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			Of all the people who had come to give condolences for her brother-in-law 

			It had to be him.

			Four years ago, Declan Madison rescued Emmy Tate from a bombed Afghan school—and brutally dismissed their instant attraction. Now he’s back in her life, watchful of the two orphaned kids Emmy’s raising. Declan can’t bring back his best friend, but playing family with the beautiful photographer is the next best thing. If only they didn’t share so much past trauma...

		
	
		
			“Do you think you can handle the overnight with Kit tonight?” Emmy asked him.

			“I’ll do whatever he needs.”

			“If it gets to you, you can sit with him. You just have to sort of do a fast rock with your body and still jiggle him—”

			She tried to demonstrate, but it wasn’t easy standing up and without a baby in her arms.

			And while Declan still didn’t smile, something in his chiseled face seemed to ease up slightly, as if somewhere deep down it amused him.

			She stopped. “You get the idea.”

			“No. Show me again.”

			He might be miserable, but he could still be bratty.

			She arched an eyebrow at him, shook her head and said, “You’ll figure it out.”

			“Most likely,” he agreed, and there was almost a hint of the sparkle she’d seen in his eyes in Las Vegas.

			That sparkle that had drawn her in and convinced her that he was going to kiss her.

			She’d been sooo ready for him to...

			And she was still wondering what it might be like.

			And if he was any good at it...
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			Dear Reader,

			This is the third time Emmy Tate and Declan Madison have met. The two times before have been less than amazing and Emmy is not happy to see Declan again, let alone be in need of his help with a hail-damaged farm and the three-year-old niece and infant nephew she’s suddenly become guardian of. But since there’s no other choice, she’s stuck with the handsome marine.

			Declan is no more thrilled to see Emmy than she is to see him. But he won’t let their old baggage stand in the way of doing a duty he’s taken on as his responsibility after the death of his best friend.

			The real problem, though, is the intense attraction between them that has survived their past encounters and just won’t go away. No matter how hard they both try to make it.

			As always, I wish you happy reading!

			Best,

			Victoria Pade
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			VICTORIA PADE is a USA TODAY bestselling author of numerous romance novels. She has two beautiful and talented daughters—Cori and Erin—and is a native of Colorado, where she lives and writes. A devoted chocolate lover, she’s in search of the perfect chocolate-chip-cookie recipe.

			For information about her latest and upcoming releases, visit Victoria Pade on Facebook—she would love to hear from you.
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			Chapter One

			Emmy Tate took off her soiled leather work gloves, stuffed them partially into the front pocket of her jeans and ran the back of her right wrist over her forehead to wipe the sweat away. Then she pressed both fists into the ache in the small of her back.

			Enough for today, she decided.

			As she surveyed her progress on the field that had, until two days before, been growing spring vegetables, she fought feeling discouraged and overwhelmed.

			Bad enough that the record-breaking hailstorm had wreaked massive destruction on the organic farm on the outskirts of small-town Northbridge, Montana. But why did her progress clearing the damage have to be so slow? She’d barely made a dent.

			Mandy would have done better, she thought.

			Of course, her late sister would have known what she was doing, and that wasn’t true for Emmy.

			But she was trying—and trying, and trying, for months now—to make the best of a bad situation.

			But tomorrow was another day, she told herself, surveying the farm. She looked beyond the field to the apple orchard behind it, where branches were nearly bare of leaves now, where many limbs were dangling or left broken on the ground.

			It would have made an effective photograph. One she would have taken long ago when she’d worked for the Red Cross documenting their good works in natural disasters or war zones.

			But those weren’t the kinds of pictures she took now. Not that she had time for pictures at all lately, with all she had to do. At least cleaning up the field left her out in the open. She was dreading getting into that orchard.

			She’d called the only arborist in the area to come and take a look at it. Because he’d known and liked Mandy, he’d come despite the fact that he was overbooked with all the damage in the area. But he refused to deal with anything under ten feet high or to start work before the already-downed limbs and the ground debris were cleared.

			He’d assured her that it wasn’t anything she couldn’t take care of herself. Drag out the downed limbs. Rake the leaves. Use the pole saw and pruner to cut down the broken branches below ten feet.

			He’d shown her how to do that, confident that she could manage.

			It wasn’t that she didn’t think she could, it was just that she’d have to be in that orchard to do it. Under those broken branches that could—would—fall to the ground, sometimes without warning. If she wasn’t far enough back or quick enough to get out of the way, they’d trap her...

			It’ll be fine, she told herself impatiently, tamping down on the panic trying to rise to the surface. It isn’t the school in Afghanistan, it’s a bunch of trees, for crying out loud.

			And she was over what had happened. She was okay now, she insisted to herself.

			But still she closed her eyes and took a deep breath, then exhaled slowly, repeating the process again and again until the panic wasn’t looming.

			Or at least until it was looming less.

			“I don’t know how I’m gonna get in there, Mandy...” she confided to her late sister in a whisper.

			But cleanup had to be done. She needed the place in perfect condition if she was going to find someone to lease it so she could get back to her everyday life in Denver. Back to what she’d been doing since leaving her work with the Red Cross—taking photographs of happy occasions like engagements and weddings and taking portraits of newborns.

			“It’s just a bunch of trees,” she said out loud this time before she headed for the farm’s truck, assuring herself that it was only a matter of time before she could go home to Denver.

			Although it wouldn’t exactly be back to her everyday life. Not when she’d be taking her three-year-old niece and two-month-old nephew with her to raise.

			But even unexpected single parenthood was less daunting than the farming her sister had loved—and mastered. She reached the truck and saw her reflection in the driver’s-side window.

			She’d never seen Mandy look as bad after a day’s work as Emmy did at that moment.

			“You’re a mess, Em,” she told her reflection.

			Strands of her chin-length reddish-brown hair had come free of the topknot she’d put it in this morning and fell limply around her face.

			She hadn’t bothered to put on makeup, so there was no blush on her high cheekbones, no eyeliner or mascara to accentuate her chestnut-colored eyes, no highlighter dusting her thin, straight nose or lipstick on full lips that craved balm at that moment.

			But there was a dirt smudge across her forehead and a general griminess to her appearance.

			Not wanting to get into the truck with too much of that grime, she took the work gloves from her pocket, slapped them against the side of the truck until no more dust billowed out of them, then used them to whack the loose layer of soil off her jeans and faded red crew-neck T-shirt.

			Once that was done, she kicked her boots against the truck’s running board to clear some of the crusted dirt from them and then climbed up behind the wheel, glad no one but her mother and the kids would see her looking like this before she could climb into a much-anticipated shower.

			A shower, after which she would dry off with a clean towel before she put on equally clean clothes fresh out of the laundry her mother would have folded and waiting for her. Then she’d enjoy the nice dinner her mother was making and some time with the kids her mother had taken care of.

			For this one last day until Karen Tate left.

			But Emmy couldn’t think about the fact that her mother was leaving tomorrow. About the fact that she would soon be on her own, not only with the farm and storm cleanup, but also with the house and the laundry and the meals and the kids, who included a colicky baby who cried for hours at night...

			No, she couldn’t think about it. She was already tired and dirty and hungry, and she just couldn’t.

			So she pushed everything out of her mind, turned the key in the ignition and started the truck’s engine.

			“I sure hope you didn’t bite off more than I can chew, Mandy,” she muttered as she released the emergency brake.

			Then she sighed and said, “One foot in front of the other, Em. That’s all you can do. Just keep putting one foot in front of the other.”

			The truck made a cranky noise when she put it into gear and she reminded herself to add auto repair to the list of skills that would be good for a leaser to have. Then she drove down the dirt path that took her to the private drive leading to the house.

			It was only once she was on the private drive that she saw another truck ahead of her. A black one almost as dated as the pale blue one she was in.

			Company? She wasn’t expecting anyone. She and her mother were supposed to spend this evening going over the food her mother had stocked the freezer with and the revolving schedule of babysitters her mother had lined up to help with the kids. Then her mother needed to finish packing. She was leaving early Saturday morning, so Emmy doubted her mother had invited anyone over.

			Hopefully it was just someone coming to say an impromptu goodbye to Karen Tate and Emmy could leave them to it while she hit the shower.

			The other truck came to a stop near the front porch of the white two-story farmhouse. Emmy parked her own truck, paying little attention to the guest, who she was increasingly sure must be there to see her mother.

			Until she got out of the truck.

			The other driver had already disembarked and was standing beside his vehicle, facing Emmy, apparently waiting for her.

			That was when she realized who her guest was.

			Oh no, not him! Anybody but him!

			Of all the people who had come to give condolences for her brother-in-law, Topher, in October, of all the people who had come to give condolences for Mandy during the last six weeks, of all the people who had come to visit or help since Emmy had taken over, of all the people in the whole wide world, not him.

			Declan Madison.

			He was her late brother-in-law’s best friend. The neighbor Topher had grown up with and considered a brother. The person Topher had gone to the naval academy with, who he’d served with in the marines. He was the person who had been with Topher when Topher died seven months ago, in an IED explosion in Afghanistan that also left Declan wounded.

			And if it wasn’t bad enough that he was also tied to Emmy’s Afghanistan nightmare four and a half years ago, he’d rejected her in the worst way at Mandy and Topher’s wedding not long after that.

			Emmy had dreaded the thought of seeing him again ever since.

			But there he was.

			She wanted to get back in the truck and drive as far away from him as she could get.

			But he was staring straight at her and making this yet another bad situation she had to make the best of.

			Feeling rooted to the spot, Emmy once again took a deep breath, breathed it out, then literally forced herself to put one foot in front of the other to cross the farmyard.

			As she did, she took stock of him.

			She didn’t know exactly how hurt he’d been in the explosion—she’d only heard that he’d survived. But looking at him now Emmy saw no clues as to what injuries he’d suffered.

			As far as she could tell, there were no visible scars, no discernible differences in him. He still stood tall and straight—inches over six feet. His shoulders were still a mile wide, and even though he looked slightly leaner, the officer’s service uniform he was wearing was still packed with muscle.

			It was only when her gaze went above the impressive body that she noticed a difference.

			At first she thought it was just that he’d grown out the buzz cut from his black-coffee-colored hair. But a couple of steps closer made her realize that his handsome face had a new gravity to it. A brooding quality. Plus the hint of some weight lost there, too, had carved hollows that made his cheekbones and chiseled jawline more ruggedly drawn, adding an intensity to his exquisitely masculine features.

			A few more steps took her near enough to better see the remarkable cobalt blue eyes that had mesmerized her in the past, and there she saw even more change.

			There was no sparkle, none of the humor or lightheartedness that she’d seen in them before. Even his supple-looking mouth looked somber. It was as if the light had completely gone out in him.

			“Declan,” Emmy said in greeting, hearing the chill in her own reception but unable to heat it up as she came to within feet of him and stopped.

			“Emmy...” he answered with a heavy helping of his own reservations.

			Only in that moment did Emmy remember how she looked herself—awful.

			It was bad enough to have to meet up with this guy again, but to do it with no makeup, with stringy hair and all-around grunge? For the second time, she wanted to run the other way.

			But she squared her shoulders as if she had nothing to be self-conscious about, thanked heaven that at least seeing him again still hadn’t caused flashbacks to Afghanistan and said bluntly, “What are you doing here?”

			His clean-shaven chin went up a notch, defiantly, defensively. “I’ve been in one hospital after another since October and now I’m just out of two months of rehab—I was released three days ago. I thought I’d be coming to face Mandy, but then I got the news that she died?”

			The question revealed understandable shock. As far as anyone knew, her sister had been a healthy, vital thirty-two-year-old.

			“Apparently she had a congenital heart problem that no one knew about... She died in her sleep two weeks after Kit was born.”

			“She made it through a second pregnancy, a second birth and then...” His full dark eyebrows arched and he shook his head in disbelief.

			“My mom thinks Topher came for her so they could be together,” Emmy said softly, wanting to believe that, too.

			The mention of Declan’s late friend caused those eyebrows to pulse together as if she’d struck a nerve before he said, “I’m sorry for your loss. I liked Mandy. She and Topher were good together.”

			“They were,” Emmy agreed.

			A moment of silence followed that before Declan went on.

			“So instead I’m here about the kids,” he announced.

			“The kids?” Emmy repeated.

			“I came to see what’s going on. To make sure Topher’s—” the name choked him up but he conquered it in a hurry “—kids are okay. To do what I can... I’m Trinity’s godfather, you know.”

			And Emmy was her godmother. It had happened in two separate ceremonies—one with Emmy soon after Trinity was born, and a second with Declan when Topher and Declan had arranged leave time a month later.

			It had been something Emmy was grateful for so she didn’t have to see Declan again then.

			“Not long after Topher died, Mandy decided she’d better make a will and name a guardian for the kids in case anything ever happened to her. Nobody thought it would, but...” This time it was Emmy who choked up a bit before she got on top of it. “She named me as the kids’ guardian, so...they’re mine and you don’t have to concern yourself with them.”

			That beetled his brow again. And seemed to raise a little ire in him because there was an edge to his deep voice when he said, “Topher was no different to me than either of my own brothers. I feel about his kids the way I’d feel about my own blood niece or nephew. I’m going to do what I can for them.”

			“They don’t need you. Or anything from you,” Emmy said tersely, her own ire raised at the thought of having to have anything to do with him—and also at the implication she wasn’t enough to look after them.

			“Look—” he said in a commanding, no-nonsense voice just as the front door opened and her mother came out.

			“Declan! Is that you? I looked out to see if Emmy was back and... It is you, isn’t it?”

			Oh nooo... Emmy groaned silently.

			She knew how her mother felt about Declan Madison. Even before meeting him, Karen Tate—like Emmy herself—had been grateful to him for saving Emmy’s life in Afghanistan.

			At Mandy and Topher’s wedding—unaware of the memories Emmy feared that the sight of him might cause her—her mother had expressed that gratitude and developed a fondness for him.

			What her mother didn’t know was what had happened later on the night of the wedding.

			Or how incredibly confused Emmy’s feelings about Declan had become.

			Or that he’d walked her to her hotel room, made a date for breakfast with her and then gone next door for a night of what had sounded like very raucous sex with another bridesmaid.

			So of course Karen Tate was excited to see him and hurried down the steps of the front porch to give him a hug.

			“Oh, honey, how are you?” she asked.

			Declan returned the hug stiffly, keeping his solemn, steady gaze on Emmy over her mother’s head as if to let her know that they weren’t finished with their talk.

			“I’m okay,” he answered, his tone oddly reserved.

			Emmy’s mom must have heard it, too, because she ended the hug and linked her arm through Declan’s to turn him toward the porch. “Come in. I want to know how you really are. And I know you must want to see Kit. And every time Trinity looks at the picture of her daddy, I point you out standing next to him and tell her who you are—she calls you Decan. Let’s see if she recognizes you in person.”

			Then over her shoulder, Karen Tate said, “Go on up and have your shower, Em. I’ll keep Decan occupied.”

			As her mother urged Declan to the porch steps, Emmy noted his slight limp.

			For his part he didn’t cast her so much as another glance. Which irked Emmy even more.

			She let them get all the way through the door before she followed, thinking about what had seemed like nothing but a generous idea when Mandy had said she wanted to volunteer for the Red Cross mission to Afghanistan that Emmy had been assigned to follow and photograph four and a half years ago.

			And how much her sister’s life and her own had been altered when Topher Samms and Declan Madison had become their military escorts.

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			“You’re going to stay at Topher’s farm?”

			Declan was sitting at the kitchen table with his sister, Kinsey, in the farmhouse where they’d grown up. Kinsey had made him breakfast, and while she was at it, he’d told her about his visit to the Sammses’ place the day before. About the long talk he’d had with Topher’s mother-in-law that had made it clear Emmy Tate needed his help.

			“I know you thought it would be fun for us all to be back here,” he said. “To stay in the house together one more time before it gets packed up and sold—”

			“I keep scheduling times to come and clear it out, but something always interferes. So while we still have it—and it isn’t packed up yet—I wanted to get married here.”

			“Sure. But come on—this place will be bursting at the seams by the wedding next week. Me, you, your groom and his mother are already here. Conor and Maicy, and Liam and Dani and the twins are all coming... This place just isn’t that big. What difference does it make if I bunk in the workout room downstairs or down the road? I’m just five minutes away. And I need to do what I can for Topher’s family. Whatever I can. I owe him that...”

			“I know that’s important to you,” his sister admitted.

			It was. He felt responsible for his best friend’s death, and that meant it was on him to step in on whatever Topher had left behind. Even more than his sister’s wedding, that driving need was what had brought him back to the small town where he’d been made to feel like the scum of the earth growing up.

			“It’s bad over at the Sammses’ place, huh?” his sister asked. “It’s so strange that the storm totally missed us but decimated them. I guess we dodged the bullet.”

			“It’s definitely bad over there,” he confirmed. Karen Tate had described three fields full of spring plants wiped out, the orchard torn apart, the family vegetable garden gone, the roof and one side of the house and the barn shredded, the chicken coop battered and untold damage on the apiaries.

			“The farm has been in the Samms family for six generations, and Topher—and Mandy—loved that place,” he went on after outlining the problems. “They were dedicated to keeping it in the family, to raising the kids there, to passing it down to them.” And had his friend been alive, Declan knew that there was nothing Topher wouldn’t have done to meet that goal.

			“It can’t happen the way Topher and Mandy planned now,” he said, hearing the ragged edge that came into his own voice as guilt weighed him down. “The kids aren’t going to grow up on the farm—Mandy made her sister their guardian—”

			“Emmy—that’s her name, right? Mandy’s sister? You rescued her in Afghanistan?”

			“I dug her out of some rubble when a bomb hit a school she was in taking pictures of kids for the Red Cross,” he confirmed.

			“You say that like it was no big deal, but you saved her life.”

			He shrugged that off. “I was just doing my job,” he said as if he hadn’t been frantic to get her out from under that debris. Because even though it hadn’t been the same love at first sight for them as it had been for Topher and Mandy, before that school had been hit, he’d had a few laughs with Emmy, he’d liked her.

			But that was water far, far under the bridge now.

			“Anyway,” he continued, “she doesn’t know squat about farming. She lives and works in Denver, and her mother says that’s where she plans to take Trinity and Kit. But she wants to keep the farm in the family so the kids have the option of running it when they grow up, which means she’s figuring on leasing it. Only nobody’s going to take it on until she gets it cleaned up. And she needs an extra pair of hands and someone who knows their way around a farm to do that.”

			“Are you well enough for farm work?” Kinsey was a nurse and very protective of his health right now.

			“I’m fine. The knee is a little stiff, but I’m keeping up on the physical therapy exercises for it. The farm work will just help get me the rest of the way back in shape. I have to wait for my review with the Medical Evaluation Board anyway before I can get the go-ahead to get back to my unit. Might as well be productive in the meantime.”

			His sister didn’t look convinced, but he knew his body. He knew how hard he’d worked in rehab not just on regaining the use and strength of his leg, but with weight training on the rest of his body so he’d be ready and able to return to duty.

			“Plus there’s the kids,” he said then. “Mandy’s mom has been staying at the farm, but she told me she’s leaving today. Mandy’s dad has been holding down the fort at their travel agency, but her mom really needs to get back. The timing is rough. Before the hail hit, there was someone serious about leasing the farm—he was set to take over so Emmy could take the kids to Denver with her mother this weekend. But he backed out once he saw the hail damage.”

