s hand and wiped the blood off, examining the wound.
 
   “I don’t think you need stitches. I have butterfly bandages, and I think that’ll take care of it.”
 
   She opened the antibiotic cream and started to bandage the wound.
 
   When she was finished, she met Brian’s eyes.
 
   He’d been studying her. He grinned. “You’re good at this.”
 
   Amber smiled a quick smile. “I studied nursing in college.”
 
   Brian’s brow raised. “Nursing?”
 
   Amber nodded. She gathered the pieces from the bandage wrappers and threw them in the garbage.
 
   “You trained as a nurse and you work in business?”
 
   Amber tensed. She bit her lip. “I had a job as a nurse for a couple of years after college. It didn’t work out. Then the job in your office came along.”
 
   She glanced at Brian. Saw the question in his eyes.
 
   Amber turned away and fiddled with the cap of the cream. 
 
   She inhaled a breath and turned back to him. Pointed toward the backyard. “Should we see how Katie’s doing?”
 
   Brian blinked. A second later he nodded and rose from the chair. “Yes. Thanks for fixing this up.”
 
   She, Brian and Katie stood in the entryway later that night. 
 
   Katie threw her arms around Amber’s waist. “Thank you for the dollhouse.”
 
   Amber squeezed Katie and smiled. “My pleasure.”
 
   Brian’s brow raised. “See you tomorrow night?”
 
   Amber nodded.
 
   He leaned in to give her a kiss before he took the dollhouse from Katie and carried it outside.
 
   Amber waved as they pulled out of the driveway. She slowly walked back inside. Sighed as she turned the deadbolt. 
 
   It had been an emotional day. But Brian and Katie had made it bearable. More than bearable. 
 
   ***
 
   The following Monday, Mr. Sumner handed Amber a business card. “The new software code we’re working on……..this is our potential customer. He’s overseas, but he speaks English. I want you to take the lead on contacting him.”
 
   Amber drew in a breath. “Me?”
 
   Mr. Sumner nodded. 
 
   “But I’ve never done anything like that before.”
 
   “You’re professional. You communicate well. It’ll be fine.”
 
   Amber pressed her lips together and nodded. If he felt she was ready for the responsibility, she wasn’t going to try to talk him out of it. She’d just have to do her best and prove him right. 
 
   ***
 
   Amber and Brian saw each other several times over the next two weeks. They alternated between going to restaurants and Amber visiting Brian’s house. 
 
   Amber met Mrs. Quinn. The house Mrs. Quinn owned was several blocks from Amber’s house. And, although Mrs. Quinn’s daughter was ten years older, she and Amber had attended the same schools.
 
   Amber and Brian had just tucked Katie into bed on a Wednesday night. They walked out of her room, down the stairs.
 
   “I was scheduled to be at a conference in a couple of weeks, but Mrs. Quinn is going to be visiting her daughter then,” Brian told her as they went into the kitchen. “I’m going to send Jim instead.”
 
   “Do you want me to stay with Katie?”
 
   Brian blinked. “Really?”
 
   Amber nodded. “I’d love to. But I’m not sure how early I can get out of work while you’re gone.”
 
   “There’s an aftercare program at her school. She stays there whenever Mrs. Quinn is in Colorado.”
 
   Brian drew Amber to him and kissed her tenderly. “Thank you. Katie will be so excited.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
   “How’s everything going there?” 
 
   It was two weeks later, and Brian was on his trip, calling from Arizona.
 
   Amber stood watching Katie, who was seated at the kitchen counter. “Great. We made pizza, and now we’re having a little manicure party.”
 
   “You’re doing Katie’s nails?”
 
   Amber pictured Brian’s smile at the other end of the phone. “Yes. And she’s doing mine.”
 
   “What color?”
 
   “Pink.”
 
   “I had an image of blue or green. Maybe both.”
 
   Amber laughed. “We miss you.”
 
   “And I miss both of you,” Brian said. “Very much.”
 
   Amber’s eyes grew misty. “I’ll put Katie on.”
 
   ***
 
   “I wish you’d stop working for Sumner,” Brian said. “Come back and work for me.”
 
   Brian had returned from his business trip the night before.  Now he and Amber were out to dinner.
 
   “Why?” Amber asked him.
 
   Brian shook his head. “I just don’t like the guy.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” Amber said. “He treats me well.”
 
   Brian’s jaw ticked. 
 
   Amber sighed. She knew Brian still felt guilty about how he’d treated her.
 
   She ran her hand down his arm. “It’s just that things are going well. He’s given me some extra responsibility.”
 
   Brian frowned. “What kind of extra responsibility?”
 
   Amber shook her head. “Brian, I can’t talk about it.” 
 
   Brian closed his eyes for a moment. He opened them and nodded. “He’s in a separate area of technology, but I suppose I understand.”
 
   Amber pressed her lips together. If Brian only knew that Peter Sumner was also working on wi-fi coding for smartphones. But she couldn’t tell him. 
 
   At any rate, Brian’s business was thriving. Unless Sumner Systems came up with something revolutionary, she doubted Brian’s business would suffer in the least. 
 
   Brian had a contract with the largest smartphone company and Peter Sumner was free to go after another. 
 
   From the correspondence she’d had with Sumner Systems’ potential client, it looked like the smartphone company was just looking to catch up. 
 
   Amber squeezed Brian’s arm. “Let’s change the subject,” she whispered. “Okay?”
 
   Brian’s jaw clenched again. But he nodded.
 
   Brian and Amber were sitting on the sofa in the family room several nights later. Brian’s arm was wrapped around her.
 
   “Thank you for agreeing to take things slowly.”
 
   He kissed her gently. “Life really does offer second chances. When Diana and I met, she’d just broken off an engagement.”
 
   Amber looked up at Brian. “Really?”
 
   Brian nodded. His eyes locked onto Amber’s. “I honestly never thought I’d feel this way again, Amber.” He stroked her cheek. “I’m falling in love with you.”
 
   Amber’s heart beat hard at the look of tenderness in his eyes. 
 
   “Me too.” Her voice was choked as she spoke the words.
 
   Brian’s words meant everything to Amber. But a sliver of doubt nagged at her. 
 
   “Brian, there are still things I haven’t told you,” she whispered. “Things you don’t know about me.”
 
   Michelle had gone on a limb to hire her. 
 
   What would happen when Brian found out? Would he fire Michelle?
 
   Brian took her hands and drew them to his chest. “I like a woman of mystery. You’ll tell me when you’re ready.”
 
   On Valentine’s Day, several days later, Brian and Amber took Brian’s yacht into San Francisco. They docked at the pier and had dinner at a restaurant on Fisherman’s Wharf. 
 
   Brian stood at the wheel on the way home, an arm around Amber. Strong gusts of wind invaded the crisp night. Brian had wrapped a blanket around Amber. Now he squeezed her to him and grinned down at her. 
 
   Brian hadn’t been on the yacht since Diana had passed away. Hadn’t wanted to be. Until now.
 
   He was happy again. Truly happy. He hadn’t known it was possible. 
 
   But the misery of last year no longer hung like a heavy weight around his neck.
 
   ***
 
   Two nights later, Amber and Brian were in Brian’s bedroom. 
 
   Katie was asleep. Mrs. Quinn had the night off. She was out with a friend. 
 
   Amber and Brian lay on his bed, kissing. 
 
   Brian pulled away. “Are you on anything?”
 
   Amber shook her head. “No.”
 
   His body stiffened. “Have you done this before or is this your first time?”
 
   “It’s not my first time,” Amber whispered. 
 
   She’d been with one other person - a boyfriend she’d had in college. 
 
   Amber’s heart was pounding. It wasn’t so much what was about to happen that made her nervous. It was her background that plagued her. 
 
   Amber looked down at the bedspread and pressed her lips together. She should have told him by now.
 
   She didn’t want any secrets between them when they did this.
 
   Brian had pulled a condom out of a drawer. He walked back to her and lifted her chin. Searched her eyes. 
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yes. I just……..I have to tell you something,” Amber said. 
 
   Brian stood watching her.
 
   “I was arrested a couple of years ago.”
 
   Brian’s eyebrows drew together. “You were?” 
 
   Amber looked down at her hands and cleared her throat. “My mom was sick for four years before she died. She couldn’t work. There were medical bills. My tuition bills. Not to mention tax bills. The mortgage. She was drowning in debt. I wanted to take time off from college. Get a job as a CNA. But she wouldn’t let me.
 
   Amber wet her lips. “The bank accidentally sent checks of my father’s to our house a year ago. My mother pretended the account was hers and wrote a bunch of checks. At first, no one noticed……” 
 
   Amber closed her eyes. “After she was arrested, I told the police it was me. I took the blame, hoping my father wouldn’t press charges if he thought it was me. And that’s what happened. I wasn’t prosecuted, but the arrest went on my record. I told my boss - I wanted to be honest…….The hospital had a policy and they let me go.
 
   “I wasn’t sure I could even get another job. Then I met Michelle. She was a volunteer at Second Street Mission. She told me she wanted to help me. That there was an opening in your company.”
 
   Amber looked into Brian’s eyes for the first time since she’d begun speaking. “I’ve wanted to tell you since we started dating, but I was afraid of getting Michelle into trouble. 
 
   “Please don’t fire her,” Amber whispered. “She was just trying to help me.”
 
   Amber closed her eyes again. Listened to her heart pound. When she opened her eyes, Brian was still staring at her. 
 
   He reached out a moment later and pulled her into his arms. “I’m not going to fire anyone,” he whispered.
 
   ***
 
   Brian blinked hard. It made perfect sense that Amber’s secret was a selfless one. 
 
   He stepped backward so that he could see her face. “Are you all right?”
 
   Amber nodded. “Yes.”
 
   Brian gathered her in his arms again. “Do you still want to do this?”
 
   “Yes,” Amber whispered.
 
   Brian leaned down to kiss her.
 
   He turned her around and unzipped her dress. 
 
   Watched as Amber pulled it off of her shoulders. It pooled onto the floor.
 
   Brian looked down at the sexy curve of her back.
 
   His heart hammered his chest as he unhooked her bra. He pulled the straps down and planted kisses along her shoulder blades. 
 
   He wrapped his arms around her and drew her backward, tightly against his chest. 
 
   His erection pressed into her back.
 
   Brian palmed her breasts. Fondled them and rolled her nipples between his fingers. 
 
   Amber moaned softly. 
 
   Brian closed his eyes and groaned. He could touch her breasts all night. The thought brought a smile to his face. He’d have to try that sometime.
 
   He moved his hands to Amber’s shoulders and turned her around.
 
   Amber blinked up at him. Her eyes looked heavy, the expression on her face heady.
 
   She gasped as he lifted her up. 
 
   Brian laid her on the bed and slid his hand between her knees. 
 