			“So now they have to start all over trying to find someone else?”

			“That’s what Karen said. She also said that Emmy is good with the kids but she was in over her head with the farm even before the storm, when other farmers were lending her a hand here and there—”

			“But now other farmers have to regroup from the hail themselves,” Kinsey said.

			“Right. So she has to clear the damage, replant the fields, take care of the animals and, with her mother leaving, do all the household stuff and take care of Trinity and Kit, too. Plus Karen said Kit is colicky—whatever that is—and he cries a lot at night... There’ll be some help from babysitters coming in during the day, but Emmy will be on her own for one sleepless night after another and—”

			Declan sighed. “Bottom line—there’s a big need for help over there, for more than two hands. So I’m going to work with Emmy to do what I can.”

			As long as he didn’t go over there today and find her standing on the front porch with a shotgun to run him off the property.

			It had been her mother—not Emmy—who had told him what was going on. In fact, Emmy had looked like she wanted to strangle her mother when she’d come downstairs after her shower to discover just how candid Karen had been.

			And when he’d offered his services, Emmy couldn’t have been more against it. She’d flatly and fervently refused his help.

			The two women had gone back and forth for a while. But Karen had held her ground and eventually Emmy had conceded, even to the idea of him moving into the basement so they could trade off nights being up with Kit.

			But the whole concession had been so obviously against Emmy’s will that he thought she might have only pretended to go along with the plan in order to end the argument, always intending to keep him away once her mother was out of the picture.

			It was what Declan was half expecting.

			More than half, really. He already knew how changeable she could be.

			She’d been friendly when they’d first met in Afghanistan. But after digging her out of that bombed school, she wouldn’t even let him visit her in the hospital. Instead she’d sent a thank-you note with her sister. Her sister, who hadn’t been inside the school when it was blown up and had escaped injury.

			After leaving the hospital, when Mandy and Topher were still keeping as constant company as they could, Emmy had had her sister tell him that she still wasn’t up for any visits.

			And during Mandy and Topher’s lengthy parting at the airport? Emmy had hidden aboard the plane and Declan had been left hanging on the tarmac, not even allotted a goodbye.

			Message received—that was what he’d thought. Apparently sharing a couple of laughs had meant more to him than it had to her and she didn’t want anything to do with him. Okay, fine.

			But then there was the wedding.

			She’d been weird toward him initially. She hadn’t done anything but raise her chin to say hello before taking off as if her tail was on fire. And she’d kept her distance from him through the rehearsal and rehearsal dinner, through the pre-wedding pictures.

			Then at the reception she’d approached him. She’d said she wanted to thank him again for unburying her from the school debris. She’d even stuck around to chat and that friendly, fun side of her had come out again. To the extent that he’d started to think they might hit it off after all.

			They’d spent almost the entire reception together, doing a lot of drinking, dancing, laughing. He’d had a great time with her. But she’d been pretty drunk by the end of it, so he’d walked her to her room. He hadn’t so much as kissed her because he hadn’t wanted it to seem as if he was taking any kind of advantage.

			What he had done was make a date for breakfast the next morning.

			But by breakfast she’d turned on him again—she’d stood him up, and when he’d happened to run into her in the hotel lobby and asked if she’d forgotten about it, she’d said, “Are you kidding? You really thought I’d have breakfast with you after last night?”

			Then she’d turned her back on him, stormed off and not spoken to him the two other times their paths had crossed post-wedding.

			So yeah, he wasn’t putting much stock in her agreement to his help now. She was a Jekyll and Hyde if ever he’d seen one.

			But despite that, he did hope that she accepted his help.

			Not because he had any desire at all to deal with her but because helping with the farm and the kids until a leaser could step in or until he passed his medical review and was deployed again was something he could do for Topher.

			For Topher he would do anything. For Topher nothing would ever be enough...

			“You don’t say her name like you like her,” Kinsey observed, bringing him out of his reverie.

			“I don’t dislike her,” he said, though it didn’t sound altogether believable even to him. “I don’t know... For some reason things just don’t gel between us.”

			“I’ve heard that she’s really pretty, though. I met Greg Kravitz in town and he asked if I knew her—he sounded interested.”

			“Kravitz? He’s still here?” Declan said through nearly clenched teeth.

			“Yeah, he has a landscaping business—mostly I think he mows lawns, shovels snow in the winter... I forgot, you guys really hated each other, didn’t you? You were like archenemies.”

			Kinsey had no idea...

			“He’s a jerk” was all Declan said. He’d always kept things to himself when it had come to Kravitz. And maybe his own long and ugly history with him was the reason that it rubbed him so wrong to think of Kravitz being interested in Emmy Tate. But it did. It rubbed him really, really wrong...

			“I wouldn’t wish Kravitz on anyone,” he grumbled.

			“But especially not on Emmy Tate?” his sister probed.

			Declan sighed and shook his head. “You know what happens when everybody in your family finds someone and you’re single? They all think they have to pair you up with someone. But let’s just put any idea of me and Emmy Tate to rest once and for all, huh? I don’t know what makes her tick, but I do know that it doesn’t work for me.”

			Sure, she was great-looking, there was no doubt about that—even when she was as dirty as a farmhand after a day’s hard work yesterday he’d still seen that. And then she’d cleaned up and...

			Okay, yeah, great-looking.

			She had the creamiest skin he’d ever seen and a face like some kind of enticing girl next door, with gorgeous, big, doe-brown eyes, a straight little nose, kissably full lips that he’d never had the chance to kiss and dimples—she had the damn sexiest dimples...

			Plus she had smooth, shiny reddish-brown hair that turned toward her chin on the bottom, with a long wisp of bangs that sometimes fell like a see-through silk scarf over one eye in a way that was shy and coy and seductive all at once.

			And her body?

			Yeah, that was great, too. Trim and tight with just enough oomph in all the right places.

			So sure, he’d been interested when he’d come across what had seemed like a little breath of fresh air from home in Afghanistan.

			And yeah, she’d been intriguing enough for him to drop his guard again with her when she’d warmed up at the wedding reception.

			But those cold shoulders she’d thrown his way the rest of the time—including yesterday? That definitely didn’t work for him.

			“I’m here because we lost Topher and there are things that have to be taken care of on his behalf,” he said firmly then. “And from here the only place I’m headed for is where I belong—back to the marines and my unit. So don’t go hoping for some kind of romance with anyone while I’m here.”

			“It might do you some good,” his sister suggested with a different tone that he also recognized—the worried-about-him-and-his-state-of-mind-since-Topher’s-death look and sound that he’d met from Kinsey and Conor and Liam.

			“I’m good enough,” he proclaimed, even if he was finding it hard to be the old Declan. “So all you happy lovebirds can roost here and I’ll go down the road and hope I can do some good there. But don’t be putting some other kind of spin on it because it isn’t gonna happen.”

			“Declan...” his sister said, sounding more worried still.

			“I’m good, Kinsey,” he cut her off, his tone more reprimand than anything. He knew that wasn’t going to reassure her, but it was still the best he could manage.

			And feeling the weight of his sister’s concern heaped on top of what he’d been carrying around since Topher’s death—over Topher’s death—had him thinking that weathering the ups and downs of Topher’s sister-in-law was preferable to hanging around here and weathering concern from all three siblings.

			At least he hoped it would be.

			But with Emmy Tate?

			He couldn’t be sure of anything.

			* * *

			“The guy whose gorgeous face gave you nightmares, the guy who turned out to be a player, will be moving in with you?” Carla Figarello demanded.

			“I don’t know...” Emmy said uncertainly. “It’s my mother’s idea... A really bad one...”

			Saturday had been a loss in terms of getting anything done beyond the usual morning chores—water and feed the animals, collect the eggs, milk the cow and the cantankerous goats that gave her fits. Then a babysitter had come in to stay with Trinity and Kit so she could drive her mother to the Billings airport.

			The babysitter had had to leave when she got back, so she’d given Trinity lunch, fed the baby and put them both down for naps. And now, while the kids slept and she couldn’t be out of earshot, she was indulging herself with a much-needed phone call to Carla—her best friend since kindergarten, her confidante, the only person she’d talked to about what had begun to happen to her in the aftermath of Afghanistan.

			“It’s not a bad idea when you desperately need help and he’s someone who can give it,” Carla hedged. “But it sounds like your mother steamrolled you into agreeing to let the guy move into the basement, and what I want to know is if you’re going to be able to handle being with him.”

			Emmy didn’t know.

			Since the wedding—and until the hailstorm—she’d been sure she was in control of the emotional backlash from the school collapse. Yes, some things had changed for her, but she’d found ways to manage her anxiety pretty well. A lot of people didn’t like small spaces, so she wasn’t the only one to avoid them, and who wouldn’t be afraid of the idea of being underneath something that might fall on them—like the broken tree limbs in the orchard?

			For the most part, though, she’d considered herself perfectly fine until seeing the devastation of the hail damage had brought the fear back. Not a lot of it—she took heart in that. But now seeing Declan Madison again did make her worry that more might break through.

			“I didn’t have a panic attack at the first sight of him,” she said, putting as much optimism into her voice as she could.

			Panic attacks when she saw him didn’t make any sense to her, but soon after her rescue from the rubble, her reaction to Declan Madison had morphed from deep gratitude into the first of that emotional turmoil.

			When the bomb had hit the school in Afghanistan, she’d been alone in a supply closet, packing her cameras and equipment. The explosion had flung her, knocking her unconscious.

			When she’d come to—before she had any conception of what had happened or where she was—all she’d known was that both of her feet were trapped under a lot of weight. She’d worked to get them out, and when she had, bricks and mortar had crumbled with the movement, enclosing her even more.

			She’d been left with her knees to her chest, in a space about the size of a barrel. There was no room to move—when she tried, more debris fell on her.

			It had been pitch-black except for a speck of light that she’d been able to see above her, and that had given her hope that she’d somehow ended up near to the outside.

			She’d shouted for help, not knowing if there was aid available or if she’d be rescued by friend or foe.

			For four hours she’d been entombed, and all she’d known was that periodically her surroundings would shift, crumble and fall in, closing the space around her even more. She’d been terrified that at any moment the whole thing would collapse on top of her.

			Then her shouts brought a voice from outside and the sounds of digging in to reach her.

			When that dot of light had finally grown bigger, the first thing she’d seen had been Declan Madison’s face.

			Relief had flooded her, followed by more stress as he tried not to cause a cave-in while working at opening a space to pull her through.

			He’d been diligent, assuring her that everything was going to be okay, that he’d get her out.

			He’d barely made a two-foot gap in the wreckage when something overhead shifted more drastically. Acting quickly, he’d shoved his upper half in to grab her under the arms and had yanked her free just as a collapse did occur, dragging her out of harm’s way a split second before she would have been crushed.

			As he’d helped load her onto a gurney, then into an ambulance, she remembered thanking him—again and again and again—before she was rushed to a hospital. It was only later, after she’d been treated, after she’d been diagnosed with a concussion and had been given a bed so she could be watched overnight, that her appreciation had been eclipsed by something new and terrifying.

			Declan had shown up at the hospital, and at first she’d only heard his voice asking where she was. That alone had caused uneasiness in her, but when she’d glanced in his direction and had actually seen him, the simple sight of that face had mentally thrown her back into the dark, dusty cranny amid the crumbling rubble.

			And rather than associating Declan Madison with the relief of being freed, instead, in her mind, he instantly became a fast ride right back into the heart of her terror.

			Mandy—who had been outside the school with Topher and Declan and hadn’t been hurt—had been with her in the hospital, at her bedside. Emmy hadn’t wanted her sister to know what she was feeling. In fact, she’d been ashamed of it—children and teachers had died in the attack, others had been scarred or maimed for life, there were little kids in beds around her stoically accepting their irreversibly changed lives, while she’d suffered nothing but a headache and a few cuts and bruises. Yet she was ready to crawl out of her skin with one look at the very person who had saved her. Thankfulness should have been the only thing she’d felt, and instead she was fighting terror.

			Hiding it, she’d told her sister that she was tired and needed to rest. She’d asked Mandy to leave and take Declan with her.

			So Mandy had left without knowing about that first distress, and Emmy had kept every other incident of it to herself ever since—except for telling Carla.

			“So that’s stuck—no panic attacks when you saw him at the wedding and none yesterday either,” her friend said.

			The wedding had been six months after the bombing. By then Emmy had reset her career. She’d talked poor Carla’s ear off about her nightmares, her problem with small spaces, the flashbacks and anxiety, and she’d been doing much better. But she hadn’t been sure what would happen if she had to see Declan Madison’s face again.

			Then she had. And while it had raised some memories, it hadn’t made her hyperventilate, it hadn’t caused all-out panic. In fact, worrying about it had been worse than anything that had happened when she had actually seen him.

			Partly in order to celebrate that, and partly to control the worry that the panic still might hit, she’d had a whole lot to drink—beginning with champagne while the wedding party dressed and continuing at the reception. The more she’d had to drink, the calmer she’d felt, until she’d found the courage to approach Declan, to thank him again the way she knew she should have before leaving Afghanistan.

			“No, no panic attacks yesterday either,” Emmy confirmed.

			“No symptoms of the PTSD at all?”

			“I hate when you call it that. That isn’t what it is. I’ve taken pictures of the kinds of things that cause PTSD—they’re big and devastating and life changing, they aren’t just a few hours being scared until somebody finds them and everything is okay again.”

			“I know that’s how you see it, but—”

			“That’s how it is,” she insisted, refusing to accept her friend’s opinion. “What I have is just fallout from a bad experience, and it hardly ever even happens anymore.”

			“Okay—it hardly ever happens anymore, you’re over the Afghanistan thing and seeing Declan Madison at the wedding and again yesterday didn’t cause anything bad,” Carla repeated as if she was temporarily conceding to Emmy’s arguments. “But what about what did happen at the wedding? Do you want to be under the same roof with a guy who seemed interested in you and then spent the night with somebody else right next door to you?”

			“That’s definitely the other half of why I was hoping I might not ever have to see him again. But I guess going into this knowing I’m not his type is something,” she said facetiously.

			“So spending time with him now won’t send you out into the arms of another Bryce?” Carla pressed.

			Emmy laughed humorlessly. “There definitely won’t be another Bryce. Ever. And as for this guy? I’m a whole lot tougher and smarter than I was four years ago at the wedding. He will not get to me.”

			Not even with those incredibly blue eyes or that face that could have been carved by the gods or that hella-hot body.

			Besides, this wasn’t a Las Vegas wedding, with wine flowing and inhibitions discarded. Now there was Topher’s death. Mandy’s death. Now there was the farm and hail damage. Now there were two kids she was suddenly a single parent to, and she had so much to wade through, to get used to. She was in no mood for anything but getting some control and order back into her life.

			And unless she was mistaken, the changes she’d seen in Declan Madison made her think that he wasn’t in any mood for anything either.

			They’d just do what needed to be done and then move on in separate directions.

			“I know we have some weird history—” she said then.

			“I’d say,” Carla agreed. “All good and cheery in Afghanistan at first, then really, really not good. Then sort of good again for a while at the wedding, until you were thinking one thing was going on between the two of you and—”

			“It wasn’t. Like with Bryce...” she added derisively. “But it’s all in the past and this is now,” Emmy concluded.

			“And you think you can just do the now without any of the past poking in?”

			Emmy sighed and wished she was in any other position. But she wasn’t. “I hope so,” she answered her friend honestly. “I know I can’t do everything here on my own.”

			“Then I guess you kind of have to take him up on his offer of help,” Carla said. “At least the faster you can get the hail damage cleaned up, the faster I can hopefully find you a new leaser and the faster you can come home.”

			“Oh, that would be good...” Emmy said earnestly.

			“So that settles it.”

			“Yeah,” Emmy agreed.

			But for some reason she still didn’t feel at all settled when she thought about letting Declan Madison anywhere near her.

			And not only because there was a bit of nervousness that being anywhere near him might bring to the surface more of that bombing backlash.

			There was also no denying that his looks were potent.

			Or that, when he tried, he could disarm her with his heady charm.

			Or that, at the wedding, he’d somehow managed to get her to let down her defenses when she shouldn’t have.

			Only for her to end up feeling like a fool...

			* * *

			“Tell Declan good-night,” Emmy encouraged her niece as she tucked the three-year-old into bed.

			Emmy had suggested that Trinity let Declan read the bedtime books she’d chosen. But Trinity had denied him that privilege. She’d granted him only permission to listen to Emmy read them.

			Dressed in combat boots, a camouflage-print shirt and pants today, he’d stood in the doorway of Trinity’s room to do that and was still leaning against the jamb.

			“Night, Decan,” the little girl said in answer to her aunt’s prompting.

			“Night, Trinity. Sleep tight. I’ll see you tomorrow,” he responded.

			“Decan’ll be here too-morrow?” Trinity asked Emmy.

			“He will. He’s staying with us. In the basement,” she explained, trying not to sound negative despite her own lack of enthusiasm for it.

			“Okay,” Trinity said, accepting it far more easily than her aunt.

			Trinity’s honey-colored hair was cut into an easy-to-care-for bob just long enough to cover her ears, with bangs that came to her eyebrows. Emmy smoothed them away from the child’s forehead so she could kiss it.

			“Goodnight, my sweet-thing,” she whispered.

			“Night, my Em,” Trinity said in a sleepy voice before tugging her stuffed monkey to her side and closing her big brown eyes.

			Emmy gave her a second kiss, then turned off the bedside lamp and headed for the doorway.

			Since Declan had arrived just after dinner tonight, they’d had the kids as a buffer between them. Trinity had been standoffish toward him the day before—she hadn’t seen him for over a year and didn’t remember him despite her grandmother pointing him out in the photograph.

			It had taken some time for the little girl to warm up to him tonight, but eventually she’d stopped hugging Emmy’s leg and glaring at him, tentatively letting him in.

			When that had happened, Emmy had had the chance to teach him how to hold Kit, heat a bottle, change a diaper and burp the baby. She’d taught the jiggle-and-walk to use when Kit was unhappy, and she’d even tutored Declan through Kit’s bath in the kitchen sink.

			Because Trinity fancied herself an expert on her brother she’d added her instructions wherever she’d thought Emmy had overlooked anything. And when it came to Emmy teaching him Trinity’s routine, the three-year-old had insisted that she could do everything herself.

			“At least she tries to,” Emmy had told Declan, humoring the little girl. “But sometimes she needs a little help,” Emmy had stated, demonstrating when it came to taking clothes off and putting on pajamas, reminding to go potty and brushing teeth.

			But now Kit was asleep and Trinity was in bed, and it was just Emmy alone with Declan Madison.

			And while no, she hadn’t had any flashbacks or anxiety, she also wasn’t comfortable being with him. Her stomach was tied in knots. Between that and their history, she knew she was not being very welcoming. But it was the best she could manage. And honestly, she didn’t think he had any right expecting anything more from her.

			And his solemn and withdrawn attitude wasn’t making things any easier.

			Not that any of it mattered. One way or another she just had to get through this. They both did.

			“Now I can finally show you the basement,” she said as she joined him in the hallway, closing Trinity’s door all but a crack, hoping he would go down there and not come up again until tomorrow.

			“I nearly grew up here. I know how to get to the basement and what’s down there—unless Mandy changed things up.”

			“Oh sure...” Emmy said, feeling stupid for having spent the evening being a bit of a tour guide throughout the house. So why hadn’t he pointed that out to her at the get-go? she thought, not appreciating what seemed misleading by omission.

			But all she said was “I wasn’t thinking about you knowing the place probably better than I do.”

			Declan didn’t say anything as he waited for her to lead the way downstairs to the main level.

			As she did, she wondered if being here was actually the reason for his somber attitude.

			“It’s gotten better, but when I first moved in after Mandy died, it was hard—to me, this was her house, her furniture, where I’ve seen her most for the last four years... But for you... I guess I wasn’t thinking about all the memories you must have of this place...of being here with Topher.”

			“Mandy redecorated. It doesn’t look anything like it did when we were kids,” he answered without any inflection.

			“Still, it’s where you grew up with Topher, and now...it can’t be easy.”

			Declan didn’t respond at all to that. It left Emmy wondering if she was right. Or not. At any rate it didn’t seem as if she’d hit on the root of whatever was going on with him.

			The silence felt awkward, though, so as they reached the entryway she felt the need to fill the gap.

			“Since they built the new garage, Mandy was turning the old one into a guesthouse. She wanted a place for me or for Mom and Dad to stay when we came. It isn’t quite finished yet and there isn’t any furniture, but you could stay out there if you wanted...”

			They were passing in front of the sofa where she’d slept for two weeks. She hadn’t been able to bring herself to sleep in Mandy’s bed until she’d rearranged the room. Seeing the couch made her remember that.

			As much as it pained her to make the offer when she really wanted Declan to vanish into the basement as often as possible, she forced herself to say, “If it will bother you to use the basement bedroom, you could sleep on the couch...”

			“I stayed in the basement bedroom the last time I was here,” he said, again flatly.

			And again he left dead air as they passed through the living room and moved on to the kitchen.

			Emmy struggled for something more to say. “Later on I’ll have the guesthouse—that’s what Mandy called it—finished, so maybe I can bring the kids for weekends or on vacations to spend some time here. I want the farm to be familiar to them, for it to seem like home as much as it can when I’ll have them living in Denver. Maybe Mandy and Topher won’t mind so much that the kids won’t grow up here if I can at least bring them for visits...”

			Declan had been a great conversationalist when they’d initially met in Afghanistan and again at the reception. Even when he wasn’t talking, he’d seemed engaged and interested in everything she had to say. But now it was like she was talking to a brick wall. It only made being with him worse. If he doesn’t want to be here, why doesn’t he leave?

			But she didn’t say that. She reminded herself that she needed his help. Damn him anyway!

			When they reached the kitchen, Emmy opted for abandoning the small talk and simply returning to instruction—maybe he saw himself as her employee. If that was the case, fine, they’d just talk business.

			“Mom and I have been trading off nights walking Kit—I know, since he’s sleeping now, it seems like he’ll just stay that way till the morning, but he won’t. He’ll wake up for a bottle somewhere between ten and eleven and after that he’ll be fussy and he won’t go back to sleep. And he won’t even be happy just being held. He has to be walked and rocked and patted and jiggled until he’s hungry enough to take another bottle—which will be somewhere between 2:00 and 3:00 a.m.—and then he’ll fall asleep again.”

			“Yeah, your mom told me that. I said I thought I could take her shifts so you could sleep every other night the way you were with her here.”

			He could have said that before she went into the whole spiel.

			Again, she wondered if he liked making her feel dim.

			Emmy didn’t say anything, though. She merely finished what she’d been about to tell him. “Mom took last night and let me sleep, so I can take tonight. That’ll give you tomorrow to get more used to handling him before you have him on your own.”

			“Okay.”

			One word.

			“I have to clean the kitchen, but if you want to go down and unpack and get to bed early or something—”

			“I can help.”

			“With the dishes? But you came after we’d finished—you didn’t even eat.”

			He shrugged a broad shoulder. But said nothing.

			She just wanted him to go away despite the fact that he was eye candy. But without waiting for instruction, he merely went to the kitchen table and picked up the dishes, then took them to the sink.

			Emmy tried not to sigh and gathered the rest of the silverware and glasses.

			“I do have to get Kit’s formula ready for tomorrow—I guess you could learn how to do that,” she said resignedly. She lapsed into silence of her own as she rinsed the dishes, loaded the dishwasher and then got out what she needed to mix the infant formula and fill bottles.

			She had no idea exactly how long they went without talking, but it seemed like forever before he said, “So how are you going to follow around the Red Cross to take pictures and raise two kids?”

			“I don’t do that anymore,” she said, just about as flatly as he’d answered her questions earlier. And without offering additional explanation the same way either.

			“Really? You said you loved that job—that it was better than when you were a freelance photographer taking pictures of the destruction of war or natural disasters because you got to take pictures of people trying to do good, getting things done.”

			She had said that. And it had been true. For a day and a half more after they’d had that conversation.

			“After the school bombing I...I just decided... I don’t know... When I first started my career, it was exciting to be in the thick of things—that’s why I chose photojournalism. But a few years of that and I wanted to look through my viewfinder and see more positive images—so I went to work with the Red Cross. But I was with them for almost six years and...” She shrugged as if the latest career alteration wasn’t a big deal. “Then I wanted to see and be a part of things that weren’t anywhere near the thick of anything. When I got home from Afghanistan, I just...stayed. Now I take mostly wedding photographs with a few engagement or retirement parties thrown in, and the occasional shoot for a new baby.”

			“Pretty pictures.”

			“That memorialize the happiest times in people’s lives rather than the—”

			“Ugliest.”

			Like everything else he’d said since yesterday, his tone was matter-of-fact. But still it somehow irritated Emmy, making her feel guilty and embarrassed. And weak.

			She was on the verge of defending herself when Declan said, “Lucky for Trinity and Kit—now you’ll be around for them. Mandy probably wouldn’t have been able to make a guardian of someone like me, who’s halfway around the world for who-knows-how-long at the drop of a hat.”

			So he hadn’t been judging her, she’d just done that to herself. She was glad she hadn’t launched into the justifications she’d been about to fire off.

			Instead she merely muttered, “Yeah, lucky. If I hadn’t quit before, I would have had to now.”

			“How do you feel about...you know, instant parenthood?”

			“I’m okay with it,” she said succinctly. “It’s strange—I’ll admit that. But I love those little buggers and...” She shrugged again. “I’m adjusting. I’ll always do my best for them.”

			“Just like that?”

			“Yes,” she said with resolve. Not that it had been so simple to accept such a huge responsibility. But she’d promised her sister. So she didn’t allow herself to think about the way she used to envision her life.

			“Even while Mandy was still alive, my course changed suddenly. Again...” she added. “I needed to...embrace that and make new plans—”

			“For your career again?”

			“No, for my personal life.” But she wasn’t about to say more on that subject. “Then this happened and...now the kids will be a part of everything I do from here on. And when it comes to them, now that Mandy and Topher are gone, I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

			She thought she could feel his eyes on her, and as she finished prepping to make the formula, she stole a glance to see if she was right.

			She was. He was staring intently at her.

			Then he said, “Thanks for that.”

			There was genuine gratitude in his tone that surprised her.

			“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” she repeated, meaning it.

			Then she turned to making formula and tutoring him, explaining that anything left after twenty-four hours—even under refrigeration—had to be thrown out when he asked why they didn’t make a larger quantity.

			Once the bottles were filled, he put them in the fridge while she cleaned that mess and started the dishwasher, both of them silent again.

			Into that silence he said, “Tomorrow is Sunday. I don’t know if you go to church or—”

			“No, but if you want to, feel free.”

			“Church attendance is an ‘only in the right time and place’ thing for me and Northbridge is never either of those,” he said acerbically.

			“You don’t like Northbridge or you don’t like the church here?”

			“Both.” His tone was flat again, definitive, but he didn’t explain why he disliked his hometown—and the church here. Instead he went on without revealing anything. “I need to see all the damage to the farm so I know what we’re up against. Why don’t we do that tomorrow?”

			“Sure. But we’ll have to take the kids out with us—Sundays are the hardest time to get babysitters and Mom couldn’t set up one for tomorrow.”

			He was back to making no comments, but he did raise an acknowledging chin.

			That seemed to be the end of his efforts because he took a breath, exhaled and said, “If there’s nothing else to do tonight, then I think I’ll turn in.”

			Emmy again gave what she was getting and only nodded, watching him as he went toward the door to the basement.

			And while the first thing she thought was that he still had a great butt, the second thing to register again was his limp.

			“Uh...” she said.

			He stopped and turned halfway around to look at her.

			“Are there things you can’t do around the farm?” she asked with a slight lowering of her gaze to his leg.

			“No.”

			Once more his tone was flat, definitive, and this time with a warning not to ask him that again.

			So okay, she wouldn’t explore it.

			She only said a curt “Tomorrow, then.”

			And for that she received nothing, not even another raise of that sculpted chin of his before he went to the basement door and finally disappeared down the stairs.

			Oh, this is going to be loads of fun, Emmy thought, trying all over again to resign herself to living and working with the guy she no longer had even the slightest illusion of any rapport with.

			Which was good.

			No illusions that he liked her was good.

			So why did the reality of that rub her so wrong?

		
	
		
			Chapter Three

			“Em... Em... Em... Em...”

			Emmy opened her eyes only a slit. “Oh, Trinity, it’s waaaay too early. Even Kit isn’t up yet,” she complained when her niece appeared at her bedside to wake her as the sun was only beginning to rise.

			“The Decan-guy says he can gives me breaksfuss and you can sleep s’more. He says is it okay.”

			“Declan is already up?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“You could get into bed and sleep a little longer with me...” Emmy tempted.

			“I wan breaksfuss.”

			Emmy was sooo tired. Kit had kept her up walking the floors until 3:30 a.m. “Is it okay with you if Declan makes it for you?” she asked her niece, thinking that Trinity might not be comfortable enough with him yet to agree.

			But she surprised her. “Uh-huh.”

			“Really?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“Okay, then.”

			The little girl padded out of her room and Emmy closed her eyes again, certain that she would fall instantly back to sleep.

			But thoughts and images of Declan invaded her head. The same way thoughts and images of him had kept her constant company last night when she was up with Kit.

			Wasn’t it bad enough that Declan was here, living in the basement? That she was going to have to see him every day? Work side by side with him? Eat her meals with him? Couldn’t he at least be out of sight, out of mind?

			But no, apparently not, because even when she desperately needed more sleep, there he was. Again.

			In her mental images of him, sometimes he was dressed in the combat gear he’d had on when they’d first met, looking rugged and powerful.

			Sometimes he was in the dress blues he’d worn for the wedding—tall and broad shouldered, his narrow waist wrapped in that white belt, his wide chest adorned with ribbon bars and stars and medals.

			Sometimes he was in the civilian clothes she’d seen him in the morning after the wedding—simple jeans and a gray hoodie that no one had ever looked as good in...

			And that stupid face of his!

			No one man should be that hot.

			Somehow that broody thing he was sporting now only made it worse. It made him look all dark and mysterious, with that coarse, sort-of-wavy hair that cupped his head close. Staring out from under full eyebrows with eyes too blue to be real. His just-right mouth a straight line that was still intriguingly sexy. That mouth that he’d never even tried to kiss her with...

			That should have been your first clue that he wasn’t interested, that you were reading him wrong, she told herself.

			Luckily it hadn’t gotten as far as it had with Bryce, but with Declan and with Bryce, she kept trying to figure out why. Were they intentionally leading her down the garden path and she was too gullible to see it? Or had she been imagining things that weren’t really there?

			She didn’t know.

			But Declan and Bryce weren’t the only guys she’d ever dated—there was a feeling, a sense, an intuition when things were clicking with someone, and she’d been so sure with both of them that that had been the case. And then been wrong. Soooo wrong with Bryce.

			So wrong that she didn’t trust her own instincts anymore.

			Although with Bryce it hadn’t been only her instincts—he’d told her he loved her, had alluded to a long-term future for them.

			With Declan she just didn’t know whether he’d been toying with her or whether she’d genuinely misunderstood.

			All she knew was that ultimately with both Declan and Bryce she’d ended up feeling the same way—disillusioned and foolish. Hurt.

			And she wasn’t going to let it happen again. Not with any man but certainly not with one she’d already learned to be wary of.

			But given that newfound caution, why couldn’t she stop thinking about Declan?

			It wasn’t as if she was interested in him. Sure, she recognized that he was hands down the hottest guy she’d ever laid eyes on. But that meant only that she wasn’t oblivious. It didn’t mean she cared. It didn’t mean she was attracted to him.

			Was she failing so utterly at putting him out of her mind because his rejection of her made him a challenge?

			She’d never been like that before. Why would she be that now?

			Usually when she discovered she wasn’t someone’s type, she’d just accepted that. No one was every guy’s type.

			And apparently Declan’s type was loud Brazilian bombshells in stiletto heels and Lycra dresses with plunging necklines that exposed four inches of cleavage.

			And actually, the fact that someone like Mandy’s friend Tracy appealed to him made him not Emmy’s type.

			She wanted substance in her men. And a guy who was on board for a one-night stand with a bombshell didn’t shout substance.

			So again, why was Declan stuck in her head?

			Could it be a rebound thing?

			She’d had more than three years with Bryce—who she’d rebounded to when Declan had left her feeling about as attractive as a mud fence—and that relationship had only ended this last December.

			Maybe she was ping-ponging, she thought, feeling as if she was finally getting close to understanding what was going on with her.

			Thinking that she’d hit on an answer to why she was so fixated on him suddenly—that it was just a belated rebound from Bryce—she felt better.

			And really, it was better that nothing had happened between them at the wedding. She’d still been reeling from the school bombing. She’d been drunk. If he had kissed her, she might have invited him into her room. She probably would have slept with him just to prove to herself that she was over her reaction to the sight of his face, that she was over the consequences she’d been fighting against for months.

			And then she would have woken up the next morning—sober—and regretted it. And been ashamed of herself for a whole new reason.

			So really, he’d done her a huge favor by not being interested in her.

			And now that she had it all sorted out, she could just stop thinking about him.

			She turned onto her side and tried to fall asleep again.

			But her lengthy thought process had her too awake now.

			Still, that didn’t mean she had to get up and go downstairs to him.

			Trinity was okay having him make her breakfast. Kit was still asleep, and even if he woke up, helping with the kids was what Declan had volunteered for. So why not get up, take a leisurely shower, shampoo her hair, even put on a little makeup?

			And not—absolutely not—because of Declan Madison. Only as the kind of confidence booster she should be indulging in so she didn’t find herself looking to a man for it.

			And since they were going out only to tour the hail damage today rather than clear any of it away, she was going to wear what she might if she was in Denver, going for brunch with Carla—a pair of her good jeans and a lightweight high-necked pink sweater.

			Between funeral clothes for Topher’s services, end-of-the-relationship-grieving sweats after Bryce, more funeral clothes for Mandy, then work-on-the-farm clothes and clothes that could withstand spit-up, it had been a long time since she’d worn anything that had made her just feel cute and feminine. And not only did she think she’d earned it, she decided it had medicinal value to put her on the road she should be on to healing any ego bruises left by both Declan and Bryce.

			A little self-pampering was exactly the right thing to do for her own sake.

			And not because afterward she’d be going out to some hot, dark, mysterious man who she’d just love to show what he’d missed.

			* * *

			“Oh geez, you went all over me!”

			Emmy had had her shower, done her hair, dressed, applied makeup and was finally coming out of the master bedroom when she realized there was activity in the nursery. She stepped into the doorway just in time to hear Declan’s exclamation.

			And to see what had prompted it.

			She couldn’t help laughing. “I warned you about boy babies...” she said in a bit of a singsong.

			“I didn’t even get the diaper partway off and he got me.”

			“He got you good,” Emmy observed.

			“It’s even on my chin,” Declan said in horror. One big hand was on Kit’s stomach to keep the infant safe even as Declan reared back to a full arm’s length, his appalled and revolted expression making Emmy laugh again.

			“Can you finish this so I can take another shower?” he asked.

			“I can,” she said, stepping up to take over.

			Her not-so-adept helper rushed out of the nursery, calling along the way, “Trinity is in the kitchen. She’s supposed to be eating, but I can’t make any guarantees.”

			Emmy wasn’t sure what that meant. But once he was out of earshot she bent over, kissed the baby good morning and whispered, “Atta boy!”

			Thinking about Declan’s over-the-top response made her smile again as she diapered Kit and replaced his pajamas. Then she picked up the fussing baby, who was gnawing at his fist, hoping that Declan had thought ahead to take a bottle out of the refrigerator to warm.

			But not only hadn’t he done that, he’d also turned the kitchen into the kind of disaster that stopped her in her tracks.

			When she’d finally gotten Kit down in the middle of the night, the only thing out of place in the kitchen had been the baby bottle she’d left soaking in the sink.

			Now it looked like a cyclone had hit the place. There were pans on the stove top, dishes and bowls in the sink, eggshells, cereal boxes, uneaten toast and crumbs on the counters. The butter dish was out, and Trinity was sitting on her booster seat at the kitchen table with a little of everything all around her, along with an overturned glass of orange juice.

			“I spilt juice,” the three-year-old confessed matter-of-factly when she saw her aunt surveying the damage. “I wan some milk.”

			“Oh dear...” was all Emmy could say.

			Carrying Kit in one arm, she started a bottle warming, then she took one of Trinity’s plastic cups with a lid and straw and filled it with milk. After bringing it to the three-year-old, she did just enough damage control to keep the juice mess from spreading to the floor. Where there was already cereal and crumbs.

			“Your poor grandma worked so hard to leave this place clean and now look at it,” Emmy said more to herself than to Trinity. Then to her niece, as she tested Kit’s bottle and sat at the kitchen table to feed him, she said, “Have you actually eaten anything?”

			“I wanna mossed egg.”

			“Let me feed Kit and I’ll make you one.”

			But she’d learned that the little girl could be—and needed to be—occupied with small jobs, so when Trinity started to entertain herself by slapping at the puddle of juice, Emmy said, “Look at all those cereal boxes... Can you maybe put them back in the pantry for me?”

			The three-year-old slipped down from her booster seat and went to do Emmy’s bidding.

			Luckily Kit took the first bottle of the day the fastest, so it wasn’t long before Emmy had him fed and burped and could set him in the bouncy seat on the floor.

			About that time a freshly showered Declan came up from downstairs, a nice soapy smell coming with him.

			“I was going to clean all this before you could see it,” he said, casting a discomfited glance around.

			Gone was the sweat suit that Kit had anointed, replaced with a pair of jeans and a short-sleeved dark green crew-neck T-shirt. And his hair was damp.

			But Emmy didn’t want to pay enough attention to him to note details like that, so after a quick look she, too, let her eyes follow the line of kitchen destruction. “Yeah...what happened in here?”

			“I don’t know,” he said, sounding frustrated. “When I was a kid, I ate cereal for breakfast, so I thought that would work for Trinity. I got out the cereal boxes so she could show me which one she wanted. She started eating out of the boxes and said she wanted a mossed egg. I got the egg part, but mossed? I tried to figure out what that was—”

			“It’s a scrambled egg—it took Mom and me a while to translate. We think maybe it’s the way she says mashed and she might be saying she wants a mashed egg...”