   Amber’s eyes were fixed on his. She opened her legs so that he could move his hand higher.
 
   As he reached the scrap of silk covering her, Amber sucked in a breath and closed her eyes. 
 
   Brian quickly slid her panties down. Off her legs.
 
   He stroked her clitoris then pressed his thumb against it.
 
   Amber arched her back and moaned, offering herself to him. 
 
   Brian’s groin tightened further. 
 
   She was so delicate. So lovely.
 
   Brian put more pressure into his touch.
 
   The noises Amber made grew louder. 
 
   With his thumb still on her clit, he eased a finger inside of her and stroked the surrounding walls.
 
   Amber clutched at the bedspread. “Oh God.” 
 
   Brian continued his strokes. 
 
   A minute later, Amber bucked and let out a loud cry. Then she lay still, panting.
 
   Brian leaned down and kissed her. Her eyelids fluttered open.
 
   A moment later, she wet her lips and reached for Brian’s belt. Unbuckled it. 
 
   Brian straightened. He unbuttoned his pants and quickly shed them, along with his boxers.
 
   He unwrapped the condom and rolled it onto his length.
 
   Amber looked up at him as he climbed on top of her. She ran her hands through his hair. 
 
   Brian stroked her cheek. “Ready for me?”
 
   Amber nodded.
 
   Brian supported himself against his forearms. With a groan, he entered her.
 
   He sucked in a breath. 
 
   God, she felt good.
 
   He pushed deeper into her and began to thrust.
 
   Amber arms were wrapped around Brian’s torso. He could feel her heels against the back of his thighs.
 
   He increased his rhythm. 
 
   A minute later, he sped up again. Try as he might, he couldn’t get enough of her. 
 
   Brian tensed. He’d wanted to savor this moment for as long as he could. But his control was slipping. With a gruff noise, he exploded into her.
 
   Afterward, Brian rested against Amber, catching his breath. Amber’s arms were still wrapped around him. 
 
   Brian could hear her heart beating as quickly as his own. Her breathing as rapid. 
 
   Brian swallowed. He’d been a little rough at the end.
 
   He pushed himself up until he could see Amber’s face. “Did I hurt you?”
 
   Amber shook her head. She smiled up at him. “You didn’t hurt me,” she whispered.
 
   Brian got up and quickly took care of the condom.  He got back into bed and pulled Amber on top of him. “You’re so beautiful, Amber.”
 
   Amber turned her head and kissed his chest. Then she lay back against him.
 
   Brian stroked her hair. He ran his hand down her back and sighed with contentment.
 
   She felt so right. So perfect in his arms. 
 
   ***
 
   When Amber woke, it was morning. She was alone in bed. 
 
   The door of the master bath was closed. 
 
   She walked to it and knocked. “Brian?”
 
   There was no answer. He was probably downstairs with Katie. 
 
   Amber glanced at the pile of clothes on the bedroom sofa. She’d have to wear the same clothes as yesterday, but at least she could freshen up. 
 
   She took a quick shower. Borrowed Brian’s brush and pulled it through her wet hair. She used the mouthwash on the counter. 
 
   She dressed and went downstairs, following Brian and Katie’s voices into the kitchen.
 
   Brian was standing at the stove, cooking something. He was wearing sweatpants and a t-shirt. Katie, still in her nightgown, was setting the table. 
 
   She looked up. “Morning, Amber!”
 
   Amber walked to Katie and hugged her tightly. “Morning, Katie.”
 
   Brian turned around and grinned. 
 
   His hair was tousled, and he looked relaxed. 
 
   What a difference from a few months ago. 
 
   “Do you like pancakes?” he asked.
 
   Amber grinned back. “Who doesn’t like pancakes?”


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
   Amber was telling Mrs. Quinn about the job fair at Second Street Mission. Brian was in the family room, helping Katie with her homework. 
 
   “I’m not much of a graphic artist, but they asked me to work on the flier,” she told Mrs. Quinn. 
 
   “I used to work in advertising. Why don’t you show me what you have so far?”
 
   Minutes later, Mrs. Quinn had sketched out a revised design. “If you add a picture here, I think it would look even better. You can put the copy down here instead. And it would make sense to make the date and time even bigger.”
 
   Amber nodded. “That’s so much better than what I had. Thank you.”
 
   She asked Mrs. Quinn about her advertising work. 
 
   The San Francisco agency didn’t exist anymore, but it was the reason Mrs. Quinn had moved to the Bay Area from Central California. And it was where she’d met her husband.
 
   Once Mrs. Quinn and Amber had finished, Amber went upstairs to Katie’s room.
 
   Brian had just finished reading to Katie. He stood up. “Goodnight, sweetheart.”
 
   “’Night, Daddy. ‘Night Amber.”
 
   Amber leaned down to kiss Katie. “Goodnight, Katie.”
 
   She and Brian left Katie’s bedroom and walked downstairs into the family room.
 
   Over the past few weeks, they’d settled into a routine. Most nights, Amber came to the house and had dinner with Brian, Katie and Mrs. Quinn. On weekends, she stayed over.
 
   “You’re a great dad, Brian,” Amber said.
 
   Brian kissed her. “Why don’t you get in touch with your father? Tell him everything you told me?”
 
   Amber closed her eyes. “I don’t know.”
 
   “Does he know about your mom?”
 
   “My uncle called him.”
 
   Brian’s brow creased. “Has he contacted you?”
 
   “He sent a sympathy card,” Amber said.
 
   Brian nudged her chin up. “One of you really needs to pick up the phone.”
 
   Amber sighed. “You’re right. I just don’t know if I’m ready yet.”
 
   ***
 
   The next week, Brian and Amber were sitting in the hot tub after Katie had gone to bed.
 
   “Katie’s birthday’s coming up. I’m going to ask Mrs. Quinn to plan a party,” Brian said. 
 
   He glanced up at Katie’s window. Last year, with Diana’s illness, they hadn’t had one. This year, he was determined to make it up to her.
 
   “Would you like me to help?” Amber asked. 
 
   Brian raised his brow. “You wouldn’t mind?”
 
   “Not at all.” She gestured to the yard. “Maybe we could do something in the backyard. You have so much room. We could bring in some kind of entertainment.” 
 
   Brian drew her to him. Kissed the top of her hair. “That sounds perfect.”
 
   The next evening, Brian got home from work and walked into the house. Dropped his keys on the entryway table and set his briefcase on the floor. He could hear Katie’s voice as he approached the kitchen. 
 
   Amber was stirring something at the stove and Katie was speaking a mile a minute as she stood next to her.
 
   Katie beamed as Amber answered the question she’d asked. 
 
   She was soaking up everything Amber gave her.
 
   Mrs. Quinn was grandmotherly, affectionate, a Godsend. But there was something about Amber that made up for what Katie had been missing for the last year. 
 
   Brian inhaled a deep breath as he continued to watch them. 
 
   After all of the months of anguish, he and Katie had finally turned a corner. And Amber was to thank for it. 
 
   ***
 
   Amber watched as the horse trainer held the miniature pony’s reins and led him around the backyard. One of Katie’s friends sat atop him. There were twelve little girls enjoying Katie’s birthday party. The horse had been a huge hit.
 
   Amber had just finished slicing and serving birthday cake. Brian’s mother, Susan, had helped her. 
 
   Susan had flown in several days before from Boston. She and Amber had gone out to lunch yesterday, after shopping for Katie’s birthday party. 
 
   And Katie’s other set of grandparents had come in last night from Palm Springs. The seven of them had gone out to dinner after they’d arrived.
 
   Now Susan stood watching Katie. “She looks really happy. Not just because of the party. You’re obviously a big part of it.”
 
   Pleasure radiated through Amber. She looked over at Katie. “She’s a wonderful little girl.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
   Brian shook his clients’ hands. They’d just had their annual golf outing at the Marin Golf Club. 
 
   He said goodbye and walked toward his car. 
 
   “Brian!” 
 
   Brian turned to see a friend approaching.
 
   “David.” Brian pumped his friend’s hand.
 
   David and his wife, Laura, had been one of Diana’s last visitors. Laura had spoken at her funeral. Brought food for him and Katie afterward.
 
   “How are you doing?” David asked.
 
   There it was. The question everyone asked even though they were afraid of the answer. 
 
   For once, Brian could be honest. Not just polite. 
 
   “I’m okay, actually.”
 
   “And Katie?”
 
   “She’s doing well.”
 
   They spoke for a few more minutes.
 
   “Hey, Laura’s cousin started that security business,” David said. “He’s looking for clients, if you’re still interested.”
 
   Laura’s cousin, Matt, was ex-CIA. Brian had once spent a Saturday afternoon at a shooting range with him and David. No doubt he had a lot to offer his clients.
 
   Brian fished a card out of his wallet and handed it to David. “Have him call me.”
 
   Brian sat in Matt’s office a week later. He’d just signed on to have Matt monitor his business.
 
   “I can keep an eye on things for your family too.”
 
   Five minutes later, Brian had given Matt Amber’s name, along with Katie’s, his mother’s and Mrs. Quinn’s.
 
   ***
 
   Michelle was sitting in Brian’s office. “Is that all?” she asked.
 
   “One more thing,” Brian said.
 
   He pressed his lips together. “From now on, you can pass me the forms for background checks on new hires. I have someone who’s going to take care of it.”
 
   Brian had promised Amber he wouldn’t tell Michelle he knew how Amber had been hired.  He had kept that and their relationship private from Michelle and everyone in the office.
 
   What Michelle had done - it had all worked out in Amber’s case. But that didn’t mean Brian wanted it to happen again.
 
   Michelle’s brow raised. “Of course.” She gave Brian a small smile before she exited his office.
 
   Brian called Jim into his office a few minutes later.  With only a couple of short breaks for meals and a phone call home, the two spent the rest of the afternoon, evening and night working together.
 
   “Brian?” Amber’s voice was coated with sleep when Brian walked into his bedroom in the early morning.
 
   “Go back to sleep, sweetheart.”
 
   “What time is it?” 
 
   “A little after four.”
 
   Amber sat up in bed. She turned on the bedside lamp and squinted at the sudden brightness. “Another late night, huh?”
 
   It was Brian’s second almost all-nighter this week.
 
   Brian nodded. “Jim was still there when I left. But we’re really close.”
 
   Brian had recently given Jim a stake in the company. 
 
   The smartphone company Source One contracted with had a new phone coming out in the fall. Source One’s code would offer a faster generation of wi-fi and was the biggest feature of the new model. 
 
   Amber gave Brian a sleepy smile. “That’s great.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
   Amber sat outdoors having lunch with Michelle. 
 
   It was early April.
 
   “How’re you doing?” Michelle asked.
 
   Amber smiled. “I’m doing well. I’ve been seeing someone.”
 
   “You have?”
 
   Amber nodded. “You won’t believe who it is.”
 