			“I went through the whole list of eggs—boiled, fried, scrambled—she just kept saying mossed. So I started cooking eggs—including a scrambled one—but she wouldn’t eat any of them. Then she said she wanted cereal. But the cereal was right there—well, it was also all over the table and the chair and the floor by then. But I thought maybe she wanted it in milk. Wrong again. I finally figured out that she wanted hot cereal. But she wouldn’t eat the malto-something-or-other she said she wanted—”

			“Did you make it with butter and salt?”

			“Butter and salt? No, I put milk and sugar on it.”

			“She likes it with butter and salt.”

			He sighed in exasperation. “Then I found some other hot cereals and she wouldn’t eat those either, and we were back to the damn mossed egg thing.”

			“I wanna damn mossed egg,” Trinity said.

			Emmy made a face even as she fought a smile. “You have to be careful about bad words. You’ll never get one past her and she’ll repeat it every time.”

			Chagrin filled Declan’s handsome face. “Sorry,” he muttered.

			“And she doesn’t get juice—I know there’s a bottle in the fridge, but that was here for Mom. Juice isn’t good for kids—too much sugar. Trinity only gets milk or water. And in a plastic glass with a lid on it—always a lid or—”

			“I spilt it,” Trinity supplied.

			Declan just shook his handsome head in defeat.

			“Remember I showed you the drawer that’s hers...” Emmy reminded him.

			“I thought that was a drawer she played in—when you showed it to me, that’s what she started doing,” he said defensively.

			“She does play in it, but it’s also got her bowls and dishes and cups to use.”

			At least he had found Trinity’s miniature silverware in the silverware drawer. Emmy supposed she should give him a point for that. If for nothing else.

			“I’ve liberated whole towns and villages from insurgents with fewer problems,” he said then, his frustration still showing. “And you’re probably thinking this is worse than having the kids on your own,” he added as if he had no doubt she was finding fault with him.

			Which she kind of was.

			But she needed help and she had to hope that he’d get better, so she resisted the urge to take his monstrous failure and rub it in anymore. Instead she said, “It’s harder than it seems sometimes—I keep finding that with the work outside.”

			He raised his chin to acknowledge her point, but it didn’t seem to make him feel any better.

			“I should also probably show you how Trinity likes her egg scrambled because you can’t just beat it and put it in a pan to cook it. You have to break the egg into the pan and use a spatula to just sort of break the yolk and fold that and the white a couple of times so that there are still some all-white and some all-yellow parts. If there aren’t, she doesn’t believe it’s an egg and won’t eat it—probably why she didn’t eat the one you scrambled for her.”

			“She’s finicky.”

			“She’s three—she wants things the way she wants them.”

			“Or else.”

			“Kind of,” Emmy confirmed. “But it does make a good egg, especially with some cheese added just toward the end, which she also likes. I’ll show you,” she suggested then, taking an egg and some already-shredded cheddar cheese out of the refrigerator.

			It took only a few minutes and the egg was ready. She slid it onto a plate, put it in front of her niece and Trinity ate it without complaint.

			“Yeah, that is not how it went for me,” Declan grumbled.

			“Did you eat?” Emmy asked.

			“Yeah, most of what she wouldn’t so the food didn’t go to waste,” he said. “Why don’t you have something while I get started cleaning this mess.”

			Emmy made herself an egg, too. As she did, she said, “Trinity was awake earlier than usual this morning, and you were already up?”

			“With the sun.”

			Except that the sun hadn’t even been up yet.

			“Is that a military thing?”

			“I was a farm boy—it started there. Chores before breakfast.”

			Chores...

			Emmy had been so involved in thinking about Declan, about what to wear, about using a little blush and highlighter, eyeliner and mascara, and lip gloss, that she’d lost sight of the fact that she still had to go out and do the morning chores. In her good jeans and nice sweater.

			It was something she’d had to do every day for the last six weeks, so it should have been a habit by now. How could she have so completely forgotten about it?

			She could have kicked herself.

			“I do those after the kids are up and fed,” she said as if she’d remembered the chores all along.

			“If you walk me through it today, chores are probably something I can take over without making a disaster of everything.”

			He was willing to take over the morning chores?

			Emmy wanted to jump for joy. Mandy had loved animals—she’d become a veterinarian to make them her life’s work. Before meeting Topher, Mandy’s dream had been to work in the country, to care for large animals, to have a working farm and eventually also a sanctuary for animals that had been abused or abandoned or were handicapped.

			Emmy had admired that dream. Supported it. And when Mandy had met Topher—a small-town farm boy himself who aimed to return to his family’s long-held farm and convert it into all organics after he finished his tour of duty—Emmy had agreed with her sister that it seemed like a match made in heaven.

			But Emmy herself was a city girl. Through and through. And while she’d been doing her best to take care of the farm and the animals without complaint for Mandy’s sake, the truth was that she didn’t relish any of it.

			The thought of being spared the daily tasks with the animals bought Declan a full pardon for demolishing the kitchen with breakfast.

			But she wasn’t going to let him see how thrilled she was, so she said a simple “That would be helpful.”

			“That’s what I’m here for—believe it or not so far,” he added facetiously.

			“Although you might want to do a little sleeping in yourself after a night with Kit,” she said. They should probably trade off the morning chores the same way they were planning to trade off the night duty.

			“I don’t sleep in,” he said as if it was unfathomable to him.

			“Even if you’re up until three thirty in the morning the way I was last night?”

			“Since the day my mom married my stepfather—who was a retired marine—I’ve been up at the crack of dawn. Hugh’s main objective was to get me and my brothers ready for the marines, and early rising was part of that—regardless of what time we’d gone to bed the night before. I have an internal clock that’s more reliable than any alarm you’ll ever buy.”

			“Well, I love to sleep in and I don’t love to collect eggs or milk cows and goats—especially the goats. So if that’s a job you want, go for it. I’m happy not to do it for however long you’re around,” she said. And it was good to find this difference between them, she decided. The more things they didn’t have in common, the better.

			She was glad that the morning’s turmoil was making him talk more, though.

			When she and Trinity had both finished their breakfast, Emmy cleared enough space on the table for the three-year-old to color, then pitched in with the kitchen cleanup.

			As they cleaned, she was discouraged to note that whatever had inspired Declan to speak more than a few words at a time had apparently waned. He was back to speaking in short, terse phrases—and only when spoken to.

			Once the kitchen was back in order she suggested Declan get started collecting the eggs while she dressed the kids. Again with no more than an “Okay” from him, they parted ways.

			After that, with Trinity in tow and Kit in the stroller, Emmy showed Declan the hail damage to the barn and the structures near the house.

			In a lean-to behind the barn was a tractor that Declan recognized from his youth. He marveled that it was still around.

			“Mandy used it, but I don’t know how to operate it and when one of the co-op guys tried it a couple of weeks ago it wouldn’t start,” Emmy explained.

			Declan didn’t comment on that. But after lunch, when she’d put both kids down for naps and was pulling the shade on Trinity’s bedroom window, she saw him go back out to the tractor and begin to work on it.

			He stayed out there while the kids slept and Emmy did laundry and preliminary preparations for dinner, and by the time both kids were waking up again, she heard the tractor start.

			For the remainder of the afternoon—with Kit either strapped in a sling or sitting in the stroller—she showed Declan the rest of the hail damage, ending with the orchard.

			They’d been side by side for everything else, but when they reached the outskirts of the orchard she said, “Go ahead and check it out. I’ll wait here. I’m not sure how stable some of the branches are and I wouldn’t want the kids in there if anything broke loose.”

			Declan didn’t seem to find that curious, and as he surveyed the work that needed to be done there, she wondered if she could delegate that job to him alone.

			They had done a lot of walking, and as they returned to the farmhouse, Emmy noticed that Declan was limping slightly again.

			She didn’t say anything about it, and through their beef stew, biscuits and salad dinner she filled his silences only with chatter about the kids and the farm.

			But once the kids were in bed and Emmy again found herself alone with Declan in the kitchen—supervising as he tried his hand at making formula—she needed something else to talk about. And since she was not only curious about his injuries but needed reassurance that he was capable of the work that needed to be done, she decided to broach the subject that he’d obviously avoided the previous evening.

			“When Mandy was notified about Topher, she asked about you. They said that you were badly hurt in the explosion, too. But there weren’t any details...”

			She thought that should have been enough to prompt him. But as usual, he wasn’t forthcoming and said only, “No?”

			“No.”

			Still nothing from him.

			She didn’t actually want him to go back to being the charming guy he’d been in the past because she didn’t want anything to disarm or mislead her. But come on! Had he lost the capacity for simple conversation?

			Then something else occurred to her and she said, “You seem a lot different... You don’t talk much...” Or ever smile or do or say anything that showed his personality was intact. “Is that from the explosion?” And if so, was she expecting too much of him?

			He frowned at her. “Are you asking me if I had a brain injury?” he said, cutting through what she was trying to address with some sensitivity. Then, before she could answer his question, he glanced back at what he was doing—measuring infant formula powder—and said only, “No, I didn’t have a brain injury.”

			Even that was delivered so emotionlessly it didn’t seem as if he really cared. But clearly if she didn’t ask him outright he wasn’t going to say more, so she said, “How were you hurt?”

			“A hidden IED went off under the right front tire of the Humvee I was driving.”

			“No, I meant what parts of your body were hurt,” she qualified, unsure if he’d genuinely misunderstood her or was intentionally skirting an answer.

			She didn’t think he’d genuinely misunderstood her when silence was what followed.

			Again.

			It was getting aggravating.

			“Are you giving me the silent treatment?” she asked suddenly. “Is that what’s going on here? Because I didn’t do anything to you.”

			“I didn’t do anything to you either,” he said with another frown, not missing the inflections in her voice and seeming confused.

			Emmy couldn’t deny the truth in that—he hadn’t done anything to her. That neglect at the wedding had just left her feeling spurned because it had seemed as if more was going on between them.

			She decided to use his own tactic of skipping over something he didn’t want to talk about and ignored his comment. Instead she said, “So if you haven’t had a brain injury and you aren’t giving me the silent treatment, talk for crying out loud!”

			He seemed unaffected by her annoyed outburst, but at least he finally did answer her question about his injuries.

			“There were cuts, bruises, three broken ribs. My arm and hand were broken, too. And my leg was nearly crushed. It was touch and go for a while with the leg—there was a lot of talk about amputation. But I had seven surgeries to keep it, to get me here, and—like I said before—I’ve been in hospitals and rehab until a few days ago.”

			“Wow...” she responded. She’d had no idea how much he’d gone through. Maybe he had PTSD.

			Whether or not he did, though, she could see that what he’d been through would have dampened his disposition—especially coupled with the loss of Topher in that same explosion—and she felt guilty for being impatient with him.

			The issues she’d brought back with her from Afghanistan had sometimes made her short-tempered and nervous and fearful and edgy. She’d kept it under wraps when she was with her family or in a professional setting, but it had come out with Carla.

			Carla had ridden it out with her, though. Her friend had never been annoyed or irritated. Now maybe it was time to pay that forward with Declan. Regardless of their missteps in the past.

			So with less hostility than she’d shown up to then, she said, “Don’t get me wrong, I need help around here and I’m grateful that you want to give it, but...after all that and just now coming out of rehab, it doesn’t seem like what needs to be done around here is anything that you should be worrying about.”

			“The most important thing to me is that I get back where I belong—to my unit, to being a marine. I spent the last two months in rehab, recuperating, but I was also working out every minute they’d let me—and sometimes more than that on the sly. I did it to be duty-ready. I’m actually stronger now than I was and certainly capable of doing farm work.”

			“But the limp...”

			“It happens. The knee stiffens up. But I’m still doing physical therapy exercises for it and it isn’t weak.”

			Emmy wasn’t sure if she should believe him. But desperation—and the fact that he’d gotten the tractor working and knew how to use it—made her not argue.

			“A little pain here and there is nothing,” he added in a way that made it sound as if he thought he deserved that—which started her wondering about something else.

			“They said that Topher was in the passenger seat of the Humvee. That you dragged him out of the wreckage—how did you do that in the shape you were in?”

			“Needed to be done.”

			“He was still alive then?” Emmy ventured despite the strong sense that Declan did not want to talk about this.

			And he didn’t for several more silent moments before he seemed to concede and said in a very deep, very quiet voice, “He was moaning but he wasn’t conscious. He didn’t get back to being conscious. I kept telling him to hang on, to stay with me, but I don’t know if he even heard. He was gone before the rescue team reached us. They said they wouldn’t have been able to save him even if they’d gotten there earlier... He was just too messed up...”

			There was suddenly such a heavy pall in the room that Emmy regretted bringing it up. And for a while neither of them said anything at all again.

			Then, thinking this time about his mental state, she said, “Have you had counseling?”

			“Now you sound like my family,” he grumbled.

			Emmy hadn’t had any herself. Carla had tried to convince her to, but she’d been determined to handle her problems on her own.

			“While I was in the hospital, my brother Conor sent in shrinks and spiritual guidance people right and left,” Declan went on. “So I’ve had that shoved down my throat. And in order to get the hell out of rehab I was required to sit through group therapy sessions. But I don’t have flashbacks. I don’t have nightmares. I’m not jumpy or agitated, and there’s nothing in me that isn’t ready to go back to what I came out of. I haven’t had the need to self-medicate with booze or drugs—I haven’t even taken most of the pain medication they want to load me up with. I’ve seen PTSD. I’ve lost people to it. Luckily I don’t have that and every professional I’ve had to meet with about it has given me an all clear.”

			“And your family—”

			“Is still not convinced. They watch me like hawks—I think they’re figuring I’m going to crack at any time. But I’m not. Am I different than I was before this? Yeah, I am. I lost one of the most important people in my life. It wouldn’t have been any worse to lose either of my own brothers, including my twin. And I was driving...” he said with a heavy dose of self-condemnation. “But that’s what life is, isn’t it? Things happen, we cope. But we don’t always come out the same person we were.”

			Emmy couldn’t argue with that. Since Afghanistan there were changes in her, too. And while the fearfulness of things like the orchard weren’t good changes, she still felt as if some other changes in her were—she had a stronger sense of what was important, which she was convinced was helping her to more easily accept sudden parenthood and the life-altering it was requiring of her.

			When it came to Declan, Emmy could understand if his gloomy detachment alarmed his family. But it didn’t matter to her. In fact, she thought it might make things easier. The old Declan had been funny and charming—and ultimately insincere. Maybe with this new, more serious version, they could rebuild some trust and actually have a productive working relationship, taking care of the farm and the kids.

			But she did feel the need to tell him some things, so she returned to what they were talking about before she’d posed the counseling question.

			“When Topher died, Mom and Dad and I started trading off weeks to come here to stay with Mandy so she wouldn’t be alone. The last week I was with her, just before we lost her, she said she was going to try to find out how you were, where you were, so she could thank you.”

			“Thank me?” he said as if that was a ridiculous notion.

			“From the start she was glad you weren’t lost, too. She was just too deep in grief to reach out and tell you so. But she knew that you tried to save Topher. She knew you would have done anything to save him. Mandy never—not for one single second—blamed you or held you responsible—”

			“I was responsible.”

			Emmy recognized anguish when she saw it because she was no stranger to it. She’d photographed it too many times. She’d felt it herself after that last trip to Afghanistan.

			“Being the driver doesn’t make you responsible,” she said. “The person who put the bomb there was responsible. You were as much the victim as Topher was.”

			“Not quite as much. I’m here, in his kitchen. I can see his kids. Hold them. Play with them. He can’t.”

			This guy was definitely carrying some baggage.

			Baggage that made her problems with him seem small in comparison. Petty, even. And while they were enough to keep her from any kind of romantic illusions, she knew for sure then that she had to compartmentalize her problems, to shield herself with them while not letting them bleed into her interactions with Declan. To really give him the patience Carla had given her.

			“You’re wrong,” she said simply then.

			“Am I?” he said, his tone letting her know he believed she was the one who was mistaken.

			“Do you think Topher had more right to live than you do?”

			“No. But he had a wife and kids who needed him.”

			“And it wasn’t you who took him away from them. Instead you’re here trying to do something for his kids. If you had died, too, they wouldn’t have that.”

			Declan just shook his handsome head, denying what she was saying.

			She went on anyway. “You can—you should and you need to—mourn the loss of your friend. But there’s no place for guilt or taking responsibility in that just because you were driving the dumb vehicle. Believe me, I was with my sister while she was working through her grief, and when she reached the anger part of it, you weren’t involved at all. She was as mad that you’d been hurt as she was that Topher had been lost. There was nothing about you being blamed for his death. So stop doing that to yourself.”

			“Yeah, okay, sure, done,” he muttered facetiously.

			“I know—feelings are weird,” she said. It wouldn’t do any good to tell herself to stop what she was feeling about going into that orchard. Telling him to stop blaming himself couldn’t have much impact either. But still she said, “Not only didn’t Mandy blame you, but I also can’t imagine that Topher would have.”

			Declan didn’t respond to that at all.

			Emmy took that silence to mean that he knew she was right. Even if it didn’t alleviate any of what he was dealing with.

			Then he said, “Doesn’t matter whether Topher would have blamed me—”

			“Because you do,” she finished for him. “And you can’t give yourself a break?”

			“No.”

			“Maybe you should work on that. I didn’t know Topher as long as you did, but it seems to me that he’d have gotten kind of mad at you for holding on to that guilt. Sometimes Mandy would get angry at something and hang on to it, and Topher would say—like it was one word—letigo.”

			The short, quick breath Declan let out was almost a chuckle—humorless but still, almost a chuckle. “Yeah, he loved to say that.”

			“So maybe that’s what you should start trying to tell yourself—letigo. Sometimes I say it to myself...” Although she had to admit that in the throes of things like her fear of going into that orchard, it didn’t have much effect.

			“Yeah, maybe I’ll try that,” Declan said without conviction.

			Emmy had the sense that his words were more to shut her up than a vow to actually give it a shot.

			But she didn’t know what else to say to him, so this time she just let the silence stand while he filled the baby bottles. As he finished each one, she capped it, and then she passed it back to him to put in the refrigerator.

			When that was done, Declan leaned back against the stainless steel door and stared at her with those blue, blue eyes. “Still think it’s better to talk?” he challenged.

			She was standing basically in front of him, not far away, and leaned a hip against the edge of the counter. “Better than the silent treatment,” she said.

			“I wasn’t giving you the silent treatment,” he argued.

			“Still.”

			“Okay, if that’s what you want,” he conceded, sounding only the tiniest smidgen more cordial. But he didn’t bother to smile.

			Still, Emmy realized that she’d gone as far as she should talking about Topher’s and Declan’s injuries, so she dropped it and went on with something else.

			“Do you think you can handle the overnight with Kit tonight?” she asked him.

			“You made me practice the diaper thing all day, so yeah, hopefully I can do it without getting spritzed again. And I’ve given him two bottles—I got him to burp better than you did the last time,” he reminded.

			“I get him to burp just fine,” Emmy defended. “What about the walking?”

			“I’ll do whatever he needs.”

			“If it gets to you, you can sit with him. You just have to sort of do a fast rock with your body and still jiggle him—”

			She tried to demonstrate, but it wasn’t easy standing up and without a baby in her arms.

			And while Declan still didn’t smile, something in his chiseled face seemed to ease up slightly, as if somewhere deep down it amused him.

			She stopped. “You get the idea.”

			“No. Show me again.”

			He might be miserable but he could still be bratty.

			She arched an eyebrow at him, shook her head and said, “You’ll figure it out.”

			“Most likely,” he agreed, and there was almost a hint of the sparkle she’d seen in his eyes in Las Vegas.