   Michelle raised her brow. “Who?”
 
   “It’s Brian.”
 
   “Brian Nichols?”
 
   Amber nodded.
 
   Michelle took a deep breath and speared a piece of lettuce with her fork. “Wow. How did that happen?”
 
   Amber frowned at Michelle’s tone. “We ran into each other at a store in January. Katie had gotten separated from him, and I was trying to help her.”
 
   Michelle was fiddling with her fork. 
 
   “Michelle, is something wrong?”
 
   Michelle looked at Amber and shook her head. “No,” she said softly. “I just don’t want to see you get hurt.”
 
   Amber blinked. “I won’t…….I’d never have known it when I worked for him, but he’s a good guy.” 
 
   She grinned. “I guess I should have listened to you.”
 
   ***
 
   The next week, Amber’s mother’s house officially went on the market. There would be an open house that weekend. 
 
   It had been an emotional week, and Brian had sent her flowers at work. 
 
   “Who are these from? A boyfriend?”
 
   Amber startled at Mr. Sumner’s voice. She looked up and gave him a small smile. “Yes.”
 
   “What’s his name?”
 
   Amber swallowed. “Believe it or not, it’s Brian. Brian Nichols.”
 
   Mr. Sumner’s brow raised. “Brian Nichols?”
 
   Amber nodded slowly.
 
   Mr. Sumner’s mouth pressed into a line. “I thought you couldn’t wait to get away from him.”
 
   Amber gripped the edge of her desk. This had gotten awkward quickly.
 
   “I’m sure I don’t have to remind you that you signed a non-disclosure agreement, Amber.”
 
   Amber blinked up at him. “I know. And I always honor it.”
 
   Mr. Sumner closed his eyes for a moment. Opened them again. “Yes, of course. I’m sorry. Your private life is entirely your own business.”
 
   Amber nodded. She forced a smile.
 
   That night, Amber told Brian about Mr. Sumner’s reaction to the flowers.
 
   Brian stood shaking his head. “I don’t want you working for him anymore.”
 
   Amber took a breath. “What exactly happened between the two of you, Brian?”
 
   The muscle in Brian’s jaw clenched. He stuck his hands in his pockets as he began to pace. “I was the one doing all the work in our venture. I could have lived with that, I guess. But he was always trying to rush our code out. Trying to sell it before it was ready.” 
 
   Brian stopped pacing. “And it was what he was promising the customers. Things I wasn’t sure we could deliver.” 
 
   He exhaled a breath. “When money came in from the next investor, we discussed things. The agreement we came to is that I’d buy him out. We parted ways and he made a great deal of profit from his initial investment.”
 
   Amber sighed. Obviously, a great deal of resentment still existed between the two of them. 
 
   “I’m sure I won’t work there forever, Brian.”
 
   Brian drew in a breath. Put his arms around her waist. “All I ask is that you think about what I’m saying.  There’s a lot you could do for my company. Or you could go back to nursing.  There are other hospitals, Amber. And there’s private nursing…..”
 
   Amber tilted her chin up to kiss Brian.  “I’ll think about it. I promise.”
 
   Amber took a phone call from her realtor an hour later. Her heart was pounding as she ended the call. When she turned around, Brian’s brow was raised.
 
   “They took the counteroffer the realtor sent.” 
 
   Her mother’s house was now under contract.
 
   Brian came toward her. “That’s good.”
 
   Amber sniffed. “I guess it is.”
 
   He pulled her into his arms. “But it’s sad, too.”
 
   Amber nodded. “It is.”
 
   Brian led her to the sofa. “You’re not alone, sweetheart. You have me and Katie.”
 
   Amber rested her head against his shoulder. “I know. And you have no idea how happy that makes me.”
 
   Brian titled her chin up and kissed her gently.
 
   When he pulled away, Amber sighed. “I guess I need to start looking for a place.”
 
   Brian stroked her cheek. “Move in here with us. We’d love it.” 
 
   Amber looked up at him. “I don’t know,” she whispered. 
 
   She thought of her mom and dad. How things hadn’t worked out. 
 
   Despite all the nights she spent at Brian’s, she didn’t want to move in until she knew their future was set. Until she knew that they were committed to each other long term.
 
   Amber agreed to think about it too.
 
   The next night, Brian was still trying to cheer Amber up.  He took her and Katie out to dinner.
 
   A server approached with their entrees.  She set a basket in front of Katie. Then she turned to Amber and froze.
 
   Amber inhaled a sharp breath. “Brenda,” she said.
 
   “Hi, Amber.”
 
   “I didn’t know you were working here.”
 
   “I’m here until the fall. I just got into a masters program at UCLA.”
 
   “That’s great.”
 
   Brenda set Amber and Brian’s plates down. 
 
   She looked at Amber again. “Well, enjoy your dinner. It’s good to see you.”
 
   “Good to see you, too.”
 
   The woman hurried away. Amber sat watching her retreating form.
 
   “Was that a friend?” Brian asked.
 
   Amber blinked up at him. “Yes.”
 
   Brian glanced at Katie, who was munching on a French fry. 
 
   “When was the last time you saw her?”
 
   Amber’s shoulders fell. “I haven’t seen her since I was arrested.” 
 
   Brian reached across the table and took her hand. “You can tell her the truth, Amber. You don’t need to protect your mom any longer.”
 
   Amber sighed. “I know you’re right.”
 
   Brian raised an eyebrow. “You have no reason to keep the truth from your dad now, either.”
 
   Amber looked down before meeting his gaze. “It’s not that simple, Brian.”
 
   “I think you’d be surprised.” Brian looked at Katie again. “You’re his child and he loves you.”
 
   ***
 
   Amber sat on the bed as Brian packed for a trip to New York. Mrs. Quinn was in Colorado and Amber would be staying with Katie again.
 
   “Have you given any more thought to moving in here?” Brian asked.
 
   Amber wet her lips. “Brian, thank you. But I….”
 
   “Want a commitment first?”
 
   Amber stared up at him.
 
   His lips twitched up into a smile. He walked over to her and took her hands into his. “You’d be surprised what’s just around the corner.” 
 
   Amber rose. She searched his eyes.
 
   Brian was outright grinning now. “What do you say? Move in here with us?”
 
   He stroked her cheek. “I love you, Amber.”
 
   Emotion clogged Amber’s throat.
 
   Slowly she nodded her reply.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
   It was nine at night. Brian was in New York. Amber sat in his home office. She had left work early so she could pick Katie up and take her to gymnastics. 
 
   Katie had just gone to bed, and now Amber needed to finish some work. 
 
   She frowned as she picked up a paper. Last night she’d also worked in here – done some planning for the job fair. The papers on the desk had been rearranged since then.
 
   Amber looked to the doorway. Katie must have been in. It was the only explanation.
 
   She set the paper down and turned on her laptop. 
 
   ***
 
   Brian stood in the Manhattan store. It was the third store he’d gone into in the diamond district. 
 
   He’d explained what he was looking for to the woman at the counter.
 
   The woman reentered the showroom from the back a few minutes later. Set the ring she was carrying down onto a square of black velvet. 
 
   “We just got this in. It’s an estate piece. It still needs a little cleaning, but it’s definitely unique, like you said you wanted. The center diamond’s a full carat. The surrounding diamonds add up to almost another carat.” 
 
   The ring sparkled as Brian picked it up. The large, clear diamond in the center was surrounded by smaller ones set in a halo design. It had a vintage look, and he was sure Amber would love it.
 
   “Any good jewelry store in California could size it for you,” the salesperson continued. “What do you think?”
 
   Brian smiled at her and nodded. “It’s perfect. I’ll take it.”
 
   The TSA agent at the security gate handed the ring back to Brian later that day and grinned. “Nice. Good luck.”
 
   Brian smiled. “Thanks.”
 
   Half an hour later, Brian had settled into his first class seat. 
 
   He turned on his laptop and thought about Amber. He’d be proposing to her on the yacht Saturday night. He’d made reservations at a restaurant in the city and reserved a hotel room for afterward.
 
   Brian’s plane landed six hours later.
 
   A message from Matt was waiting as he turned on his phone. 
 
   Brian debated then hit the callback button.
 
   “I’ve found something important. It’s about your girlfriend.”
 
   Brian frowned. “What is it?”
 
   Matt hesitated. “I’d rather tell you in person.”
 
   “I’m at the airport. Just getting home. Why don’t we meet tomorrow?”
 
   “Are you going to see your girlfriend tonight?”
 
   Brian’s heart beat hard. What in the world was this about? 
 
   “What couldn’t wait?” he asked Matt as he sat down next to him at a bar an hour later.
 
   “$50,000 was transferred from your bank account into your girlfriend’s.”
 
   “What?” Brian whispered. Brian took a deep breath as he waited for an explanation. Surely Matt had it wrong.


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
   Amber stood in the bedroom watching Brian unpack. Katie had just gone to bed. 
 
   Brian had seemed distant all through dinner. Now he stood staring down at his open suitcase. 
 
   “Brian? Is everything okay?”
 
   Brian’s head jerked up. 
 
   Amber frowned as he stared at her.
 
   Finally he cleared his throat. “Matt – the security guy I told you about. He’s found something strange.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Money was transferred out of my bank account………..transferred out of mine and into yours.”
 
   Amber froze. “What?”
 
   Amber’s heart pounded as she stared up at Brian. “You don’t think I did it, do you?”
 
   Brian blinked. “No, sweetheart. Of course I don’t. It’s obviously some kind of a misunderstanding.”
 
   ***
 
   Amber stared at the glass pitcher in her hands. She knew it would slip if she didn’t set it down. Her hands were shaking badly. 
 
   Brian had just come home from another meeting with Matt.
 
   “The transfer came from the computer upstairs. While Mrs. Quinn and I were away.”
 
   Carefully, Amber set the pitcher on the island and turned around. 
 
   Brian’s head was tilted as he stared at her. “Why didn’t you tell me you needed money?” he whispered. “I would have helped you.”
 
   Amber’s heart seized. 
 
   No. No. No.
 
   Amber knew she should say something. Tell him he was wrong. But she was so shocked she couldn’t speak.
 
   Brian turned around. Tugged a hand through his hair. His expression was pained as he turned back to her. 
 
   “I trusted you. I thought you cared about me. About Katie.” His voice was gruff with emotion. “My God, Amber……I was going to ask you to marry me.”
 
   Amber stood frozen. Her breathing was ragged. 
 
   She shook her head. Jolted herself out of the numbness.
 
   She had to make him understand.
 
   “Brian,” she whispered.
 
   Brian took a breath. “Was what you said about your mother a lie? Were you the one who took money from your father’s account?” 
 
   “No! Brian, I didn’t do it! I didn’t do what you’re saying. I’d never do anything to hurt you or Katie.” Amber’s heart beat furiously as the words finally poured out.
 