			That sparkle that had drawn her in and convinced her that he was going to kiss her.

			She’d been sooo ready for him to...

			He was great-looking. He had a sexy mouth. Who wouldn’t have been wondering what it would be like to kiss him?

			She was wondering it right then. Again.

			No illusions! she silently commanded herself.

			And yet, even without them, she was still wondering what it might be like.

			And if he was any good at it...

			Emmy pulled herself out of those thoughts, took a deep breath and said, “You can nap on the couch until Kit cries or just wait for it, but he didn’t let me have much sleep last night, so I’m going to bed.”

			Declan nodded.

			“If you can’t handle him—”

			“I’ll knock on your door. But we’ll be fine,” he repeated.

			“Good luck,” she said flippantly, pushing off the counter’s edge with her hips and catching when his glance dropped to them.

			But she would not read anything into that any more than she’d read anything into that flicker of a sparkle in his eyes, she told herself.

			And as for those dumb thoughts of kissing him?

			Over and done with.

			Now and forever.

		
	
		
			Chapter Four

			“Bye, Decan.”

			“Bye, Trinity,” Declan responded late Monday afternoon to the three-year-old as Emmy buckled in the little girl to the back seat of a small SUV.

			Kit was already strapped in. Emmy was taking the kids to town for an appointment with the local doctor. The doctor was convinced that Kit was having problems adjusting to formula after having been breastfed. Since the latest attempts to help him hadn’t improved the situation, the doctor wanted to see him.

			The plan was for Emmy to pick up hoagies for dinner when she finished with the appointment. While she was busy in town, Declan needed to make a visit to his own family’s farm.

			He was behind the wheel of his late adoptive father’s old truck and had started the engine before Emmy got into her own driver’s seat, so he left ahead of her. As he went past the SUV, Trinity waved to him.

			He waved back, and on the way out to the main road he said, “She’s a sweetheart, Topher. I’m sorry you aren’t here to see that. You should be...” Battling the clench in his gut that that thought gave him, he added, “Damn it all to hell...”

			Then the weirdest thing happened.

			In his head he heard Emmy’s voice from the night before saying, letigo.

			That had been Topher’s favorite thing to say since they were seventeen.

			Letigo...

			“Easier said than done,” he grumbled.

			But it wasn’t something he’d thought of since Topher’s death, and he had to admit that that funny reminder of his easygoing friend was preferable to the thought of his friend not being there.

			Thanks for that anyway, Miss About-Face...

			And Emmy had done another about-face on him.

			Since meeting up again here she hadn’t been outright hostile, but she had given him the distinct impression that she was barely suffering his presence because she needed his help.

			Then last night she’d done another one of her about-faces.

			He’d actually seen her pause as he was talking. Rethink something. And then alter her attitude toward him.

			She hadn’t turned instantly warm and cuddly, but she had mellowed out and stopped acting as if she hated him.

			Definitely another about-face. But the ones that made her more pleasant to be around were better than the ones that made her difficult.

			Hey, it wasn’t much, but it was a little bit of progress.

			Not that he was looking to make progress with her. He just wanted things between them to be civil enough to get the job done. Animosity would slow things down. And his goal was to get in, get the job done, get out. They didn’t have to like each other, they just had to work together.

			Which was what they’d done today.

			And he had to give her credit—as rotten as she was at farm work, she tried damn hard. She worked damn hard. And without complaint even though it couldn’t have been more obvious that she was out of her element clearing a farm field.

			Of course, who knew—by tomorrow maybe that would be different, too. Maybe she’d sit alongside the field and do her nails or something.

			The point was, he knew to be leery of her. Not to trust that what he saw from her one minute would be what was there the next.

			And seeing her make another about-face last night had made him wonder about something else—what if she was as inconsistent with the kids as she was with him?

			And if she was, shouldn’t he be leery of her as Trinity and Kit’s guardian, too?

			He might not know much about kids or raising them, but he did know that the last thing any kid needed was a caretaker who ran hot and cold. They needed someone they could rely on, someone they could trust to be consistently caring day after day.

			He wasn’t altogether convinced that that person was Emmy Tate. It sure as hell hadn’t been the Emmy Tate he’d experienced.

			Not that he could fault her handling of the kids so far. Everything he’d seen of her with them was patient, low-key, loving. It was just with him that she was all over the place.

			But between having seen her swings before, then seeing one again last night, he thought he’d better keep an eye on her when it came to Trinity and the baby.

			And if he saw her display those mood swings with them?

			“I’ll take care of it, Topher. I won’t let you down. Again,” he swore out loud to his late friend. “I won’t let anything get in the way.”

			Like the way Emmy looked...

			Because damn, but it was hard to ignore that, he admitted to himself.

			She had those chestnut eyes with caramel-colored flecks in them. And those dimples that flashed at the slightest upturn of those luscious lips of hers. And yeah, even out in the field today, with her hair in a ponytail and dressed like a farmhand, he’d still caught sight of her compact little body and that butt that just begged to be cupped by his hand rather than to be used for wiping the dirt off hers...

			Enough of that! he told himself, forcing into his mind the images of her in cold-shoulder mode instead. Of those eyes glaring at him. Of that mouth turned down at the corners and the dimples gone.

			That helped.

			Until what jumped into his head was the picture of her after her quick shower before taking the kids into town just now.

			Hair all shiny and smooth. Her high cheekbones sun kissed into a healthy pink. Dressed in jeans and a simple white blouse fitted just enough to show off a couple of other things his hands wanted to cup...

			Frown lines between her eyes...

			Her chin raised at him in contempt...

			Talk! she’d snapped at him last night just when he’d thought things had been going fairly well...

			Yeah, that was enough, he thought as he pulled up in front of his family’s farmhouse. Erratic was not a turn-on, and since the last thing he wanted was for her to turn him on, he was good with that. As long as she was only erratic with him.

			Feeling more in control than he had all day, he turned off the truck’s engine and got out, cringing slightly when he put weight on his injured leg.

			But he immediately rebounded from that cringe. He’d worked that leg, that knee, hard in the last twenty-four hours—hiking around the farm yesterday, walking Kit for nearly four hours last night, resting it only a few hours before essersizing it—as Trinity had called what he was doing when she’d joined him this morning to mimic his workout. And then he’d worked in the field all day today.

			A night’s sleep and he’d be good again. He had to be. There was no way he was letting it stop him from getting back to duty.

			And as far away from Northbridge again as he could get.

			“Hey, I just came for the clothes that were in the wash when I left,” he called when he went in the farmhouse’s front door.

			“I’m so glad you’re here! I need to talk to you,” his sister called back with more enthusiasm than he’d expected. “I’m in the kitchen.”

			Declan found Kinsey sitting at the oblong table reading a piece of mail and smiling.

			“Good news?” he asked as he sat down, too.

			“It’s from our lawyer. The DNA results confirmed that Mitchum Camden was our father. We are Camdens.”

			So...not good news. At least as far as Declan was concerned.

			His sister must have read his feelings in his expression because when her eyes met his, she stopped smiling. He felt a pang of guilt but pushed it away. She knew he’d been so against her pursuit of being accepted by the Camden family that he’d refused to submit his own DNA for testing.

			Not that it had mattered—Liam had let her have his and Liam was Declan’s identical twin.

			But no matter what the DNA said, Declan believed they were better off ignoring the whole ugly subject of the secret relationship their mother had had with one of the richest men in the country—a man who had already been married when he’d fathered the four of them in a years-long affair. They’d been the dirty secret, openly sneered at by half the town for not having a father until their mom finally married Hugh Madison a few years after Mitchum’s death. To Declan, Hugh Madison—who had adopted them and raised them as his own—was their one and only father. The genetics didn’t matter, and Mitchum Camden and the rest of his family could keep them. Not that the ten legitimate Camden children—all of them around the ages of Declan, Liam, Conor and Kinsey—didn’t seem to be decent people. They were known for their philanthropy, for their good deeds. But that didn’t change Declan’s feelings about them. Or about his sister’s desire to be embraced by them as part of the family.

			“The letter is from your lawyer, not from the Camdens themselves,” he pointed out.

			Lonely after the deployment of her brothers and intrigued by their mother’s deathbed confession of the name of their biological father, Kinsey had become determined to pursue a relationship with the grandmother who had never claimed or acknowledged them, and with the half siblings and cousins who made up this generation of Camdens.

			Initially Kinsey had gone to GiGi Camden—the matriarch and grandmother of the legitimate family—with the letter from their mother, describing the affair. The elderly woman had appeared shocked and unaware of their existence before that. But she also had not instantly taken Kinsey into the fold the way Kinsey had hoped she might. Instead she’d initiated an investigation into the claim and then demanded DNA evidence.

			Now there was proof. But it still wasn’t GiGi Camden or any of her other grandchildren approaching them. This was merely a formal letter from an attorney relaying the test results to Kinsey—test results that presumably were also being relayed to the Camdens.

			Declan didn’t want his sister reading too much into what was merely a relaying of facts. Even though Conor and Liam had let her have their DNA for testing, they weren’t much more enthusiastic about Kinsey’s quest than Declan was, and all three of them were worried that she was setting herself up for an enormous disappointment.

			“No, the letter isn’t from the Camdens,” she acknowledged. “But now I know they know the truth. And so do we.”

			“And do you think that’s going to make us any less excluded from that family?” Declan asked gently. It had been different for Kinsey—and for Conor and Liam—than it had been for him. Yes, they’d all been looked down upon, but for the rest of them it hadn’t been as overt—or as brutal—as it had been for Declan at the hands of a bully. He didn’t ever want Kinsey to feel the things he’d felt and he was worried that now that she knew they really were the offspring of Mitchum Camden, not being allowed into the inner circle of Camdens might cause that.

			“Maybe,” Kinsey said hopefully.

			“Have any of them RSVP’d to your invitation to the rehearsal dinner or the wedding?”

			“Not yet.”

			“This is Monday, Kins. The rehearsal is Friday, the wedding is on Saturday.”

			“It doesn’t matter. I included them in the head count. So if they come, there will be seats for them and enough food.”

			“That isn’t what I’m worried about,” he persisted.

			“They’re probably getting this information today, too, don’t you think?” she reasoned. “They probably didn’t want to jump the gun and RSVP before they knew for sure. I think it’s a good sign that they didn’t just say no.”

			“And what if they don’t show even now? Are you gonna be so disappointed that it ruins your rehearsal, your wedding?”

			“No,” she said but not with conviction. “It would just be nice, is all, if they came. If the whole lot of us could be brought together by my wedding.”

			Declan saw that she wasn’t going to budge from her optimism and decided that this might just be a hard lesson she had to learn. He couldn’t protect her from it.

			“I need to talk to you about something else, though,” she said then, changing the subject. “I have a real problem—my photographer went mountain climbing, fell and broke both of his legs. He had to cancel!”

			“Don’t look at me, I can’t take a decent picture to save my life.”

			“But your friend...”

			Friend?

			Declan didn’t know who she was talking about. He sure as hell didn’t have any friends in Northbridge. Not with Topher gone.

			“Topher’s sister-in-law,” Kinsey clarified. “You met her when she was in Afghanistan as a photographer...”

			“She’s not a friend,” he countered, a little too quickly.

			But it was true. Emmy couldn’t be considered a friend. Sometimes she even acted as if they were enemies.

			“But she is a photographer,” Kinsey said. “Do you think maybe she’d pinch-hit for me?”

			“I don’t have any idea,” he said honestly. “I guess she does do that kind of photography in Denver now. But—”

			“Would you ask her for me? There isn’t a photographer in Northbridge, and even if there was, hiring someone now, for this coming weekend? There’s no way.”

			So he would be asking a favor of Emmy?

			That didn’t sit well with him.

			It was one thing to be doing what he was doing on the Samms farm and with Kit and Trinity—it wasn’t for Emmy; he was doing it for Topher. But to ask Emmy to do something for him? He could never be sure how she might react to anything. Even if she said yes, could he count on her to follow through?

			Plus it was another wedding.

			After what had happened at Topher and Mandy’s wedding, he wasn’t thrilled with the idea of being at another one with her. What if it set off that Jekyll and Hyde thing again? Now, rather than going to separate hotel rooms, they’d be going back to the same house, needing to take care of the kids, to go on dealing with the farm. And if she turned into Hyde like she had the morning after Topher’s wedding? No, thanks.

			“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Kins. There’s the kids and all the work that needs to be done on the farm. Plus, at the rehearsal and at the wedding, I’ll be busy even though there isn’t a formal wedding party, and if she’s the photographer, she’ll be swamped. What would we do with the kids?”

			“This is Northbridge, Declan—it’s a small town and people pitch in. Especially to hold a baby or keep an eye on a three-year-old. And we’ll pay her what we were going to pay Kevin,” Kinsey went on. “Pleeease? I’m in such a bind...”

			Not a good idea. It is not a good idea for us to be at another wedding, Declan thought.

			But how could he say no to his sister?

			“I guess it would have to be up to her,” he said as if conceding to torture.

			“Will you call her right now and ask her? Then maybe I could talk to her and we could get things started?”

			His reluctance showed in the slow-motion way he took out his cell phone and hit the button to dial her.

			And as he waited for Emmy to answer, he knew with cold certainty that being at another wedding with her was as big a mistake as inviting the Camdens.

			* * *

			“Bad goat!”

			“Bad Billy!” Trinity added from near the barn door.

			“Ooh, stay there, Trinity. Stay with Kit. Don’t come over here,” Emmy cautioned in a panic.

			There was never a need to watch the clock to know when it was time for evening chores. The chickens clucked and the goats all started crying a warning that they were hungry.

			That noise had greeted Emmy when she’d arrived home from Kit’s doctor’s appointment. Declan wasn’t back yet, so Emmy had put Kit in the stroller and taken him and Trinity with her to do the chores—beginning with the complaining goats.

			The largest male always gave Emmy fits. But tonight he was apparently particularly peeved because rather than eat, he’d lowered his head and come at Emmy with his horns in charging position.

			Emmy had left the kids near the barn’s door, and although Trinity loved the goats and the goats loved her—including the largest male—she didn’t want the little girl coming closer for fear that the animal might turn on the three-year-old, too.

			For the moment he had only Emmy in his sights—but unfortunately, he had her cornered with no way around him to escape. The goat was staying a few feet back but lunging threateningly—head down, horns pointing like spears—whenever Emmy moved.

			She’d tried a soothing voice to calm him. She’d tried cajoling. She’d tried firm commands.

			When none of that had had any effect, she’d tried stomping her feet, clapping her hands—anything to seem intimidating enough to scare him into backing off.

			But none of that had worked either.

			“Aren’t you hungry?” she said seductively. “Go eat your dinner...”

			“Iss good...” Trinity added, again trying to help.

			The goat didn’t move.

			“This is ridiculous!” Emmy said in frustration, wondering how her sister could have loved this life so much. She then put that frustration and anger into loudly shouting, “Get out of my way, you stupid, stupid goat!”

			It didn’t faze the goat.

			“Yeah, uh, name-calling doesn’t really bother goats.”

			Emmy’s eyes shot to the barn door, where Declan had come up behind the children. A quick survey seemed to enlighten him as to what was going on, and he actually cracked the tiniest of smiles. It infuriated her—not only because it was at her expense, but because even in her current predicament she couldn’t help noticing that it made him more appealing than that brooding frown he usually sported these days.

			“Whatcha doin’?” he asked as if it wasn’t obvious.

			“They were out here hollering for their dinner when I got home, so I fed them. But this one would rather terrorize me than eat.”

			“I talkted nice at him bu he’s bein’haive bad, Decan,” Trinity contributed.

			“He’s bein’haive really bad,” Emmy confirmed.

			“Sooo, do you have this under control—shall I go ahead and take the kids in and give them dinner—or do you need some help?” Declan asked.

			Oh yeah, he was definitely enjoying this.

			Emmy kind of wanted to wring his neck for being so complacent while she was still being held at horn-point by the goat. And no, she didn’t want his help. Not when he was making it seem like she was some damsel in distress. That was just galling.

			But what else was she to do?

			Still, she couldn’t be gracious about it and countered with “Do you want pictures taken of your sister’s wedding?”

			He was no more fazed by her threats than the goat had been.

			“Hmm...now that you mention it, this might be the time to negotiate the price,” he goaded as he went around the stroller and Trinity to saunter over to Emmy and the goat, looking smug and all too handsome in boots and jeans and a navy blue hoodie.

			“Or maybe we could do some bartering,” he suggested. “Free wedding pictures in exchange for hostage negotiations with old Billy here...”

			Emmy sighed, not getting anywhere near the kick out of this that he was. “Just get this thing to let me out of this corner.”

			“You’re gonna owe me...” he warned, sounding as if he relished that idea.

			“Yeah, what else is new?” Emmy shot back, her sarcasm provoking the goat and buying her another lunge that came dangerously close to winning her a horn in her jean-clad thigh.

			Declan used a booming, authoritative voice to order the goat away, and that was all it took to get the animal to comply.

			“Really?” she muttered to the stubborn goat.

			“Hey, he’s just doing his job,” Declan defended. “This is all your own fault.”

			“It’s my fault that that goat is mean?”

			“He’s not mean, he was just letting you know he’s boss in this barn. These goats have been raised around people. They consider people to be part of their pack. He was putting you in your place.”

			“He’s alpha goat?”

			“He’s alpha to the rest of the pack and he sees you as one of them. Unless you show him that you’re dominant, he’ll keep at you.”

			“How am I not dominant? I’m bigger and smarter... I’m the human!”

			“You could try handing over your credentials but he’d probably just eat them. You have to show him that you’re boss.”

			“And how do I do that?” Emmy answered, unsure if he was playing a joke on her.

			“You have to get next to the big bad goat, reach under his belly, grab his front and back leg at once, and pull him down to his side.”

			“You want me to roll around on the ground with a goat?” she said, her distaste evident.

			“If you end up rolling around with him, you’ll be doing it wrong,” Declan said. “And it’s up to you, but unless you physically dominate him, he’ll go on trying to keep you in line.”

			Emmy glared at Declan to let him know he was in trouble if he was just messing with her.

			“Did you do this when I wasn’t looking?”

			“Didn’t have to.”

			“But I do?”

			“Nope, you don’t have to. But if you don’t...” He shrugged one of those broad shoulders, leaving the decision to her.

			Emmy did not want to do it. But still, she sneaked up to the side of the goat and did as she’d been instructed. Or at least she tried to. But her attempt was inelegant, and while the goat toppled onto his side, so did she.

			They both shot back onto their feet and the goat cast her a look that said stalemate.

			It was something else that made Thus-Far-Gloomy-Gus Declan smile—if only slightly. “Wow, no wonder he’s got you bullied,” Declan said. “Try again.”

			Determined to best the goat—and to squash Declan’s amusement—Emmy did. Four more times she was forced to sneak up to the animal while he ran at the first movement she made toward him. But finally only the goat went down. Not easily, though, and the minute his side hit the barn floor he scrambled to all fours again.

			By then Declan had wheeled in Kit’s stroller and lifted Trinity to sit on a hay bale and the three of them were watching as if they were a rodeo audience. But Declan and Trinity did clap for her when she finally succeeded.

			The trouble was when she turned to take her bow. The goat apparently decided to regain his authority because the next thing Emmy knew she’d been butted from behind and was flat on her face on the barn floor.

			Which Trinity found hilarious while Declan seemed barely able to contain himself.