   She choked in a breath. “Brian, I didn’t tell you on the phone, but one day this week, it looked like some things had been moved around on your desk. Someone must have…….”
 
   “What? Broken into the house to take money from my account and put it into yours?”
 
   “Yes,” Amber whispered.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I-I don’t know.”
 
   Brian was shaking his head. “Why didn’t you tell me about this break-in before?”
 
   “I had forgotten about it.” Once the words were out, Amber realized how ridiculous they sounded.
 
   She could see Brian’s expression change, tighten.
 
   He snorted. “Right.”
 
   Amber swiped tears from her face. “Brian, I’m telling the truth. Please believe me,” she whispered.
 
   Brian closed his eyes and clenched his jaw. “I think you should leave,” he said.
 
   Amber opened her mouth then closed it a moment later. 
 
   Her chest was constricted. Stretched tight. She could barely breathe. She stood staring at Brian. 
 
   The man she’d known these last months had vanished. In an instant. 
 
   She recognized the set of his jaw. 
 
   The man she’d first met was back. The man who distrusted her.
 
   Saying the words again - trying to make him understand - would be pointless. He saw what he wanted to see.
 
   Amber swiped at her tears again. She looked up to the second floor. Thought of asking to say goodbye to Katie. But she knew what he’d say. 
 
   “Tell Katie and Mrs. Quinn I said goodbye.” She choked out the words. 
 
   Amber sucked in another breath and ran past him. She grabbed her purse from the entryway table, yanked open the door and ran out. 
 
   She’d barely made it into her car before hard sobs wrenched her body. She slumped over the wheel.
 
   He didn’t believe her. He thought she was a liar and wanted her out of his life.
 
   Amber had begun to trust in a happy future with Brian and Katie. All of that was shattered now.
 
   She dragged her head up. Covered her face with her hands as another wave of sobs came. 
 
   She couldn’t just sit there and weep in his driveway. She had to leave.
 
   With trembling fingers, she started the engine. Put the car into gear and maneuvered it up the driveway.
 
   ***
 
   “Daddy, where did Amber go?”
 
   Brian stiffened. He wiped his eyes and turned around to Katie.
 
   “Amber….” Brian’s voice caught as he knelt down in front of Katie. He swallowed hard and started again. “Amber had to leave, honey.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Brian pressed his lips together.
 
   “When is she coming back?”
 
   Brian cleared his throat. “Listen, Katie…….sometimes adults do bad things and we can’t have them in our lives.”
 
   Katie was frowning. “Do you mean Amber?”
 
   Brian slowly nodded.
 
   “She did something bad?”
 
   “She did, honey,” he whispered.
 
   “No! I don’t believe you!” Katie turned and ran out of the kitchen.
 
   Brian looked up. Mrs. Quinn was standing in the doorway. Her mouth hung open. 
 
   Brian met her eyes and they stared at each other for a long moment.
 
   Then Mrs. Quinn turned and hurried after Katie.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
   Abby Grover, Amber’s boss at Sumner Systems, was calling. Amber had missed the last two days of work. 
 
   She’d told them she had the flu.
 
   “How are you today, Amber? Feeling better?”
 
   With a shattered heart? No. No better.
 
   Amber cleared her throat. “Yes. I’ll be in tomorrow.”
 
   Somehow, she’d pull herself together.
 
   She took a breath. “Is Nicole still filling in for me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “She can call me if she has any questions.”
 
   “Thanks, Amber. You take care, okay?”
 
   “Thank you,” Amber whispered.
 
   ***
 
   Katie had asked over and over again why Amber had left. The more Brian tried to explain, the worse it got.
 
   Now, she sat slumped in her chair.
 
   “Want to go get some ice cream after dinner?”
 
   Katie didn’t look up. She only shook her head as she pushed food around her plate with a fork.
 
   Mrs. Quinn was looking at him from across the kitchen. Brian blinked as he met her stare. She shook her head before she turned away from him.
 
   ***
 
   It was lunchtime and Nicole was standing at Amber’s desk.
 
   “Amber, have you eaten lunch once this week?”
 
   Amber shrugged. “I haven’t had much of an appetite.”
 
   Nicole studied her. “The flu, my ass. You’ve got man troubles, don’t you?” 
 
   Amber sighed and nodded.
 
   Nicole raised her brow. “Want to talk about it?”
 
   “Not really, but thank you.”
 
   Nicole nodded then walked away. Amber got back to the letter she was writing.
 
   Twenty minutes later, Nicole was back at her desk. She handed Amber a white bag. One whiff told Amber the contents. 
 
   Nicole arched an eyebrow. “Cheeseburger and fries. And you’d better eat all of it.”
 
   ***
 
   Amber pushed the blaring alarm. It was Friday. One week since Brian had broken up with her. 
 
   The sadness descended over Amber like a thick layer of fog.
 
   Earlier in the week, she had gone to a branch of Cal Coast Bank. Asked for help figuring out what happened. 
 
   She’d waited to speak with the branch manager. Waited as he looked into it.
 
   A frustrating hour later, Amber still had no answers. The manager had no additional information. 
 
   In her heart, Amber knew that Brian wouldn’t press charges against her. 
 
   Ironically, if he did, maybe someone would try harder. Try harder to uncover the real perpetrator. 
 
   With a heavy heart, Amber walked into the bathroom and started the shower.
 
   ***
 
   Brian stared out his office window. He’d thrown himself into work the last couple of weeks. 
 
   He’d known deep down that Amber had been too good to be true.
 
   He’d rushed into dating her. Had thrown himself into a relationship he’d had no business being in. Christ, Diana had barely been gone a year.
 
   He hadn’t been thinking properly. Hadn’t been thinking at all. 
 
   He’d blindly followed his heart. Overlooked the red flags. Now he and Katie were paying the price.
 
   Brian began to pace. He tugged his hand through his hair. It was fine to be angry. Anger served a purpose. But he refused to allow the feelings of grief in again. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
   It was mid-May. Amber had just gotten home. She opened the refrigerator and sighed. 
 
   There was absolutely no food here. She hadn’t cooked anything - made a real meal – since Brian had broken up with her. 
 
   Like it or not, it was time to go shopping. 
 
   Amber pushed the cart down the produce aisle twenty minutes later. She put lettuce and tomatoes into her cart. 
 
   She’d make a cobb salad. The grocery store sold chicken precut into strips. Amber reached for a package and then pulled her hand back. 
 
   She’d get a rotisserie chicken instead. Then she’d have leftovers. She pushed her cart toward the meat department.
 
   “Amber?.......Amber?”
 
   The voice startled Amber out of her thoughts. She looked up. It was Max, a resident she’d worked with in the E.R. two years before. 
 
   When she’d first started working at the hospital, she’d had a secret crush on Max. Dark hair, dark eyes, strong jawline – he was a heartthrob. 
 
   But now, as she looked at him, Brian’s image superseded.
 
   “I thought that was you.”
 
   “How are you, Max?”
 
   “I’m doing okay.”
 
   Max was studying her. “Listen. I heard about everything that happened last year. I wanted to call you. I’m sorry I never did.”
 
   Amber drew in a breath. A few months ago, she would have been embarrassed if someone had brought up how she’d lost her job. Now, she didn’t even care.
 
   She looked up at Max. “Please don’t worry about it.”
 
   “Where are you working now?”
 
   “In an office.”
 
   “No more nursing?”
 
   Amber shook her head. “Well, I’d better be going. It was nice to see you.”
 
   “Amber, wait.” Max grabbed her arm.
 
   Amber stopped and turned back to Max. 
 
   “I have the whole weekend off for once. Come out to dinner with me Saturday?”
 
   Amber licked her lips. She opened her mouth to say no. 
 
   Is sitting home alone better? What harm would it do to go out with Max? 
 
   Amber debated another moment then nodded. “Thank you. I’d like that.”
 
   ***
 
   Amber and Max sat at a table in an Italian restaurant that Saturday night.
 
   Amber told him about her arrest. 
 
   Max sat back against his chair. “I had a feeling it was something like that.” 
 
   He told her about medical school on the East Coast. It was now his third year as a resident. He said he’d been engaged in college but barely had time to date now. 
 
   “What about you, Amber?”
 
   “I was seeing someone until recently.” Amber pressed her lips together as thoughts of Brian came to the forefront of her mind.
 
   Max raised his brow. “So, what kind of business do you work for?”
 
   Amber told him about Sumner Systems. “And I worked for a company called Source One before that.” 
 
   Max frowned. “Source One?”
 
   Amber nodded. “Have you heard of it?”
 
   “Nichols’ wife, Diana.  She was my fiancée.”
 
   Amber’s pulse rocketed. She sucked in a breath as she stared at Max. “Did you know she passed away?”
 
   “Yes.” Max’s eyes burned into Amber’s.  “Is Nichols the guy you were seeing?”
 
   Amber squeezed her hands together. “Yes.”
 
   Max stared down at his drink.  “I see.”
 
   They sat in silence.
 
   “Why did you break up?” Amber finally asked.
 
   Max inhaled a sharp breath.  “I had gotten into medical school here and on the East Coast.  Diana didn’t want to move but I was determined to go to the program back East. We argued about it a lot before she broke it off with me.” Max’s jaw tightened. “She started dating Nichols soon after.”
 
   Amber stared down at the table. 
 
   After a long while, Max suggested they change the subject. “Amber, do you remember Dr. Howard?”
 
   Amber nodded.
 
   “He started a surgery center last year. I’ll recommend you.”
 
   Amber gazed at Max. “What about everything……my background?” 
 
   “He’s looking for good nurses, Amber. Anyone who worked with you would say you were great.”
 
   Amber forced herself to think about it. The salary would be better. But she’d already sold her mother’s house. The money wasn’t important any longer.
 
   And she really wasn’t ready for another change, even though she did love nursing.
 
   Amber wet her lips. “That’s really nice of you. But the job I have now is going well. I’m not ready to leave it.” 
 
   Max frowned. “Let me know if you change your mind.”
 
   He walked her to her door at the end of the evening. “Are you free again tomorrow? Bizarre coincidence or not, I’d like to see you again.” 
 
   He was gazing down at her. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been to Stinson Beach. I know a great restaurant near there.”
 
   Stay home crying or go to the beach. It shouldn’t even be a choice.
 
   Amber forced a smile. “That sounds great.”
 
   She lay in bed later that night and thought of everything Max had said.
 
   I was going to ask you to marry me…….
 
   Amber covered her face with her hands as Brian’s words rushed at her. She began to sob. 
 
   ***
 
   Amber and Max stood at Amber’s door the next Thursday night. They’d gone out for dinner and Max was asking if she was free the following Tuesday. 
 
   Amber exhaled a breath. “Max, you’re a really great guy……”
 
   “But?” Max prompted.
 
   Amber blinked and looked down at the ground before meeting his eyes.
 
   Max’s gaze hardened. “But you’re not over Nichols.”
 
   “No. I guess I’m not.”
 
   Max shook his head. He backed away, still looking at her. Then he turned and walked toward his truck. 
 
   Amber lay in her bed a little while later. She probably shouldn’t have done that. Ended things so quickly with Max. 
 
   But it didn’t make sense to see him when Brian was always on her mind. 
 
   And he always was. Even without the coincidence of Max and Brian’s wife.
 
   Would she ever stop thinking about Brian? 
 
   Amber sighed. It hadn’t even been two months. She needed to give herself a break. Needed to give it time.
 
   But she suspected no one would ever live up to Brian. No matter how much time passed.
 
   The heart wants what the heart wants. 
 
   It was something her mother had said. 
 
   Often.
 
   Amber could almost hear her saying it now. 
 
   Amber turned onto her side. As she had hundreds of times over the last weeks, she thought of the bank accounts. 
 
   It couldn’t have been a mistake. Someone had purposely made it look like she had stolen from Brian. But who in the world would do that?
 
   Amber thought of Mrs. Quinn. She’d been warm, affectionate, kind. Like a second mother.
 
   No. No way it could have been her. 
 
   Amber chewed on her lip. She’d never met Brian’s security consultant, Matt. But surely he had no reason to have lied, either.
 
   ***
 
   The man parked in his usual spot and studied Amber as she walked into work.  He could still feel his insides burn when he thought of Amber and Nichols together.  That part had been unexpected. But it was taken care of now. He’d like to take the credit, but it hadn’t been his own idea.  Two minds working together were always better than one.[bookmark: _GoBack]
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 21
 
    
 
   Nicole was standing at Amber’s desk. “Want to go to lunch?”
 
   Amber shook her head. “I can’t. I need to go sign the lease for my new place.”
 
   “Want some company?” Nicole asked.
 
   Less than half an hour later, they stood in the dining room of the apartment. The leasing manager had brought up the papers that Amber needed to sign.
 
   Amber looked around. The space was as nice as she remembered. 
 
   It was large, with an open floor plan. Stainless steel gleamed from the modern kitchen, which was laid out against the far wall. The floors were a dark hardwood. 
 
   “Great choice,” Nicole said after the manager had given Amber the keys and left.
 
   Amber nodded. “I’m lucky there was an opening here. I just found it last weekend……..I was supposed to live somewhere else.” 
 
   “You were supposed to live with him, weren’t you?”
 
   Amber swallowed against the lump in her throat and nodded. “That was the plan. Anyway, I just need to find a moving company and I’m all set.”
 
   “Don’t worry about a moving company. My boyfriend’s got a truck. We can help you this weekend.”
 
   Amber blinked at her. “Really?”
 
   Nicole smiled. “Yes.”
 
   On Saturday, Nicole and her boyfriend, Rick, arrived at Amber’s mother’s place. The Salvation Army had taken most of the boxes she’d had in the garage and a good deal of her mother’s furniture. 
 
   She was only moving a bed, a dresser and a sofa to the new apartment. Amber would fill in what she needed from there. 
 
   Two hours later, they were finished. Amber insisted on taking Nicole and Rick out to lunch at a Mexican restaurant she knew of near the apartment.
 
   They sat with beers after they’d finished their entrees. 
 
   “What do you do, Rick?”
 
   “I work in a bank, managing merchant services.”
 
   Amber raised an eyebrow in question.
 
   “Credit cards,” Nicole said.
 
   Amber nodded. “At what bank?”
 
   “Cal Coast.” 
 
   Amber drew in a breath. Of all the banks…
 
   After Nicole and Rick dropped her off, Amber went back to her mother’s house and took a last look around. With a heavy heart, she left her keys on the kitchen counter and drove back to her apartment. 
 
   She spent the rest of the afternoon unpacking boxes and organizing everything into her new kitchen, bath and closets.
 
   By early evening, she’d finished. 
 
   Amber had placed her mother’s journals on her nightstand. 
 
   That night, she picked up the second journal and climbed into bed. She turned to a page toward the back. 
 
   She was too sad to read her mother’s last couple of entries. But this one had been dated while her mother had still been in treatment, with hope of remission.
 
    
 
   I know it was wrong, but I planned to pay him back. When I felt better. When I went back to work. 
 
   It’s been so long since I’ve worked. So long since we’ve had an income. 
 
   I don’t want to lose this house. I’ve dreamed of Amber bringing her own family here for holidays one day. 
 
   Amber……she insists on taking the blame. She knows her father won’t let them prosecute her. 
 
   What kind of mother am I to let her do that? Yet, as worried as I am of the repercussions for her, I’m so afraid of being given a sentence myself.
 
   Despite all the bad, I’ve been blessed with the most amazing daughter. The house, money, everything else means nothing in comparison. I am so thankful for her. 
 
    
 
   Amber smoothed her hand over the page and blinked back tears. 
 
   She and her mother had hardly discussed what had happened. 
 
   She’d already known that her mother had acted out of desperation. Yet reading her mother’s explanation was comforting.
 
   “I’m settled in my new place, Mom,” she whispered. “It doesn’t matter that I had to sell the house. I have all our memories.”
 
   Amber set the journal down and turned out the lights.
 
   ***
 
   “Brian, what’s going on? Katie said she hasn’t seen Amber in a long time.”
 
   Brian’s stomach clenched as he listened to his mother on the phone. She had just returned to Boston from an extended vacation in Europe.
 
   He explained what had happened.
 
   His mother was silent on the other end as he finished. 
 
   “It just doesn’t sound right,” she said after a few seconds. “Amber doesn’t strike me as the type to do something like that.”
 
   Brian looked at the ceiling and shook his head. “Yet she did.”
 
   Brian lay in bed later that night. Hands laced behind his neck, he stared up at the ceiling. His mother was right to be shocked. So was Mrs. Quinn for that matter.
 
   Despite his efforts to shut Amber out of his thoughts, something had nagged at Brian these last weeks. 
 
   The look in Amber’s eyes as she’d denied having anything to do with the money transfer. 
 
   Could she have been telling the truth?
 
   But if she hadn’t done it, who had? Who had framed her? And why? It made no sense.
 
   Brian’s chest constricted as he remembered what it had been like to wake up next to Amber.  What it had felt like to hold her tightly in his arms. 
 
   ***
 
   On Friday evening, Amber picked up her mother’s earlier journal and got into bed. She opened to the first entry, which had been written six months after her father left.
 
    
 
   He called tonight to speak to Amber. We were civil. For the first time in a long time. 
 
   We fought so often. Maybe, as he says, it’s for the best.
 
   These have been the hardest months of my life. I’m doing my best to stay strong for Amber.
 
   Despite all the pain, I’d do it again. And not just because of Amber. The pain hasn’t tarnished the good memories.
 
   I can still think of his proposal and our wedding day and feel the happiness. 
 
   Tennyson was right. “Better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all.”
 
   Amber closed the journal. Lay it back on the night stand. She pulled the covers up. 
 
   She felt the same way about Brian. As much as she tried to ignore them, memories of his tenderness - of his love - flashed through her mind. 
 
   The months they’d shared had been some of the happiest of her life. The happiest, if she was being honest.
 
   As painful as it had been these last weeks, she had never wished she hadn’t met him.
 
   Her mother hadn’t dated much in the years since her father left. But she hadn’t given up on love. Amber saw that now. 
 
   “I won’t give up either, Mom,” Amber whispered. “I won’t.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 22
 
    
 
   It was the last Saturday in June. The job fair at Second Street Mission had taken place that afternoon. It had been well attended and a big success. 
 
   Now, Amber was meeting her friend, Brenda, at the restaurant she worked in. 
 
   Amber was finally ready to repair things with her. 
 
   She pushed thoughts of Brian out of her mind as she opened the door of the restaurant. 
 
   She’d begin with Brenda. Next would be her dad. 
 
   Then she’d concentrate on how to prove her innocence to Brian.
 
   Brenda greeted Amber. Several patrons were seated at the bar. Amber and Brenda took a table off to the side.
 
   Over a bottle of wine, Amber explained everything. 
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me, Amber?”
 
   Amber shook her head. “I was afraid to tell anyone. Afraid of what would happen to my mom if I did.” 
 
   Brenda nodded slowly. “I understand.”
 
   Amber sighed. “Anyway, I’ve missed you.” 
 
   “Me too.” 
 
   Brenda smiled. “So, who’s the heartthrob you’re dating?”
 
   Amber shook her head. “We’re not seeing each other anymore.”
 
   Brenda frowned. “Why? What happened?”
 
   ***
 
   Brian shifted in the armchair and glanced at the print on the wall of the hotel room suite.
 
   A writer from a software magazine was interviewing him and a representative of the smartphone company. Source One’s code was a key feature of the new phone model and would be prominently featured in the article. 
 
   The writer was finishing up. Gathering some last details about the new model. 
 
   Brian stared down at the coffee table.  He had put in so many late nights the past weeks. Nights where he’d barely seen Katie. It had been selfish. Bad for Katie. She was suffering the loss of Amber too.
 
   Brian drew in a long breath. He’d make it up to Katie. Starting tonight.
 
   Brian squeezed Katie to him when he got home an hour later.
 
   “Mrs. Quinn has the night off.  I was thinking you and I could go out to dinner then see the new Disney movie.  Would you like that?”
 
   Katie nodded and Brian went to get her jacket.
 
   The hostess led them to a booth half an hour later. 
 
   Brian recognized the server walking down the aisle. It was Amber’s friend, Brenda. 
 
   Brian could tell she recognized him and Katie too.  Her steps faltered as she approached them.  She quickly regained her composure and asked Brian what they wanted to drink.
 
   As she dropped off his credit card and receipt at the end of the meal, Brenda thanked Brian. She started to walk away. Then she turned back.
 
   “This is probably none of my business, but I’ve known Amber for a really long time. She never would have taken money from you. You’re accusing the wrong person.”
 
   Brian sat staring as she walked away. 
 
   “What did she say about Amber, Daddy?”
 
   Brian shook his head. He drew in a breath. “Don’t worry about it, sweetheart. Let’s go.”
 
   The next morning, Brian walked into his closet. He fingered the robe Amber had left there. 
 
   He’d put off sending her clothes back. And she hadn’t asked for them.
 
   Brian squeezed the sleeve of the robe.
 
   He thought of what Amber’s friend had said. Thought of the look on Amber’s face that last night.
 
   He closed his eyes and exhaled a long breath.
 
   If Amber hadn’t been behind this, he’d get to the bottom of who had. 
 
   He went to the dresser and grabbed his phone.
 
   Michelle had brought Amber into the company. She was the place to start.
 
   Brian quickly dialed Matt. Left a message when he didn’t pick up. For the first time in two months, he felt something. It was hope. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 23
 
    
 
   I was going to ask you to marry me…..
 