			“Yu’r funny, Em,” her niece told her.

			Luckily the horns hadn’t pierced her jeans or her skin, but still Emmy had felt the blow to both her posterior and her ego.

			She got to her feet, rubbing the abused body part, and again she leveled a glare at Declan. “This isn’t really what I’m supposed to do, is it? You’re just putting me on.”

			“It really is the only way that goat will stop getting your goat,” he assured. “Give it another try and make sure you’re not shy about it.”

			She didn’t want to give it another try. But not only was she determined not to let the goat get the best of her, she wasn’t going to let Declan believe she was too much of a wimp to pull this off.

			So she went on to rounds six and seven, finally toppling the animal with a modicum of grace and receiving a disdainful—but more leery—look from the goat, who turned his tail up at her and walked to the opposite side of the barn.

			“Tell me I win,” she demanded of Declan.

			“Queen of the goats!” he decreed with a full-blown smile.

			And for just a split second it was almost worth what she’d had to do for that praise.

			And to see that smile.

			* * *

			After wrestling with the goat, Emmy needed another shower, so Declan finished the chores and fed both kids while she cleaned up.

			She was again inclined to do a few extras with hair and makeup afterward, but the trip into town and then the goat had taken up too much time already. So after throwing on yoga pants and a simple gray T-shirt, she blew her hair dry using a round brush to put some turn into the ends, applied a quick bit of eyeliner and then hurried out of the master bedroom. It was already time to get Trinity through her bedtime routine while Declan put Kit down for the first half of the infant’s night.

			It was only when all of that was finished that Emmy could think about eating, and she was surprised to find that Declan had waited rather than having his sandwich when he fed Trinity.

			It was nice, though, not to just be left to wolf down her hoagie and chips standing over the sink by herself. To instead find after she tucked Trinity in and went to the kitchen that Declan had their food set out on the table, complete with napkins, a cold beer for himself and a glass of the flavored sparkling water stocked in the fridge for her.

			“How’s your goat butt?” he asked when she first appeared in the kitchen, smiling yet another small smile at his oh-so-hilarious question.

			The wordplay of it almost seemed flirtatious. But she reminded herself that she’d also thought they’d done a lot of flirting with each other at the wedding and, in retrospect, believed she’d been wrong.

			So rather than answering with some wordplay of her own, she merely muttered, “Stupid goat.” Then she added, “There’s a bruise but I think I’ll live.” Although she did feel it when her rear end hit the hard wood seat of the kitchen chair.

			Declan must have seen her flinch because that made his smile grow slightly.

			“It isn’t funny,” she said, although it surprised her how much she liked seeing his expression lighten.

			“Believe me, it was funny,” he said, smiling even bigger.

			Emmy didn’t want him to know how much she liked his smile—so much that she didn’t mind that it was at her expense—so she rolled her eyes before she changed the subject. “You didn’t have to wait to eat,” she said as Declan sat across from her.

			“That would have been just plain bad manners,” he countered. “What did the doctor have to say about Kit?”

			So not only had his sober side taken a rest, he was also putting some effort into talking tonight without her having to demand it. That made things smoother.

			“We’re trying a different formula,” she answered. “Kit hasn’t lost any weight—in fact, he’s gained a pound—so that’s good. But until he adjusts, there isn’t much hope for a quick 2:00 a.m. feeding and getting him right back to bed—which I guess is the ideal for babies this age.”

			“Maybe the new formula will do the trick.”

			“Maybe.”

			They ate in silence for a moment. Then, thinking about the phone call from him and his sister that afternoon, Emmy fell back on what she’d learned about him in the past and said, “So your family... Are your twin and your older brother still in the military?”

			“Nope, they’ve both opted out in the past year.”

			“I didn’t know you have a sister, too—is she military or civilian?”

			“Civilian all the way. Our adoptive father was a retired marine and he tried to get her on board with the rest of us, but Kinsey wouldn’t have any of that.”

			“You and your twin were adopted?” This was the first she’d heard about that.

			Declan shook his head. “Hugh adopted the four of us kids when he married our mother.”

			“Ahh,” Emmy said. “What happened to your real dad?”

			“Hugh was our real dad.” There was some defensiveness in that that also seemed to slam the door on giving her any more information.

			It left Emmy curious, but since it wasn’t any of her business she didn’t pursue it and instead asked, “So the Madison brothers all went away to the military and your sister stayed in Northbridge?” It was a reasonable assumption since his sister was getting married on what Emmy had been told was the family farm at the end of the week.

			“No, Kinsey left, too. She lives in Denver.”

			“Are your parents still here? Is that why she came back to get married?”

			He shook his head again while he finished a bite of sandwich, then said, “My mom died at the end of last year. Hugh went two years before that. We’re planning to sell the old farm, but it’s been tough for the four of us to get together to go through the things in the house so we can prep it to put on the market. Since it’s still ours she wanted to come back here to have the wedding. No way would it have been my choice, but—”

			“Because you don’t like Northbridge,” Emmy recalled. “I know sometimes people who grow up in small towns can’t wait to get out of them, but Mandy and Topher loved it here. And I’ve never seen such an... I don’t know what to call it except an outpouring of sympathy and support and caring and help, both when news of Topher came and when we lost Mandy. It’s been amazing.”

			“Yeah, that’s a small town for you.”

			“And you hate that?” Emmy asked.

			“There are good things about a small town. And there are bad things, too. I was miserable growing up here.”

			“Was it claustrophobic for you? Were you just aching to spread your wings, find adventure?”

			She said that with a smile, but he didn’t seem to see the humor in it. He stared at the tabletop, sober and solemn again. He ate some potato chips. He drank a few swigs of beer. But he didn’t answer her, and Emmy thought, Great, the return of Gloomy-Gus...

			Then he took a breath, sat up straighter and looked at her rather than the table. “One of the bad things about a small town is that it’s hard to keep anything private. Pretty much everyone around here knows my family’s history, so you might as well hear it from me. My mom wasn’t married to our biological father.”

			“So...what? She and your father lived together without getting married and because it was a small town that didn’t go over well?” Emmy asked.

			“That would have been so much better. Instead my mother was Mitchum Camden’s longtime mistress,” he said flatly. “He’d come to town for visits—always meeting our mom in secret, trying to make sure no one ever saw them together—and then he’d go home to his wife and kids in Denver. And as of today, DNA says that he was definitely our father.”

			Emmy was confused again. “You just learned that today?”

			“When my mom died, she told Kinsey who had fathered us all—”

			“Not before?”

			“Not before. Camden—and a lot of his family—died in a plane crash when Mom was pregnant with Kinsey—”

			“Camden... Like Camden Superstores?” Emmy was just trying to get the details straight.

			“Yeah, Camden as in Camden Superstores.” More contempt. “Mom married Hugh when Kinsey was two, Liam and I were three, Conor was barely seven. Hugh adopted us—”

			“But you still called him by his name? Not Dad?”

			“We called him Gunny. That’s what he was in the service—a gunnery sergeant—and that’s what he liked to be called. Outside home we called him our father, but Mom always referred to him as Hugh when she was talking to us, so when we refer to him that’s what we’ve all called him, too. Either Hugh or Gunny.”

			“But you were still close to him? You still grew up thinking of him as your father?”

			“Him and no one else. And he was our dad in every way that counted—he legally adopted us right away, took over the farm, supported us, raised us. He was the only father we knew, and whenever any one of us asked who our real father was, Mom would shut it down. She’d say that it was hurtful and disrespectful to Hugh to bring up anyone else when he was so good to us.”

			“Wasn’t it a little weird? I mean, she wouldn’t open up about who your real father was, but still she made it clear that your adopted father wasn’t your real father by only calling him by name with you?”

			“Yeah, I guess it was.”

			“Did it always leave you wondering who your real dad was?”

			There was another long, heavy pause before Declan said in a quiet, deep voice, “I didn’t have to wonder. I knew. I never told the rest of my family, but from kindergarten on, I did.”

			“Kindergarten? How did you learn something like that when you were so little?”

			“Greg Kravitz,” he said. And if ever Emmy had heard hatred in a name, it was then.

			“Greg Kravitz,” she repeated, knowing the name but unsure whether to reveal that knowledge.

			“See, that’s what can happen in a small town,” he went on. “A scandal can go underground when it’s over, when a tough marine comes along and makes an honest woman of someone who has four bastard kids with some rich player. But even if the scandal goes underground, even if a majority of the townsfolk start to overlook it, to put it in the past, there are still some people who hang on to it—just more quietly. Some people who talk about it around their own kids—”

			“Their kindergarteners?”

			“Well, yeah,” he said scornfully. “They need to do that when they find their kid in the same class with one of those town bastards and they want to make sure their kid doesn’t go anywhere near him.”

			“Oh, that’s so ugly,” Emmy said.

			“It’s definitely not pretty,” Declan agreed.

			“But how did it only affect you and not your twin?”

			“School policy was to separate twins into different classes. Liam and Topher were in one class. I was in the other.”

			“With Greg Kravitz.”

			“Who, by the third day of school, got me alone in the boys’ room to tell me what his parents had told him—that I was the bastard kid of one of the Camdens, that my mother was his whore.”

			“Oh. Wow. Someone said that to you in kindergarten?” Emmy said with even more incredulity.

			“Yeah. I didn’t know what a bastard or a whore were but it was pretty clear they were bad.” He sighed and shook his head once more, but this time in such a sad way that Emmy’s heart went out to the little boy he’d been. Then, in a quieter voice, he said, “So I went home, asked my mom and made her cry...”

			The ongoing weight of that was evident, and Emmy felt even more sorry for young Declan.

			“She and I were alone when I asked her,” he went on. “Her face went ghost white, her eyes got really big...” Declan’s own eyebrows arched and Emmy could tell that the image of his mother’s ashen face was vivid in his mind.

			Then he said, “And all she said was that those were bad words and I was never to repeat them to anyone.” And she must have said it sternly and with some defeat in her tone because that was how Declan spoke now.

			“Seeing what those words did to her...” He shook his head yet again. “I loved my mom. To me she was a great lady, and...man, I didn’t want to make her cry! I still didn’t know what those words meant, but I knew enough to know that they had to be kept secret. So I never mentioned them again. In fact, I’ve never told anybody about the hell Kravitz put me through until right now.”

			“Not even your brothers?”

			Declan let out a humorless chuckle. “Especially not my brothers. Or Kinsey. How could I tell them what I was hearing about our mother? Even after we were grown, do you really think I was going to talk about how people around here considered our mom a whore? No way.”

			“So you just kept it inside?”

			He shrugged his answer to that as if there had never been any other course for him.

			“How did you handle that?” she asked, knowing it had to have been a huge burden for him.

			“I didn’t handle it all that well,” he said with some chagrin. “I kept to myself unless I could be with Liam or Topher—which got me the reputation as a loner.”

			“But you did trust Topher?”

			“His mom was my mother’s best friend, so...I don’t know...maybe she just accepted the affair that produced us all. One way or another I trusted that whether or not Topher knew, it wasn’t an issue with him or his family. But otherwise I stayed strictly to myself, on the sidelines.”

			“Did that make Kravitz leave you alone?”

			“Nah. I think it actually made it easier for him to get to me because I was alone. When I was with Liam or Topher, he stayed away.”

			“So you were the only one he tortured—his pet project. But it went on from kindergarten?” Emmy asked.

			“Oh yeah, he took his last shot the day we graduated high school. Around here—at least then—unless a parent or a teacher wants a change, the class you start out in in kindergarten is the class you’re in until middle school. So through fifth grade, Liam and Topher were in one room while I was stuck in the other.”

			“But in middle school that changed,” Emmy said, looking for some hope.

			“Yeah, Kravitz and I had some classes together from then through high school, but not all of them. We were still in the same small school, though. And by then he was just so good at it...” Declan said. “He was a devious SOB. And God, but did he know how to make himself look innocent. He knew he’d get in trouble if anyone heard him using that kind of language—not to mention, he’d have to deal with my brothers and Topher if they realized what he was doing—so he made sure that he only taunted me when no one was in earshot. At least, no one but people who were already on his side. I certainly wasn’t going to report him—telling anyone would mean calling my mother a whore, even if it was just to repeat what he’d said. As we got older he learned to have his friends as backup—they’d be grinning from behind him—”

			“So there were other kids he told.”

			“Hey, you can’t keep it to yourself,” he said facetiously. “He was discreet enough to stay out of trouble, but his crew definitely knew.”

			“And again, how did you handle it?”

			“I tried to ignore it, ignore him. I tried to stay away from him. But he just loved that he had something so juicy that always got a reaction out of me. When we were little and I’d reach the point where I couldn’t take it anymore, I’d ram him to the ground, we’d roll around until somebody pulled me off him. When we were older, I’d throw the first punch, he and his friends would pile on, and...” Another shrug. “And I’d usually get my ass handed to me. There were so many fights that after a while I was not only the loner, I earned the title of troublemaker, too.”

			“How were you the troublemaker when it was all of them jumping on you at once?”

			“Like I said, I was always the one to throw the first punch. And how could I defend myself when teachers or the principal or cops broke it up? I couldn’t tell anybody what was going on, so I just looked like the hothead with a grudge against a more popular kid.”

			“And at home...they never knew why you were in so many scrapes?”

			“I’m not really sure. I only know that I never faced any consequences at home for the fights. But neither Mom nor Hugh said anything, and I didn’t say anything either.”

			“Did your stepfather know that Camden was your father?”

			“I honestly don’t know that either. Behind closed doors Mom might have confessed the truth. Or maybe she never volunteered the information and he respected her enough not to ask. I have no idea. And I don’t know if he knew why I was fighting—but I do know he never punished me for it.”

			Declan shrugged again. “Hugh was all about toughening us up—me and Liam and Conor—to get us ready for the military. Could be he thought the brawls were just good training,” Declan said with some amusement finally showing through.

			Until he sobered again. “All I do know is that from kindergarten on I couldn’t wait to get the hell out of Northbridge. And as happy as I was to go, Northbridge was probably just as happy to see me leave. I’d imagine that when they heard it was me who drove Topher to his death, they all just said that figures...”

			“No, you’re wrong about that,” Emmy said. “I understand why you couldn’t wait to get away from here. But whenever I’ve heard your name mentioned with Topher’s, it hasn’t been negative. Not at all. Everyone just seems relieved that if it had to happen, at least only one hometown boy was lost.”

			His laugh this time was so harsh it was almost hard to hear. “Don’t try to tell me anyone around here claims me as a hometown boy. I may have been born and raised here, but the academy was the first place I ever felt like I wasn’t a full-grade outsider. It was the first place where I was truly treated like I belonged. The marines are my home. The marines are what I can’t wait to get back to. This place? I’m just here to do what needs to be done and then I’ll be happy to put it behind me again.”

			“I still think you’re mistaken about how the town sees you,” Emmy said, even though she could see that he wouldn’t be convinced. “I think whatever went on with you here in the past is forgotten. You were only a kid after all.”

			“Even so, if my sister has her way things are going to get stirred up again—she’s thrilled to be a Camden and she’s invited the whole clan to her wedding. As you can imagine, they’ve been...less than thrilled to learn Mitchum was a long-term cheat. They refused to believe it was true, but now we have DNA that proves it. Not sure if that changes anything. But whether they show or not, she’s opening the lid on that old scandal. And I don’t want any part of what happens after that.”

			“I can’t say I blame you,” Emmy said quietly, wondering why he’d chosen her to tell this to for the first time.

			It had probably just been a fluke, she reasoned. Or just a convenience—he’d received the confirmation of his birth father today. Maybe he’d needed to unload a little, and she just happened to be there when that need peaked.

			He finished his beer and took his plate to the sink.

			Emmy saw that as the signal that he was finished talking about this. She’d long since stopped eating, so she took her own plate around the counter, too, just in time for Declan to reach for it to put the plate in the dishwasher with his.

			“So tonight’s your night walking the floors with Kit,” he said then. “You worked hard today... Are you up for it or do you need me to take a second night?”

			“That wouldn’t be fair,” she declined even though she appreciated the offer. “Besides, I’ve been doing this for a while now—every other night. I’m used to it.”

			“If you’re sure...” he said with an inflection that she thought might have been respect.

			He closed the dishwasher and rested a hip against the counter’s edge, crossing his arms over that broad chest of his. “And then tomorrow we have a beekeeper coming to check out the hives and tell us what to do with them?” he said.

			Emmy nodded. She was standing not far away, squarely in front of him, and looking up into eyes she still couldn’t believe were that blue. “Late tomorrow afternoon,” she confirmed. Then, to get her mind off those eyes, she goaded him a little. “You’ll have to wear the suit, you know?”

			“So will you, won’t you?” he challenged.

			“Yeah, but I know I’m gonna rock it...”

			He chuckled, clearly not having expected her to say that. “Well, since I haven’t seen you in anything that you haven’t rocked, I think you’ll probably do wonders for bee suits, too.”

			Emmy had been joking, not fishing for flattery.

			Not that she didn’t like hearing it. Or seeing him genuinely smile again.

			She liked the compliment and the smile too much, so she bypassed both and went on with her joke. “But you...” she said, sighing tragically. “I’m just worried that you’ll look silly.”

			He lifted his chin to scratch the evening’s stubble. She’d been trying to keep herself from thinking about how sexy he looked unshaven, but there was no not thinking about it when he did that.

			“Nah... I’m pretty sure I’m gonna rock it, too” was his cocky comeback.

			“Oh, you are, are you?” she challenged.

			He finished rubbing his chin and lowered his eyes to hers, the sparkle that had been only a scant flicker the night before finally there in full force. “Pretty sure,” he confirmed brashly. “In fact, I think I’m gonna rock it more than you are.”

			Emmy laughed. “We might have to have the beekeeper rate us to make sure there’s no question.”

			His smile turned into a grin and that brought Emmy’s gaze to his supple and sexy mouth. “Hey, bring it on,” he said.

			There was more insinuation in his tone than there had been before, and when his gaze dropped to her mouth and stayed there, their topic of conversation became a fleeting memory to Emmy. Instead the only thing on her mind was the idea of that mouth of his kissing her...

			His smile was softer now.

			His eyes were warmer.

			Was he leaning forward the slightest little bit?

			She thought he was.

			She thought it to such a degree that she raised her chin, fully ready to accept the kiss that was about to happen.

			Unless she was imagining it...

			Oh right. She probably was.

			That was her pattern after all, she reminded herself. Her imagination got the best of her and she believed things were different than they were. Especially with this guy.

			But there’s nothing going on between you, she told herself firmly, spinning around suddenly so her back was to him before he could realize the mistake she’d almost made.

			“I left the sample of the new formula powder in my car,” she announced in a hurry. “I have to go get it. The doctor said to finish out today with the old stuff and start the new tomorrow. You might as well go to bed. I can take care of that, too.”

			Then she left the kitchen and went out the front door without another word to Declan. She paused for a few minutes in the chilly night air to take some deep breaths and clear her mind of this crazy tendency to see things one way when the reality was completely different.

			Because the reality was completely different, she insisted to herself.

			And she absolutely would not let go of her hold on reality with this guy.

		
	
		
			Chapter Five

			“Hi, honey. I was going to call you tonight to see how things are going—did you read my mind?” Karen asked when she answered Emmy’s phone call early Tuesday morning.