   Amber squeezed her eyes against the tears. She took a calming breath and walked down the hallway.
 
   Over the last few days, Amber had thought a lot about Brian when she’d first met him. Brian had said he’d been attracted to her even then. 
 
   Brian’s actions had been based on fear.  Fear of forgetting Diana.  Fear of not honoring her memory.  Acting standoffish had been a defense mechanism.
 
   Amber thought of the night Brian had ended their relationship.  She had seen the raw emotion on his face before he’d walled himself off. She felt certain now that he still had feelings for her.  Shutting down had been a way of protecting himself.  
 
   Amber walked into the kitchen.  Her eyes fell on the mail. 
 
   Several pieces lay unopened. She recognized Cal Coast’s logo on one of the envelopes. Her bank statement.
 
   Amber chewed her lip. Nicole’s boyfriend, Rick, worked for Cal Coast. Maybe he could help her uncover something. 
 
   It was worth asking. 
 
   Amber picked up the phone and dialed Nicole.
 
   “What’s up?”
 
   Amber explained. 
 
   “I’ll call you back,” Nicole said.
 
   An hour later, Amber’s phone rang. “Rick knows someone in IT,” Nicole said. “He wants you to come in tomorrow morning.” 
 
   She gave Amber an address in San Francisco. “I’ll cover for you until you get back.”
 
   Amber thanked Nicole and hung up. 
 
   She closed her eyes. 
 
   She had a plan of action. And it felt good.
 
   An hour later, she attended a luncheon thanking everyone who’d worked on Second Street’s job fair. 
 
   Amber drove to a grocery store on her way home. The lot was crowded, but someone was pulling out. 
 
   Amber took the spot. She put the car in park. Turned off the engine and looked up. 
 
   A woman was walking in the next row. Amber squinted. It was definitely Michelle. Had she not gone to L.A. this weekend? 
 
   Amber stepped out of her car, but Michelle had already gotten into a car. 
 
   Amber frowned. It wasn’t just any car. It was a Porsche Boxster, like Peter Sumner drove.
 
   Amber sucked in a breath. It couldn’t be. It was just a coincidence.
 
   As the car back out, a flash of red caught her eye. Peter’s car also had a red sticker – a parking permit - in his back window. She had walked by it probably a hundred times.
 
   Were Michelle and Peter together?
 
   Amber gripped the door.
 
   It didn’t make any sense. Michelle had said her boyfriend was in Los Angeles. 
 
   A shiver ran down Amber’s spine as she remembered how unhappy both of them had been to learn she was dating Brian. 
 
   Amber got back into the car and quickly restarted it. 
 
   Amber had hoped to see the cleaning crew’s van but her car was the only one in the parking lot when she arrived at Sumner Systems. The sun was rapidly setting and the night had grown chilly.
 
   Amber made her way to the front of Sumner System’s building with determined steps. The office was eerily quiet as she opened the door with her key.
 
   She made a beeline to Mr. Sumner’s office and flipped on the light. He had a locked drawer. Maybe there’d be some answers in it.
 
   Amber had had a magic kit as a little girl. She had practiced and practiced opening the kit’s lock. Hopefully her skills weren’t rusty and would help her now. 
 
   She opened Mr. Sumner’s top drawer and found a paper clip. Bent the end backward until it was a long metal stick and went to work. After several minutes of turning the paper clip, Amber heard the lock of the bottom drawer click. 
 
   She quickly opened it. It was filled with files. Probably thirty of them. She took out the first one and skimmed through. 
 
   Amber found nothing in the first ten files. Then her stomach knotted as she picked up a page. 
 
   Her bank account number was scribbled across a white sheet of paper. There was another number listed below it. Most likely Brian’s.
 
   Amber set the page down on the desk. With renewed determination, she continued her search.
 
   Eight more files in, there was a file stuffed with papers she recognized. 
 
   At the end of most weeks, Jim, Brian’s software head, brought Brian a written summary of what they’d worked on that week. Brian would sign off on the papers. Months’ worth of those papers stared up at Amber. 
 
   Michelle was often the last to leave. She must have copied these and brought them to Sumner.
 
   My God.
 
   “What are you doing, Amber?”
 
   Amber jumped. Her body trembled as she slowly rose. 
 
   Sumner was standing in the doorway. His eyes were narrowed.
 
   “I-I never got to finish the work for the city on Friday. I was looking for the file.”
 
   Sumner backed away from the door and was back a second later. 
 
   He held up a folder. “This? The file right on your desk?”
 
   He looked ready to pounce. 
 
   Amber sucked in a breath. Her heart ratcheted against her chest. 
 
   She knew she should say something else. Offer another explanation. But she couldn’t think. She could only hear the blood rushing in her ears.
 
   “There’s a security camera in here, Amber. I know what you’ve been doing.”
 
   Amber backed away as Sumner closed the door behind him and slowly advanced toward her.
 
   The look on his face made her heart pound even faster.
 
   Run! Get out of here!
 
   Amber circled around him and ran to the door. She was fumbling with the doorknob when he snaked an arm around her waist and covered her mouth with his other hand.
 
   “You’re going to be very sorry you were in here, Amber.”
 
   Amber let out a muffled scream.
 
   Sumner took his hand away from her mouth a moment later.
 
   His other arm was still locked around her.
 
   “No! Help! Help!” Amber screamed as loudly as she could.
 
   His hand quickly returned to her face. This time, he covered her mouth and nose with a rag. 
 
   The odor of the rag was overpowering. Amber struggled with renewed determination, but she was powerless. No match for Sumner. 
 
   “No one’s here to help you, Amber.” His voice was a taunting whisper in her ear.
 
   She cried into the rag as he pressed it tighter to her mouth. The room was fading from her view. Her eyes closed. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 24
 
    
 
   Amber woke slowly. 
 
   Her heart began to hammer as she remembered what had happened. 
 
   She tried to move. Her wrists and ankles were bound. There was a gag in her mouth.
 
   She looked around wildly. She was in a moving vehicle. A van, by the look of it. 
 
   She had to get to the door of the van. Had to open it. 
 
   Sumner was going to kill her otherwise.
 
   Amber started to drag herself across the floor of the van.
 
   “Stay where you are, Amber.”
 
   Amber fell back at the sound of Michelle’s voice. She turned her head until she saw Michelle’s form seated in back of her.
 
   Amber closed her eyes. She tried to calm down. Tried to think. 
 
   The van stopped long minutes later and the driver’s door slammed. 
 
   Michelle moved to the sliding door in front of Amber and opened it.
 
   Sumner had come around the van. Amber’s screams were muffled as he dragged her out. 
 
   He set her on her feet and crouched down. Grabbed her thighs and dug his shoulder into her waist. 
 
   Her feet left the ground as Sumner lifted her up.
 
   Amber screamed again. She struggled hard against the ropes that bound her.
 
   “Stop it,” Sumner hissed. He dug his fingers into the jeans that covered her thighs.
 
   Amber lifted her head and tried to make out what was around her. The area was dimly lit. She could see trees. A lot of them.
 
   A second later, Sumner was climbing steps. Michelle opened a door and Sumner carried Amber through. Amber bounced against his back as they walked through a room paneled in wood.
 
   They descended stairs into a basement. Sumner carried her across the floor and dropped her onto a bed. Old furniture was scattered across the floor.
 
   Amber winced as Sumner drew a knife out of his pocket. 
 
   She kicked out her legs. Made contact with his arms.
 
   Sumner cursed loudly. He stalked around the bed, grabbed her shoulders and shook her hard. 
 
   “I’ll cut you if you try anything like that again. Turn onto your side,” he growled.
 
   The rope around Amber’s wrists pulled and then loosened. Sumner and Michelle dragged her arms to the bedframe a moment later. They handcuffed her wrists against the brass bars.
 
   Then they moved away from the bed and went back up the stairs. 
 
   The light switched off.
 
   Amber moaned and struggled against her bonds. 
 
   ***
 
   The basement door opened. Footsteps sounded on the staircase.
 
   Early morning light illuminated Sumner and Michelle’s forms.
 
   Amber’s heart seized. Were they coming to kill her?
 
   Panic clawed at her chest.
 
   Sumner and Michelle stood over her seconds later. Sumner was holding a gun.
 
   Amber squeezed her eyes shut. 
 
   When she opened them, Sumner was cutting the rope off her ankles. Michelle was uncuffing her wrists.
 
   Sumner held the gun to Amber’s head. “You can use the bathroom. Don’t try anything stupid.”
 
   Amber sat up and rubbed her wrists. The gag was still in her mouth. 
 
   Sumner gestured to the bathroom with the gun. “Hurry up.”
 
   Amber got up. She stumbled as she moved forward. 
 
   Michelle stood in front of the bathroom door while Amber used it. Amber quickly looked around. There were cleaning supplies on the floor.  But absolutely nothing she could use as a weapon.
 
   “Back on the bed,” Sumner said once she came out. 
 
   Amber fought back a cry as she got back onto the bed.
 
   Michelle recuffed her. When she finished, Sumner headed toward the staircase. 
 
   Amber drew in a shaky breath. She was being left alive for now.
 
   Michelle looked down at Amber and sighed. “Do you want some water?” 
 
   Amber nodded. 
 
   Michelle followed Sumner up the stairs.
 
   A minute later, she was back with a bottle of water. She pulled the gag out of Amber’s mouth. Uncapped the water and held it to Amber’s lips.
 
   Amber drank long sips. She pulled away when she’d had enough.
 
   “More?”
 
   Amber shook her head. “Why are you doing this?” she whispered.
 
   Michelle stared down at her for long moments.
 
   Finally, she spoke. “Brian bought Peter out. Then he went on to make millions with the Source One code. It’s time for Peter to get some of the money. The real money.”
 
   Michelle shook her head. “You were a last resort, Amber. Someone we could use as a scapegoat but only if Brian figured out his code was being resold.”
 
   She paced and then turned back around. “Why were you in Peter’s files?”
 
   Amber wet her lips. “I saw you get into his car at the grocery store.”
 
   Michelle pressed her lips together. “Flat tire,” she muttered.
 
   Amber closed her eyes. Of all things, her life hung in the balance because of a flat tire. 
 
   When she opened her eyes, Michelle was absently tapping the water bottle against her leg.
 
   “How long have you planned this?” Amber whispered.
 
   “I met Peter right after he and Brian parted ways.”
 
   Three years ago.
 
   Amber blinked up at Michelle. All the time Michelle had worked for Brian, she and Sumner had been planning to steal from him.
 
   “Why pretend I’d stolen money from Brian?”
 
   “You were getting too close to him. You had to be believable as a scapegoat, as someone who hated Brian, in case we needed you.”
 
   “How did you get into the house?” Amber whispered.
 
   “Brian keeps a spare key in his office.”
 
   Amber’s eyes widened. “And your work with Second Street. That was part of the plan too? To find someone with a criminal background?”
 
   Michelle nodded and closed her eyes. “I’m sorry, Amber. I’m sorry it’s come to this.”
 
   She pulled the gag back into Amber’s mouth. Then she turned and headed back up the stairs.


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 25
 
    
 
   Brian had just walked into the office. He set his briefcase down on the floor. 
 
   His assistant, Stephanie, came in with a cup of coffee. “Can I get you anything else?”
 
   Brian shook his head. “I’m going to be on the phone awhile.”
 
   Stephanie nodded and shut his door.
 
   Brian pulled out his phone. He scrolled to Matt’s number and hit the call button. 
 
   “How’s it going?” Brian asked.
 
   “I was just going to call you,” Matt said. “Can you meet?”
 
   Twenty minutes later, they were seated in a coffeehouse a block from the office.
 
   “What did you find?”
 
   “Michelle Lowell bought another property recently.”
 
   Brian cocked his head and frowned. “Really?”
 
   Matt reached into his messenger bag. Handed Brian a paper. “She purchased it with someone. Take a look.” 
 
   Brian stared at the name above Michelle’s on the deed. His jaw clenched. Peter Sumner. 
 
   “There’s something else,” Matt said.
 
   Brian looked up as Matt handed him another paper.
 
   “I did another search on Amber. There’s a bank account in the Grand Caymans that’s been linked to her name. It was recently opened. It must have happened within the last week.”
 
   Brian ran a hand through his hair. Another bank account. 
 
   Yet, Brian was becoming more and more convinced of her innocence. She’d been framed for some reason. Some reason he couldn’t understand yet. 
 
   Whatever the reason was, it had something to do with Sumner, Michelle and Source One’s latest code. 
 
   Brian sat tapping a pencil at his desk half an hour later. 
 
   He had called Amber’s cell twice in the last twenty minutes. Her phone had gone straight to voice mail. 
 
   Five minutes later, he tried again. When Amber’s message came on again, Brian hung up, dialed Sumner Systems and asked for Amber.
 
   “Who’s calling, please?”
 
   There was a pause after Brian answered the question. “Brian?.......Amber’s ex?”
 
   Brian exhaled. “Yes.”
 
   “My name’s Nicole. I’m covering Amber’s desk.”
 
   “It’s very important I speak with her…….You’re covering her desk? Is she in the office?”
 
   “No. She’s traveling this week.”
 
   “Traveling for work?”
 
   “No.” Nicole’s voice had grown quiet. “She emailed the HR manager to say she had to leave town. For personal reasons.”
 
   “Did she say where she was going?”
 
   “From what I understand, no.” There was another pause. “There’s something else. She was supposed to meet my boyfriend today. He works for Cal Coast Bank……..She wanted to find a way to prove she had nothing to do with what happened to your account. But she never showed.
 
   “I don’t know why I’m telling you all of this except that I can’t get through to her and I’m really worried.”
 
   Brian’s stomach tightened with unease.
 
   As soon as he’d hung up with Amber’s co-worker, he dialed Matt. “I need your help.”
 
   An hour later, Matt was hovered over the lock to Amber’s apartment door. Brian stood nearby, watching the staircase.
 
   The lock clicked and they quickly walked in. 
 
   He’d seen Amber’s car in the parking lot. But the apartment was still. Empty.
 
   Brian walked into Amber’s bedroom. He opened the door to her closet. Amber’s suitcase was neatly tucked under a shelf. 
 
   If she were traveling, why was it still here? The knots in Brian’s stomach tightened. 
 
   Brian and Matt sat in Matt’s car, across the street from Source One later that afternoon.
 
   “What time does she usually leave?”
 
   Brian cleared his throat.  “It varies.” 
 
   Michelle walked out of the building several minutes later.
 
   “There.” Brian said.
 
   Matt started the car.
 
   Several minutes later, Michelle entered the freeway. Matt stayed several lanes behind her as they drove North. 
 
   An hour later, Michelle exited the highway and began to drive on roads lined with redwood trees. The roads became more secluded as Matt followed at a distance. 
 
   Matt turned off his lights, and they followed Michelle’s car in the twilight. Twenty minutes after they left the highway, Michelle pulled into a long driveway. The sign on the road was marked 1763 - the address of her cabin.
 
   Matt passed the property and parked on the side of the road. The men quickly moved out of the car and into the woods. Brian could make out Michelle’s Jeep parked next to a sports car in the encroaching darkness. 
 
   “Here.” Matt pressed a small flashlight into Brian’s hand.
 
   As they reached the cabin, Brian could see Michelle and Peter standing in the living room. 
 
   The basement window Brian was crouched in front of was dark. He shined the flashlight through it. 
 
   Brian’s heart seized as he saw Amber’s tied down form. 
 
   His hands clenched as fury scorched his insides. 
 
   He rose and started toward the cabin door.
 
   Matt grabbed Brian’s arm and motioned to the car. 
 
   Matt took several steps and turned around. Motioned again. Wildly this time.
 
   Brian took a breath and dragged a hand through his hair. Then he started after Matt. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 26
 
   Amber opened her eyes. Her lungs seized when she saw that the light had come on.
 
   Amber’s eyes widened. It was Michelle coming down the stairs. Alone. 
 
   Michelle reached Amber and pulled the gag out of her mouth. 
 
   “Amber, we turned on your phone when we were in Marin. Why is Brian calling you? Did you contact him after you were in Peter’s files?”
 
   Amber drew in a sharp breath. Her heart pounded. 
 
   Brian was calling her?
 
   She couldn’t think of what it meant now. If they thought Brian knew anything, they’d go after him too. 
 
   Amber wet her parched lips and shook her head. “I haven’t spoken to him since the night he broke up with me,” she whispered. “I don’t know why he’s calling.”
 
   Michelle paced the room.
 
   Amber turned her head to the stairs.  Sumner still hadn’t come down. Amber’s instincts screamed at her to take the opportunity.   
 
   “I need the bathroom,” Amber whispered.
 
   Michelle blinked.  After a moment’s hesitation, she uncuffed Amber and motioned to the bathroom with her gun. 
 
   Amber drew in a deep breath once she reached the bathroom.  Her heart slammed her ribcage as she grabbed the aerosol can, put her hand over the trigger and rushed out.
 
   Michelle’s gun clattered as spray shot into her eyes. She sputtered. 
 
   Amber ran to the wooden chair by the bed, grabbed it and swung it at the window. The glass shattered.  
 
   “Peter! Peter!” Michelle screamed.
 
   Amber struggled to grab hold of the window frame. She could hear Sumner pounding down the stairs.
 
   Panic surged, and Amber leaped again. 
 
   This time she managed to grasp the frame.
 
   Jagged glass shredded Amber’s arms as she finally pulled herself through.  A shot rang out and hit the frame she’d been holding a split second before. Adrenaline coursed and propelled Amber forward.
 
   She could hear Sumner cursing behind her. 
 
   ***
 
   “They’re on their way. About ten minutes out.”
 
   Brian nodded, pacing back and forth. 
 
   Ten minutes. They’d have to wait only ten more minutes to free Amber.
 
   Brian froze as a shot rang out. His pulse skyrocketed.
 
   No!
 
   He took off toward the cabin.
 
   God! Let her still be alive.
 
   As Brian ran toward the house, he could make out flashes of movement through the trees.
 
   “Sumner!” Brian yelled.
 
   Sumner stopped running and turned to Brian.  He raised his gun.
 
   Brian ducked behind a tree and shouted to Amber. “Keep running, Amber!”
 
   Matt had reached Brian. He returned fire on Sumner. 
 
   Sumner darted behind a redwood.
 
   Brian swallowed hard and looked around for Amber.  He couldn’t see her. Had she made it to the road? Or was she still in the woods?
 
   ***
 
   Amber stood pressed behind the tree, panting, as the shots rang out.
 
   Please God….
 
   Amber’s breath caught as a branch snapped.  She whipped her head around.  
 
   Michelle’s arms were stretched out in front of her as she approached the area where Brian and the other man stood. 
 
   Michelle had recovered her gun. And her intention was clear.
 
   No! 
 
   Amber took off as another round of gunfire began. 
 
   ***
 
   Brian and Matt didn’t realize Sumner had changed position.  His next shot came from the right and hit Matt.
 
   “Matt!” Brian dragged Matt back behind the tree.
 
   Matt gasped. “Take this.” He pressed his gun into Brian’s hands.
 
   Sumner had moved closer and was taking aim again.  Heart pounding, Brian squeezed off two shots.
 
   Sumner went down on the second. Flat onto his face. 
 
   Brian turned back to Matt. “Matt….”
 
   “I’m okay.”
 
   Another shot sounded.
 
   Amber!
 
   Brian scrambled to his feet and ran.
 
   Amber spun around as he approached her seconds later.  
 
   She still held the thick branch she had used to knock Michelle out cold.
 
   Brian drew her trembling form into his arms.  “Come here, sweetheart.”
 
   He steadied his breathing and kissed the top of her hair.  “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry for not believing you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 27
 
    
 
   Amber startled awake with a scream.
 
   “Shhhh, sweetheart. It’s okay. You’re safe.”
 
   Amber’s breathing was ragged. She looked up at Brian. Then around the room. 
 
   She was in a hospital. Brian had rescued her.
 
   She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  She remembered what Brian had said over and over when he’d ridden with her in the ambulance.
 
   I love you, Amber. Please forgive me.
 
   Now he was gripping her hand, staring down at her, worry etched over his face.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   THREE MONTHS LATER
 
   Brian got home from work and walked upstairs. Katie and Amber were sitting on the floor of Katie’s room, having a tea party. 
 
   Amber was sitting with her back to Brian. Her engagement ring glinted in the sunlight as she lifted her hand and took a pretend sip.
 
   Matt had recovered from his gunshot wound, and Michelle was in jail, awaiting trial. 
 
   Amber had gone back to nursing. She now worked weekday mornings at the surgery center. Brian hadn’t realized Max Chambers was back in California.  They’d still never met.  Despite everything, Max had given Amber a recommendation.
 
   Next month, Brian and Amber were getting married. Amber had straightened things out with her father. He would be coming in from Italy with his wife and Amber’s siblings, and would be walking her down the aisle. Nicole and Brenda would be her bridesmaids.
 
   Diana would always be a part of him. Always.
 
   But Amber was his future. He’d been given a second chance with her. He felt the depth of Amber’s love every day. He only hoped she could say the same. And she had accepted Katie with all of her heart. 
 
   With a grin, he entered the room.
 
    
 
   ###
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Stormy Love Excerpt
 
    
 
   Sean McCaughan walked the reporter out of the suite.  Rory Cole, Sean’s bandmate, stood in the center of the room, arms crossed, when Sean returned.
 