			“No, no mind reading. I’m just taking out your Mexican casserole so it can thaw in the fridge today. But you didn’t write the cooking temperature on this one. I thought I’d catch you before you go into the office so I’m prepared when I cook it tonight. Plus I have a favor to ask.”

			Her mother gave the cooking direction and with that out of the way, Emmy explained that she’d accepted a job taking wedding pictures for Declan’s sister and asked if her mother would pack her cameras and equipment and express ship it all to her.

			After taking extensive notes of what Emmy needed and assuring her she and Emmy’s father would ship it the following morning, her mother said, “Where are the kids?”

			“I just gave Kit his morning bottle, so he’s in the bouncy chair right here, and Trinity is downstairs doing Declan’s physical therapy exercises with him before the sitter gets here.”

			“How are things going?” Karen asked.

			“You were right,” Emmy conceded. “Having Declan here is a big help. Yesterday we got about three times more done than I would have been able to do on my own.”

			And that had been primarily due to Declan. In fact, Emmy thought that she’d probably accomplished less herself than she would have working alone because she hadn’t had any distractions when she’d worked alone.

			But Declan was a major distraction in worn jeans that just loved that divine derriere of his, plus an equally aged chambray shirt that whispered across his muscles. Sleeves rolled to his elbows exposed finely developed forearms, which drew her eyes like a magnet. As did his thick wrists and big hands—two more things that had never caught her attention on anyone else.

			And that sculpted face of his shaded under the brim of a cowboy hat? That hair that was perfectly mussed when he took it off? Those forearms or the back of those wrists rubbed across his sweaty brow?

			None of it should have had any allure.

			But too many times yesterday she’d lapsed into some kind of dazed pause, staring at him gape-jawed.

			She’d catch herself, mentally holler at herself and then force herself to get back to work.

			Only to do the same thing a few minutes later—all of which had cost her work time.

			But he’d gotten a lot accomplished.

			And thankfully never caught her ogling him.

			“Are you getting along with Declan, then?” her mother asked.

			“Well, sure. I’ve never not gotten along with him.”

			“That’s not exactly true...” her mother said the way only a mother could. “You know Mandy didn’t understand what was going on with you when it came to Declan. She said you seemed to like him before the bombing and then wouldn’t even let him visit you after it. Then at the wedding reception it sure looked like you liked him, but the next day...you were really rude to him. Embarrassingly rude to him.”

			This again, Emmy thought.

			She’d been through this more than once with her sister and with her mother.

			“I told you, I just wasn’t up for visitors after the school deal. I wanted to get home and put it behind me. And I don’t know why you guys made such a big deal out of dancing a few dances with him at the reception. It was basically just a best man/maid of honor courtesy thing—”

			“The only dance you didn’t dance with Declan was the one dance you danced with Daddy. And the two of you sat at the same table—”

			“The table for the wedding party,” Emmy pointed out.

			“But instead of him staying on the groom’s side, he moved to sit next to you and you didn’t seem to mind...through the whole reception.”

			“I’d had a lot to drink,” Emmy said, repeating the excuse she’d given before. “I would have danced with the waiters and the cleaning crew, too, if they’d asked.”

			“But then the next day—”

			“I was hungover. And there was no reason for Declan and I to have anything to do with each other by then, so I’m sure the fact that I wasn’t cheery couldn’t have mattered less to him either.” Especially after the night he’d had next door with Tracy...

			“But you’re being nice to him now, aren’t you?”

			“Of course,” Emmy assured. “I’m treating him like I’d treat any coworker—because that’s what we are here, just two people working together.”

			It was exactly what she’d told herself every time she fell into that trance looking at him.

			Which wasn’t only out in the field. There was a time or two around the house, too. Like when he first came upstairs after a shower, smelling all clean and outdoorsy, his hair damp, his face freshly shaven.

			Or other times...

			Stubbled and scruffy.

			Just after his workout.

			Coming in from morning chores.

			When he was gently roughhousing with Trinity or cradling Kit in those muscular arms.

			Almost any given moment for no reason whatsoever...

			Why does he—of all men—have to be cologne-ad hot? she silently grumbled.

			“It just worries me, is all,” her mother was saying, interrupting Emmy’s wandering thoughts. “For whatever reason, I’ve never seen you be as snarky as you were with Declan after the wedding. And living with any man now, after everything that happened with Bryce, must be hard.”

			“I’m not going to punish Declan for Bryce—if that’s what you’re worried about,” Emmy assured her mother.

			And she meant it. But what she was doing was using what had happened with Bryce as the glaring reminder to take everything with a grain of salt when it came to Declan. To make sure she did not see the budding of a relationship where it didn’t exist.

			Like last night. When Declan had confided who his birth father was.

			Instead of believing his choice to share the story with her was something significant, she’d made sure to keep in mind that he’d told her only because his sister was determined to let the world know anyway. That was the significant part and she’d made sure to note it. She couldn’t let herself think that sharing a confidence like that made her something special to him. He’d probably just needed to vent. It wasn’t like he could tell his family. It had to be frustrating to learn that what he’d suffered in order to protect his family from knowing about their mother was now something his sister wanted to rejoice in.

			And if he couldn’t tell his family, who else in Northbridge could he tell? Emmy recognized that she was a third party without any connection to any of it—not the town, not his family, not his history. She was just like a stranger on a train—someone safe to air his grievances to, someone safe to reveal an old wound to. But that was all there was to it—a stranger-on-a-train thing.

			And the fact that it had occurred to her that they had something in common when it came to keeping a big secret and trying to bear that secret without burdening their families? She’d refused to see that as a foundation for any kind of bond between them.

			They were two people with nothing but a superficial connection, caught up in circumstances that put them together for the time being. If, during that time, they got to know things about each other, it was just something that was bound to happen. It didn’t go beyond that, and she could not, should not, would not view it as having the potential of developing into anything substantial.

			Period.

			To think anything more, to expect anything more, was just asking to be brought up short again.

			“So the two of you are getting along?” her mother asked, interrupting her thoughts a second time.

			“We’re getting along just fine.”

			“I think he’s a good man,” Karen Tate said, changing to matchmaker mode.

			“I’m sure he is,” Emmy agreed as if it was totally unimportant to her.

			“So maybe you should give him a chance...”

			She had given him a chance. And he’d passed it up.

			But she was too proud—and embarrassed—to tell her mother that. Instead she said, “Let’s see... Clean up an entire farm from the damage of one of the worst hailstorms this town has ever seen. Replant fields—something I haven’t the foggiest idea how to do. Take care of two kids. Lease this place so I can move those two kids back to Denver with me and be their mom. Find someplace for us to live that can’t be my tiny apartment. Restart the business I’ve had to leave hanging while I’ve been here. And try to hook up with a career military man who won’t even be on this continent as soon as he can arrange it. All just months after being dumped by the guy I thought was going to marry me? That does seem like a good idea, Mom.”

			“See? You can be snarky,” her mother said lovingly.

			“I can also not deal with any more than I already have.”

			“I know that’s true,” Karen conceded. “It just seems a shame when there you are, with such a good man—”

			Who prefers Brazilian bombshells...

			“I have to go, Mom. I can hear him and Trinity coming upstairs and I need to get the kids dressed,” Emmy said, thrilled to have a reason to end this conversation.

			“I just feel so much better that you aren’t there alone, that you have help.”

			“Me, too. Don’t forget the cameras and stuff.”

			“I won’t. I’ll check in with you in a day or so, but call me if you need me,” Karen said and hung up.

			None too soon, as far as Emmy was concerned.

			Because as difficult as it was to ignore Declan’s physical attributes, as difficult as it was not to feel closer to him after an evening like the last one with him, where it had felt like a barrier between them might have dropped a little, as difficult as it was to end that evening imagining that he might be on the verge of kissing her—and having to fight the crazy wish that he would—the last thing she needed was her mother or anyone else pointing out more about him that was appealing.

			It was hard enough to remember that, when it came to her, he wasn’t interested.

			She didn’t need more reasons to forget that she wasn’t interested in him either.

			* * *

			“Kiss ’n make it better.” That was Trinity’s recommendation.

			Emmy and Declan had continued clearing the hail-damaged fields until late that afternoon when a beekeeper from the co-op came as scheduled.

			All three of them had suited up for the beekeeper’s visit so they could survey the damage to the hives and so the beekeeper could teach Emmy and Declan what to do to repair that damage and keep the hives going.

			During the course of that, Emmy had apparently not completely secured the veil of her headgear and she’d been stung on the back of the neck.

			The initial pain was severe, gradually turning into a dull ache. But she knew she wasn’t allergic, so she hadn’t made a big deal of it.

			As the evening wore on, though, the sting began to hurt and burn much worse, and she could feel it swelling even more.

			The last thing she wanted to do was ask a personal favor of Declan. But the sting was in a place she couldn’t see. So once Kit was asleep and Trinity was choosing her bedtime book, Emmy gave in and asked him to look at it.

			“Huh... That looks like it hurts...”

			She was bent over the sink in the bathroom connected to the master bedroom where the light was brightest. Declan was standing next to her, his height an advantage. But he was close enough for her to feel the heat of his body, to smell the clean scent of the soap he’d used to shower before dinner, and she was unnerved by what those two things did to her. So she was relieved when Trinity joined them.

			She just wasn’t quite as pleased with the three-year-old’s kiss-it-and-make-it-better idea.

			Especially when Emmy found herself the tiniest bit inclined for him to do it...

			“Maybe we shouldn’t have trusted an eighty-two-year-old with half-inch-thick glasses to tell us there wasn’t a stinger,” Declan mused. “Because I think there’s one in there. I’m gonna need some tweezers.”

			Emmy straightened up, opened the door to the medicine cabinet and found the tweezers. Then she handed them to him.

			“Is this like a thorn?” she asked. “Do you have to dig for it?”

			“Not sure—I’ve never done this before. But I think I can grab it... Just hold still.”

			Back in position—with Trinity now observing from her seat on the closed toilet lid—Emmy said, “Okay, do it.”

			Declan placed a big hand on one of her shoulders.

			There was nothing to the gesture but to brace himself or maybe to hold her steady, but still she was abundantly aware of the feel of that hand on her, of the size and strength of it. Even through the T-shirt she was wearing, his touch sent what felt like a warm electrical charge to her nerve endings.

			Which maybe had a good side to it because she was thinking so much about his touch that she didn’t even feel what he was doing with the stinger before he said, “Got it!”

			He didn’t take his hand from her shoulder, though. He left it there while he took another look at the back of her neck.

			“I think you’d better ice this—it’s pretty red and about the size of a golf ball.”

			“Kiss ’n make it better,” Trinity insisted as if they were overlooking the easiest cure.

			There was just enough of a pause from Declan to make Emmy wonder if he was considering it.

			Or maybe that was just wishful thinking.

			That theory was confirmed when he swept Trinity off the toilet seat and held her up behind Emmy. “Go ahead, kiss it and make it better,” he instructed the little girl.

			Sweet Trinity did just that.

			And Emmy wondered if the bee venom was affecting her powers of reason because she felt a wave of something wash through her that almost felt like a letdown.

			“Better?” Trinity asked after the kiss.

			“Oh, much better,” Emmy lied.

			“Now read a book?” the little girl asked.

			“How about I read your book tonight,” Declan offered hopefully, “so Emmy can go put that bag of frozen peas I saw in the freezer on her bee sting?”

			“Em reads, you watch,” Trinity decreed, still resisting altering her routine.

			“Then I’ll get the peas and bring them up,” he said, taking the rejection in stride the way he had every other night so far.

			While he went downstairs, Emmy took Trinity into the bedroom and got her situated in bed. Then she sat beside her niece on top of the covers with the picture book Trinity had chosen tonight.

			Declan was back with the frozen peas just as Emmy was about to start.

			“I brought you an antihistamine, too,” he informed her, handing her the bag, a small pill and a glass of water. “I think you might be having a little reaction to the sting.”

			Emmy didn’t argue. She took the pill.

			But when she tipped her head back to swallow it, her gaze went to the ceiling. “Uh-oh—is that water coming in over there in the corner?”

			It had been raining for about an hour—not hard enough to cause her to worry about the hail-damaged roof. But one look at that dark spot on the ceiling and that worry started.

			“That’s what it looks like to me,” Declan agreed. “I’ll go up in the attic and check it out.”

			Emmy was suddenly happy that Trinity had again chosen her to read the bedtime story, leaving Declan free to head to the attic. Just the thought of that small space made her uncomfortable.

			Trying to ignore it, she read Trinity the book, then tucked her niece in, kissed her good-night and left the room.

			Only to find Declan just coming down the steps that led to the attic.

			“There’s a pretty bad leak we’d better deal with,” he said when he saw her.

			We?

			Emmy felt her entire body clench. “On the roof?” she said hopefully, far, far preferring the idea of climbing onto a slippery rain-soaked roof in a storm to the thought of going up into a cramped attic.

			Declan looked at her as if she’d missed something. “We can’t patch the roof in the dark, in the rain.”

			“I’ll find you a bucket, then. You can put it under the leak for tonight,” she said, searching for any solution that would keep her out of that attic.

			“It’s coming in too fast for that. There’s some scrap plywood up there. I’ll need you to hold it in place and I’ll nail it up. Just let me get the hammer and the nails—”

			“You’re sure you need me?” she said, working hard to keep the anxiety that was running through her out of her voice.

			“I’m sure,” he said, his confusion at her hesitation clear. “It won’t be hard. You just need to hold up the wood while I nail it.”

			What was she going to do, refuse something that sounded so simple? Tell him that in almost four and a half years she hadn’t taken an elevator and instead chalked up always using the stairs to a good cardio workout?

			In a moment of what she considered truly stupid fear she actually considered getting Trinity out of bed and having her hold the plywood for him.

			But she knew she couldn’t do that either, so she said, “Okay, get the hammer and nails,” and hoped she could use the few minutes he’d be gone to get a hold of herself.

			Declan went downstairs, and Emmy began to take deep breaths, to exhale them slowly, to put all she had into calming herself down.

			She told herself that she could do this. She’d gotten so much better. She hadn’t had any problem seeing Declan at the wedding or again here in Northbridge. It had been more than three years since she’d had a panic attack. Surely that meant she was over those initial problems she’d had right after the explosion.

			She told herself that it was natural to be worried that the attic might set her off again—but being worried about it didn’t mean that the worst would happen. It hadn’t with Declan, she kept reminding herself. If she stayed in control, kept breathing, focused on what she needed to do, reminded herself that she wasn’t trapped, that within minutes she would be able to leave the attic, maybe she’d be okay...

			She heard Declan coming back up the steps and opened her eyes.

			You can do this...

			“Why don’t you grab some towels to sop up what’s already come in so it doesn’t keep soaking through to Trinity’s room,” he said.

			“Sure,” Emmy agreed, eager for even that much of a delay.

			Once she had the towels, though, she didn’t have a choice but to follow Declan up the stairs, knowing she wasn’t faring well when she didn’t even care that she got to see his great derriere up ahead of her.

			You can do this, she silently repeated to herself at the foot of the steps.

			She took another deep breath and climbed the first stair, her knee actually wobbling when she put her weight on it.

			Come on, she chastised herself with disgust, holding on tight to the railing as she forced herself to climb the rest.

			Her head poked through the attic floor first and she paused to take stock of the space.

			The slope of the roof made it too small for Declan to stand upright anywhere but in the center. There was a small window at either end, but it was too overcast outside for even moonlight to come in and give the sense of the outside. The only illumination came from a single bare bulb.

			That light was way more than she’d had in the school cave-in, though. So that was better...

			Another deep breath and she went all the way into the attic, trying to ignore the tightness that seemed to wrap around her rib cage, trying to ignore the sound of her heart pounding hard and fast in her ears. Trying harder not to think about being knees-to-chest in that other confined space...

			“Just hold it,” Declan said when he had the plywood in place.

			Emmy dropped the towels and managed to do as she was told, listening to the rain, trying to picture herself out in it, in the open air where she could breathe...

			Except that there was such a heaviness in her chest that she wasn’t sure she could.

			And suddenly she was so dizzy, so light-headed.

			Her hands were tingling, her palms were so damp she wasn’t sure she could keep her grip on the plywood.

			And those sloped walls...they were closing in on her.

			And just about the time Declan had pounded in the third nail, she couldn’t catch her breath.

			“Are you okay?” he said, ceasing his hammering when she started gasping for air.

			His scrutiny only made it worse.

			She couldn’t talk, but she didn’t seem to need to for him to realize what was happening.

			Suddenly his voice was quieter, softer, and that big hand that had been on her shoulder earlier was on her back, firm and strong, pressing in just enough to ground her as he said, “It’s okay. You’re okay. Cup your hands over your nose and mouth, purse your lips and breathe through them...”

			He gave her a moment to do all that and she complied, desperate to have this end.

			“Feel the floor under your feet,” he went on then. “Know there’s plenty of air, just let it come in. In and out. Slow and easy...”

			His voice meant everything to her right then. Calm. Deep. Comforting. The way it had been that day long ago.

			“It’s okay,” he was saying. “It’s okay... You’re okay...”

			He repeated that over and over again, and Emmy mentally held on to it like a lifeline until breathing into her cupped hands did begin to stop the hyperventilation.

			When Declan could tell she was breathing more normally, he said, “Come on, let’s get you out of here.”

			Oh God, how she hated herself for letting this happen! For letting him see it!

			But the same way she couldn’t have gotten out of that rubble in Afghanistan without him grabbing her and pulling her free, she couldn’t get out of that attic without him leading her to the stairs, helping her down into the hallway.

			Total humiliation took over then and with what air she now had in her lungs she said, “Go! Go!” and motioned toward the attic.

			“It’ll wait,” he assured, still in that soothing tone.

			Emmy shook her head vehemently to let him know she just wanted him to get back to it.

			“You’re sure?” he asked.

			“Go!” she said again, wanting those blue eyes off her.

			He still didn’t move for another long moment, watching her. Then he finally took her at her word and went back into the attic.

			Apparently the three nails that Declan had pounded into the plywood before she’d gone to pieces had been enough to keep the board in place because the sound of more hammering came while Emmy contended with the remnants of her fright.

			She bent over and braced herself with her hands on her bent knees, letting her head hang.

			Little by little she shed the terror, reveling in the fact that she could breathe without difficulty again.

			The cold sweats stopped and so did the racing of her heart.

			When she could, she took a really deep breath, held it for a minute and then exhaled, unsure what was worse—the panic attack or the fact that Declan had witnessed it. But there was nothing she could do about it now, so she stood up straight again and returned to the bathroom connected to her bedroom.

			She filled her cupped hands with cold water and splashed her face over and over. Then she took a hand towel from the cupboard under the sink and patted her face dry.

			She felt drained. Exhausted. And she just wanted to hide so she wouldn’t have to face Declan.

			But even if she locked herself in her bedroom now, she couldn’t stay there past the morning. She couldn’t hide forever. Might as well get the conversation over with now.

			She dropped the towel to the counter and looked at herself in the mirror.

			Her cheeks were flushed. Her hair was mussed, so she ran a brush through it—mostly in an attempt to give her a feeling of control.

			Then, knowing she was going to have to answer for herself, she went back out into the hall.

			The door that hid the attic stairs was still open, and although the pounding had stopped, she could hear Declan moving around up there.

			Rather than just waiting for him in the hallway, she opted to go downstairs.

			If it hadn’t been raining, she would have gone outside, into the open air. But since it was storming, she went through the kitchen to the mudroom in the back and opened that door instead, standing at the screen to be as close to the outdoors as she could get.