   “What?” Sean asked him.
 
   “Why do you always do that?”
 
   Sean’s eyebrows drew together.  “Do what?”
 
   “Take over the interview like it’s your band and we’re only lucky enough to be sitting here next to you.”
 
   Sean’s frown deepened.  His pulse picked up. “I don’t do that.”
 
   Rory snorted.  “Of course you don’t.”
 
   Sean looked at their other bandmate, Logan, who was seated on the couch.  Logan was staring down at the carpet like he wanted to disappear into it.
 
   “Do you feel that way?” Sean asked him.
 
   “Not necessarily.”
 
   “Pussy,” Rory muttered.
 
   Sean walked in front of Rory. “I don’t understand.  The guy was directing the questions to me. What was I supposed to do?”
 
   “You could have told him to ask us as well.” Rory’s voice was raised.
 
   Sean felt the heat of anger spreading across his face. “If you wanted to answer something, you should have stepped in.”
 
   Rory snorted again and shook his head. A second later, he stalked out of the suite.
 
   “Meeting adjourned,” Logan muttered. He walked into the bathroom.  Shut the door.
 
   Sean turned and walked to the window. He stared out at the city lights below.  Things had really gone to shit since Dustin’s death.  
 
   ***
 
   Jenna Danner shook her head and let out a breath as she heard the revved up motorcycle. The sound grew louder. 
 
   She gazed at the clock on the kitchen wall. 3:30 a.m.
 
   The motorcycle cut out and, seconds later, the front door slammed open. 
 
   Jenna hurried into the living room. “Where in the world have you been?”
 
   Tim ignored her and walked to the staircase. 
 
   Jenna grabbed his leather jacket and tried to turn him around. “Just because Mom’s not here doesn’t mean you can stay out all night.”
 
   “Leave me alone, Jenna!”
 
   Tim shook Jenna off and she lost her balance. She fell the two steps she’d already climbed, onto her side. 
 
   Tim stomped up the rest of the stairs.
 
   Jenna slowly rose and stared at his retreating form.
 
   What had happened to her little brother? He’d become a complete stranger.
 
   ***
 
   “I’ve been a Silver Storm fan for years,” Lee said. “I was really sorry to hear about Dustin.”
 
   Sean nodded.  He reached out and slapped the other man’s hand.  “Thanks.  We really appreciate it.”
 
   Sean pushed thoughts of Dustin aside and stood.  It was time for the rest of the audition.  “You ready to play with us?”
 
   The other man ran a hand over his face.  “Yeah.  I just hope I don’t blow it.”
 
   “You nervous?” Sean asked as they walked to the stage.
 
   “Hell, yeah.  This is the opportunity of a lifetime.” 
 
   Sean and the rest of the band saw Jake Collins later in the day.
 
   Jake didn’t offer condolences. Didn’t even mention Dustin. He didn’t have a fraction of the manners Lee – or the others who’d auditioned – had.
 
   “You know our songs?” Sean asked.
 
   “All of ‘em.” Jake gave Sean a look that said duh.
 
   Sean nodded. “Okay. Let’s try Just Now with everyone.”
 
   That night, Sean and Silver Storm’s manager, Dave, sat listening to the recordings. It was down to Jake and Lee.
 
   Dave nodded his head toward a speaker. “I think Jake’s better than Lee.”
 
   Sean nodded.  He had to admit the guy was good.  Even if he was an arrogant son of a bitch.
 
   Sean stood and scrubbed his hand over his face. If he were choosing based on who he thought was a better person and a better fit, he’d choose Lee.  Hands down.  But it all came down to the music and who sounded better.  And, fact was, Jake sounded better.
 
   “I’ll call him tomorrow,” Dave said.
 
   ***
 
   “Thank you so much.” Jenna hung up the phone and sighed with relief. 
 
   Months of waiting for a call from the placement agency and she finally had an interview.  Next week - with a rock group called Silver Storm.  They were going on tour this summer and needed an assistant. 
 
   While a hard rock band was the last place she’d imagined employment, she was more than willing to consider it.  
 
   Jenna’s own job search hadn’t been too fruitful.  She’d tried long and hard to find a good-paying job since she’d graduated from college last year. She’d been on a handful of interviews, but there was always someone with experience who won out.  And Paso Robles, the city near her hometown, wasn’t exactly the big city L.A. was.  
 
   She’d been working at a retail shop for the past few months. 
 
   Jenna had planned to go to graduate school.  To continue studying psychology and become a counselor. But those plans were on hold until her mother was recovered. 
 
   Yes, she’d have to travel for a few months with the band if she got the job.  But her mother was well enough to cope now.  Especially if Tim would help with things like shopping. 
 
   Always iffy with Tim, but hopefully he’d step up.  And Sam was fourteen now.  He could help too.
 
   Jenna could arrange a car service for her mother’s doctor’s visits.  And they could order groceries online.  More importantly, she’d be back by the end of the summer, having made enough money to keep her family afloat for a while.
 
   Jenna’s friend Dara popped into Jenna’s head as she sat down in front of her laptop.  Before she researched the band, she’d call Dara.  Jenna liked music, but it was her college friend who knew every band in existence. 
 
   “How much do you know about them?” Dara asked once Jenna told her about the interview.
 
   “Not too much.  Just their name, really.”
 
   Dara sighed dramatically on the other end of the phone.  “It’s okay.  I’m going to help you.  Ready for a crash course in hard rock?” 
 
   “Yes.” Jenna definitely was. 
 
   Ten minutes later, Jenna thanked Dara.
 
   “You can pay me back by getting me in backstage when they’re in L.A.”
 
   “I need to get the job first.”
 
   Dara giggled. “You’d better.  I think a really hot rock star is exactly what I’ve been missing in my life.”
 
   After Jenna got off the phone, she clicked on the first song listed on Silver Storm’s iTunes page.  The band’s music video started to play.  An image of a band member working the strings of an electric guitar came onto the screen. 
 
   Jenna raised her brow.  She’d heard this song before. It had been the theme song for a movie she’d recently seen.
 
   The lead singer’s handsome face came into focus on the screen.  Jenna had never seen cheekbones so chiseled.
 
   Jenna clicked through all the songs.  Their music was good.  The lead didn’t scream out the lyrics.  He actually sang.  In a voice that was deep and throaty.  And sexy.  Like the rest of him.
 
   **
 
   “I hope the next one’s pretty,” Jake called as Dave left to get the last person they’d be interviewing.
 
   Rory snickered.
 
   Sean ignored them and walked to the window.  Silver Storm’s tour was starting in less than a month.  Their assistant, Amanda, was on maternity leave.  It was unlikely she’d tour with them again. They’d already seen five people the agency had prescreened to take her place.
 
   Sean looked down at the people walking along the L.A. street and rolled his neck. There was still a ton they needed to do to get ready before the tour started.  
 
   His phone rang in his pocket.  He fished it out and looked at the screen.
 
   **
 
   Jenna could feel the testosterone pulsing through the room as she followed Dave, the band’s manager, into the room.  She took in the four band members and wet her dry lips.  This looked like a bad boys’ club.  Not a woman in sight. 
 
   Yet Jenna suspected it was entirely different after their concerts.  No doubt women hung all over them then.
 
   Dave gestured to a seat.  “Sit down. We’ll wait until Sean’s off the phone.” 
 
   Jenna looked at the band’s lead after she sat down.  He was the stunner with brown hair, green eyes and prominent cheekbones. He was dressed casually, but was fairly clean cut. Unlike the others, it looked like Sean and Dave had found a razor sometime in the past days.  His long, jean-clad legs were stretched out in front of him as he spoke. 
 
   Jenna surveyed the room again. Two of the other men also had their phones out.  The last man was grinning at her.  Jenna gave him a quick smile before she looked away. 
 
   A moment later, Sean stood. “Sorry.  It was a family member,” he said to Dave.
 
   He gazed at Jenna for a moment before he walked over and extended his hand.
 
   Jenna stood and stared up into his eyes.  Eyes so deep you could drown in them.
 
   She blinked the thought away and forced herself to move.  She shook his outstretched hand.
 
   “Why do you want a job with a hard rock group?” Dave asked after they’d begun the interview.
 
   He’s right. You really fit in here.
 
   Jenna ignored the voice in her head and took a breath.  
 
   She was sure they didn’t want to hear her sob story about having to delay grad school.  She guessed they hadn’t seen the inside of a classroom for a while.
 
   She cleared her throat. “My mother was in a bad car accident last year.  She’s still recovering and the bills are piling up.  I really need – want – this job.”
 
   **
 
   Sean studied Jenna.  Her hair was long and mink brown.  She had light brown eyes and a beautiful, heart-shaped face.  
 
   Sean cleared his throat after she finished speaking. “What type of music do you listen to?”
 
   “I have a lot of different music on my playlist.”
 
   She bit her lip after she answered and twisted her hands together.
 
   “Do you have anything of ours?” Logan asked.
 
   The young woman blinked.
 
   Rory snickered. “Any hard rock at all?”
 
   Jenna opened her mouth and closed it again.
 
   Sean shook his head.  It was time to rescue her.
 
   “You think you could get work done on a bus?” he asked her.
 
   Jenna’s gaze flew to him again.  She wet her lips and nodded.  “Do we sleep on the bus too?”
 
   “No,” Sean said.  “We used to.  Now we just use it for travel.”
 
   Sean could see Jenna’s shoulders visibly relax. 
 
   Jenna’s question brought the past to Sean’s mind as Dave asked her another question.
 
   The beginning had held some crazy days.  
 
   Before the bus, there was the van.  They loaded Dustin’s drum into the bus of whatever band they were opening for. 
 
   Sleeping in the van was hell.
 
   And it wasn’t been much better once they got the bus.  The bunks were tiny, especially for those of them with long frames.
 
   Thankfully all of that ended when they’d started headlining.  They’d insisted on hotel rooms since then.  In nice places too. Not dive motels. 
 
   This would be their third tour headlining. Eight years of touring already.  Hard to believe.
 
   Sean blinked back the memories in time to hear Jenna’s answer to Dave.
 
   Jenna certainly filled Jake’s eye-candy requirement. No question there. But she looked sweet.  Innocent.  Their rowdiness alone would probably have her on the first plane home within the week. 
 
   Yet, there was the glint of something in those beautiful eyes.  Determination. 
 
   It was worth a try.
 
   “What do you think?” Dave asked after Jenna left the room.
 
   “I say we give her a chance,” Sean said.  He looked around the room.  “Okay?”
 
   There were nods.  A hell, yeah from Jake. 
 
   Rob walked out to see if he could catch her.
 
   Jake gestured to the door with his chin. “She’s mine.”
 
   Sean snorted. “Does she know that?”
 
   Jake crossed his arms over his chest and grinned. “She will soon.”
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