			That was where she was when she heard Declan coming downstairs.

			“Emmy?” he called quietly.

			“Mudroom,” she answered without much force.

			A few more minutes lapsed before Declan joined her. He leaned a shoulder against the door frame, looking at her profile while she steadfastly stared out the door, only seeing him peripherally.

			“Just a splash of whiskey,” he said, holding out a small glass to her. “I thought maybe you could use it.”

			Looking at the glass rather than at him, Emmy accepted the drink and took a sip. “Thanks,” she said, watching the rain again.

			“I was thinking about that little boy at the school in Kandahar,” Declan mused then, out of the blue. “The one who had a crush on you. I was thinking about how he kept trying to get you all to himself. How he took your hand that one day and pulled you into that tiny little closet with him and wouldn’t come out until his teacher made him.”

			Emmy recalled the four-year-old but only raised her chin a notch to acknowledge Declan’s words.

			“Being in that tiny little closet didn’t bother you at all. But that was before the explosion...”

			So that was his lead-in.

			Emmy didn’t respond to it. She merely went on watching the rain.

			“I’ve seen PTSD, Emmy.”

			“A lot of people don’t like small spaces,” she rationalized. “That doesn’t mean they have PTSD.”

			“Okay,” he said as if he accepted that. “I know you had your sister thinking you’re okay—when you wouldn’t see me before you left Afghanistan, I had Topher ask Mandy how you were doing. Word always came back that you were good, so I’m betting she never saw what I just did.”

			“I had an experience that changed a few things for me, is all,” Emmy said. “Other people have been through worse. Kids even.”

			“So...what? You don’t think you earned PTSD?”

			“I don’t have PTSD,” she said more firmly.

			“Well, you don’t seem to have lost interest in things, and you also don’t seem withdrawn or detached—not with your mom, not with the kids. As far as I can tell, you sleep all right...don’t you?”

			“I sleep great.”

			“You don’t have any problems concentrating,” he went on. “You aren’t jumpy or jittery—if you’re not in an attic...or other small spaces?” The end of that was probing.

			Emmy ignored it and challenged, “Let me guess—those are the signs and symptoms of PTSD and you think you’re an expert on it?”

			“No, not an expert,” he said patiently. “But I told you I’ve been evaluated for it myself—more than once. Maybe I couldn’t write a book on it, but I could write a pamphlet.”

			She tried to muster up a smile at his joke because it was a pretty good one.

			“How about nightmares? Are you having those?” he asked.

			“For a while I did but not anymore,” she answered honestly.

			“Anything else—besides the small-spaces thing?”

			“I wasn’t sure what it might be like to see you again at the wedding,” she admitted. “Hearing your voice at the hospital—I could hear it when you first came and wanted to visit afterward, even though you didn’t know it—hearing your voice again then was the first time I freaked out so I wasn’t sure if seeing you, hearing your voice at the wedding, might be a reminder. But I did okay through that. And since then I’ve made a few adjustments—”

			“Okay... And what about counseling—you asked me if I’d done that. Have you?”

			“I’ve talked to my friend Carla. I don’t need to talk to anybody else.”

			From the corner of her eye she saw him nod before he said, “Does any of your family have any idea?”

			She shook her head.

			For a moment neither of them said anything and Emmy had the sense she was being evaluated. She braced for his conclusion and for the argument she was ready to mount to defend herself for not having sought out therapy or other avenues of treatment.

			But then he said, “Well, I’ve known guys who can’t get through half a day without problems. Some who can’t function, who are wiped out by emotional and mental stuff. Just having an occasional event...that would be a huge win for them. I still think you can call what’s going on with you PTSD, but it isn’t as debilitating as a lot I’ve seen. Not by a long shot. So it doesn’t seem like you’re doing too bad with it.”

			That wasn’t what she’d expected. It wasn’t even what she got from Carla—who fretted about the fact that she had any lingering effects at all.

			And Carla hadn’t seen what Declan just had.

			It was strange, though, because listening to what he had to say—knowing he knew about the real thing—and having him take what he’d just witnessed in stride, was a relief of sorts.

			And it provided a kind of support she hadn’t found even with her friend because it confirmed what she thought about herself.

			Yes, she hated what had happened to her, hated that it had changed her at all, hated that she had these fears now and could be thrown into a panic attack. But she honestly didn’t feel as if she had any life-changing emotional issues from it—she didn’t find any less joy in life or in her family or the kids or even in the happy occasions her clients invited her into to photograph.

			Yes, at first she’d been overwhelmed by what had happened and what had followed it. But time had taken care of some of that, and she’d done a lot of reading about anxiety, a lot of research. She’d put everything she’d learned into practice. She hadn’t buried any of her feelings—despite the fact that she’d concealed some of them from her family. She’d talked and talked and talked to Carla. And she’d gotten better.

			She just wasn’t completely home free yet.

			But she had hope that in time the rest of the lingering effects would resolve, too. And here was someone who seemed on that same page.

			It was also freeing that Declan knew now what was going on and he wasn’t alarmed. He was acknowledging that she hadn’t come out of the explosion unscathed and unaffected, but he wasn’t making anything a bigger deal than it was.

			The muscles in her shoulders unbunched.

			She took another small sip of the whiskey to help things along.

			“But that couldn’t have been fun for you upstairs,” Declan said then.

			It would have been silly to deny that, but he went on before she had the chance to say anything.

			“All you had to do was tell me you didn’t want to get up into that attic, you know?”

			“I was hoping I could just push through it.”

			“Yeah, but if you had told me ahead of time, we could have taken it a little easier getting you up there, and maybe then you could have pushed through and conquered it. One of the things I’ve seen that really works is to take it a step at a time when something potentially triggering comes up. Kind of inch into it.”

			When she thought about it, that was sort of what she’d done with him at the wedding. She’d kept a great distance from him at first, only furtively looking at him from across the expanse. Then she’d looked a little more directly at him. She’d moved in slightly. She’d maneuvered herself into a position of being able to eavesdrop on him just so she could test what the sound of his voice did to her.

			Passing each trial without incident had given her the courage to take things a little further until she’d felt as if she really could see him, talk to him and not have the reaction she’d had initially.

			Still, what he was suggesting—that she could have opened up to him even before the panic attack—was something she’d done only with Carla. Carla, who she trusted, who she could confide in. But this was Declan Madison—someone she’d learned to keep at arm’s length. Not someone to trust or confide in.

			“So I should have told you?” Emmy said skeptically.

			“Yeah, you could have. There’s no judgment here,” he said. “I was there, you know? I know where you were, I know how bad it was for you—hell, I was scared silly I wasn’t going to get to you in time. Or that you’d be trapped under something I wouldn’t be able to move. Or that in the middle of getting you out everything would cave in... I get that it was a thousand times worse for you and it makes perfect sense to me that you came away from that with some aftereffects.”

			She hadn’t thought of that experience in terms of having shared it with someone, but she guessed that she had. And it helped to realize that, too.

			“I understand that you don’t want to make it into something more than it is,” he went on. “But sometimes you make a problem worse by not just airing it out. So if something else pushes a button for you, let me know and we’ll work through it.”

			The orchard came to mind.

			But still she was hesitant to confide in him of all people. It was one thing to accept his participation with the kids and the farm—he’d been like a brother to Topher, he was Trinity’s godfather and he actually knew how to farm. She had no problem admitting that he was a huge help and that he had every right to be there.

			But when it came to her personally? That was a different story.

			And yet as it sank in that he—unlike anyone else—understood what was going on with her and viewed it the way she did, she began to wonder if he might be the one person other than Carla who she could trust with this.

			Maybe.

			What if she kept it very clear in her head that trusting him with this didn’t change anything between them on any other level? What if she kept it very clear in her head that there was nothing romantic in any of this? That it was like seeing a doctor for a wart—no relationship existed beyond that. When she put it in those terms, it didn’t seem impossible.

			And it might even be beneficial. Especially with the work on the orchard looming.

			“Okay,” she said then, a belated agreement to his suggestion.

			“So is there something else you can give me a heads-up about before we get into another sticky situation?”

			“The orchard,” she confessed in a voice that was almost inaudible because she still so, so hated admitting it.

			“What about the orchard?”

			“I’m not sure I can go in there under those broken branches. Every time I even look at them I think about them falling on me...”

			From the corner of her eye she saw him nod. “Okay. I could probably take care of it myself, but when we get to that, how about we try to get you in there? See if we can’t work you through it? If not...you can leave it to me.”

			So no pressure. There was also relief in knowing that if she couldn’t do it, there was another option. That he could and would. That the burden and responsibility wasn’t solely and completely hers.

			Just knowing that gave her a bit more courage. “Okay,” she agreed.

			“Is there anything else?”

			“No,” she said honestly.

			Silence fell then and there was only the sound of the rain as the whiskey helped Emmy calm down until she didn’t even care that Declan was studying her from the side. In fact, she was beginning to completely unwind.

			“I’m a little curious about some other things,” he said then.

			“Like what?” she asked, relaxed enough not to be daunted by whatever he wanted to know.

			“When you wouldn’t let me visit you right after the bombing... Every time Mandy delivered the message that you weren’t up for it, she still swore to me that you were doing well, that the concussion was mild, none of the cuts were deep. She said she didn’t know why you weren’t up for it, but you swore you weren’t. I couldn’t help wondering if I’d done something wrong... But it was that the sound of my voice gave you flashbacks?”

			“You didn’t do anything except get me out of that rubble, and I was grateful for that,” she said as confirmation. “But yeah, I couldn’t stand to even hear your voice,” she reiterated quietly. “It didn’t make any sense but the sound of it... I heard you ask where I was that first time you came to the hospital, and then I looked out and saw you and... I knew it should have been all good. The sight and sound of the person who had saved me? How could it be a bad thing? But something about you just shot me back into that hole in the rubble—”

			“Flashbacks,” he repeated as if the light was dawning for him.

			“I didn’t mean to be rude, but—”

			“I was a trigger,” he finished for her. Surprisingly, he sounded as if he liked that explanation, though she couldn’t imagine why that would be the case. “But you got over that by the wedding?”

			“I didn’t know if it would happen until I actually did see you.”

			“And it didn’t.”

			“No.”

			“Did it not happen at all or did you keep it from happening by drinking?”

			That sounded like another testing-for-symptoms-of-PTSD question. “It didn’t happen at all. So I was drinking to celebrate that—along with the wedding—because that was the first really big sign that I was on the mend.”

			Another nod from him. “You were getting back to the real you then. At the wedding.”

			That seemed like a strange thing to say and she didn’t know how to respond. She settled on the most obvious reply. “I’ve always been the real me. The explosion just caused a few glitches.”

			“Were there any at the wedding?”

			The only glitch then had been his. Or maybe hers when she’d misread him. But either way they’d gone through enough tonight, and Emmy didn’t want to get into the wedding stuff now, too. So she merely said, “I actually felt like the wedding was a sign that I was getting on top of the explosion aftershocks because there weren’t any glitches. I’d promised Carla that if seeing you caused a panic attack, I’d see a psychologist. When it didn’t, even she relaxed a little on that and started to believe that I was doing okay.”

			He nodded again and let another moment go by with only the steady patter of the rain.

			Then he said, “You’re a tough little thing, aren’t you?”

			He said that as if he intended it as a compliment. But tough? That didn’t seem too flattering.

			She felt better enough to turn her shoulder to the screen and face him. Better enough to meet those intense blue eyes with her own. “I’ve never thought of myself that way.”

			“Not everyone could do what you’re doing—with your ‘glitches,’ with the kids, the farm... Even though you’re just flying by the seat of your pants, you still jump in, plow ahead...” And yes, he’d gone on in a tone that said it was all something that impressed him.

			That sexy mouth of his only got sexier when he smiled the way he was right then—more with one side than the other.

			It caused Emmy to lose her train of thought for a split second so the only response she could come up with was a shrug before she said, “I really am just flying by the seat of my pants—that’s true.”

			“There’s a fearlessness to that—no matter what attics or broken branches do to you,” he commended.

			Tough and fearless—again she wasn’t sure those were how she wanted to be described.

			But then she reminded herself of what was really between them. They were partners in dealing with the farm and the kids—but nothing more.

			Since she had to resist falling into thinking anything else, maybe it was good that his flattery was so utilitarian.

			Still, there was an intensity in the way he was looking at her that made it hard to believe there wasn’t a little something more in it.

			And when his eyes slowly drifted down to her mouth, she didn’t know what he could be thinking about except kissing her.

			Okay, this is where it gets dangerous, she told herself.

			He’d been great in the attic and in the time since then. When he was thoughtful enough to bring her a drink. When he was being supportive and offering more understanding, more solace than she’d found even with Carla. When he was being sweet and kind.

			Now here he was, this gorgeous man, looking at her with something almost simmering in those eyes. It all chipped away at her resolve, at her certainty that he wasn’t interested in or attracted to her. It sure seemed as if all of it might be leading to a kiss...

			No, she couldn’t think like that. She’d promised herself that she wouldn’t.

			Eyes wide open. No illusions...

			And yet it occurred to her that when she’d thought he was going to kiss her last night she’d told herself she was imagining it.

			But she didn’t know that for sure because she’d turned tail and run away from him. The only way she would have known for sure was if she had waited to see how it played out.

			And tonight she was going to do that.

			So she stayed where she was, she drank in the sight of that hella-handsome face that was all sharp angles and masculinity. She breathed in the scent of his cologne mingling with the rain. She could even feel the warmth coming from his big body.

			And no, she didn’t think she was imagining the electricity that seemed to charge the air around them.

			But maybe she was, because he didn’t kiss her. He just raised his eyes from her mouth and said, “How’s the bee sting? I should take a look at that, see if it’s better now that the stinger is out.”

			So no, he hadn’t been going to kiss her and she had been imagining things.

			Stop setting yourself up for this!

			“It feels better,” she managed to say, wanting to kick herself for building anticipation of a kiss only to face another fall.

			“Let me take a look anyway,” he insisted.

			Emmy returned to facing the screen and dropped her head forward while she focused on the evening air coming in and cooling her off, wondering once more why it was that every time she thought things were going one way with this guy, they went another.

			Wondering when she was going to figure him out so she could stop doing this to herself.

			He bent forward enough to see the sting and studied it. “It’s not as bad as it was but I still think it needs to be iced. I brought the frozen peas with me when I came down and put them back in the freezer—I think you ought to take them with you when you go to bed.”

			“Sure,” she muttered, trying to sound casual to make it seem as if nothing about the last few minutes had been anything more than friendly to her.

			But if the sting looked all right, why was he still bent over her?

			Then she felt his hand on her back again, the way it had been in the attic but different. He wasn’t bracing her, it was just there, lightly, making contact, connecting them.

			And then he did kiss her—on the nape, nowhere near the bee sting, at the very base of her neck. Gently, his lips barely making contact. His breath was a warm brush against her skin, and still it sent a rush of pleasure from that spot all through her.

			It was there for only a brief moment before he was gone and all that was left was a tingling where his mouth had been.

			“Just wanted to follow Trinity’s advice to make it better,” he said facetiously in a husky voice, finally standing tall again and rearing back, away from her.

			Emmy wasn’t sure what to make of that, so all she could think to do was play along. “That definitely did the trick—I’m healed,” she joked.

			She straightened up and turned to face him again, willing him to do more than that. To kiss her for real. On the lips.

			But he merely pushed off the doorjamb, took the empty glass from her and suddenly it was business as usual.

			After the wedding reception, she’d been sure that he was going to kiss her good-night and he hadn’t.

			Now he had kissed her, and she still felt as if she’d been left hanging. A little buss on the back of the neck just didn’t cut it. It only served to whet her appetite.

			And leave her wondering about him yet again.

			Had the kiss really only been playful, nothing but a joke based on Trinity’s kiss-it-and-make-it-better insistence? Or had it been something more?

			But there were no answers to be had, so Emmy closed the back door and followed Declan into the kitchen, where he was rinsing the glass and putting it in the dishwasher.

			“If you need help with Kit, wake me,” she said as she passed through.

			“Sure” was his completely bland and benign response before she took the bag of peas from the freezer and they exchanged good-nights. As if nothing had happened.

			Because maybe it had been only a joke.

			It just hadn’t seemed like it.

			And again with no answers she headed up the stairs to her room, still thinking about that kiss on the neck, still unable to tell for sure what was going on.

			But knowing without a doubt that until she had some certainty, she had to protect herself. She had to not get sucked in.

			And yet even after she’d made her way to bed and was resting on her pillow with the frozen peas on the bee sting, she was still thinking about Declan.

			Still feeling his lips on her neck.

			And as much as she willed it not to be true, it was still the feel of Declan’s lips on her own that she was itching for...

		
	
		
			Chapter Six

			“I didn’t know if I’d ever be saying this, let alone so soon, but yeah, I think you’ll pass your med eval—and not just for limited duty. I think they’ll clear you.”

			The words were music to Declan’s ears.

			On Wednesday his older brother, Conor, had arrived at the Madison farm with Conor’s old-flame-now-new-bride Maicy. After putting in a full day’s work at the Samms farm, Declan and Emmy had left Trinity and Kit with a second babysitter for the evening. Later on, they planned to attend a meeting of the organic farmer’s co-op in Northbridge.

			But first they’d made a stop at the Madison farm so Declan could see—and be examined by—Conor, who combined his medical degree with his overbearing-eldest-brother nature to fuss over Declan like a mother hen. While that was going on, Emmy was meeting with Kinsey to plan the wedding pictures.

			“Your range of motion is surprisingly good,” Conor continued. “There’s no swelling. If the pain isn’t enough for you to take a pain reliever even after a full day of hard labor—”

			“And after walking with a crying baby for hours last night,” Declan put in.

			“Then yeah, I think you could actually get back to your unit—if that’s what you want.”

			“That’s what I want,” Declan said resolutely.

			In fact, knowing he and Emmy would leave here to go into Northbridge—where he would see people he’d known and loathed while growing up—made him all the more eager to be back on the job. The idea of facing those people who had disliked and looked down on him was about as appealing to him as getting shot.

			But apparently that didn’t show because his older brother frowned curiously at him and said, “Seems like you’re in better spirits, too.”

			“Does it?” Declan countered, wanting—as always—to avoid another conversation about his emotional state.

			Still, his brother’s observation did make him think about his mood lately, and it struck him that he might be in a slightly improved frame of mind.

			He wasn’t quite sure why. There was nothing about losing Topher that had gotten any easier for him. Walking with Kit in the dead of night was actually an exercise in mental and emotional torture—every room he went in and out of brought memories of times there with the friend he’d lost. Every bounce, every jiggle, every whisper to that tiny baby boy in his arms reminded him that Topher had never gotten to hold his own son.

			And yet, in spite of that, he realized that his feelings of guilt, his remorse, even some of his grief, weren’t as constant as they’d been before. That he was weighed down a little less...ever since he’d talked about it with Emmy.

			Nothing she’d said had made him feel absolved. But thinking about Topher’s letigo motto had eased some of his depression. And he guessed that maybe it did help to know that Mandy hadn’t blamed him—that she didn’t seem to think Topher would have blamed him either.

			“This is the first time in eight months that you seem more like yourself,” Conor was saying. “The first time that it doesn’t seem like you’re just barely plugged into what’s going on around you.”

			Declan shrugged.

			“It’s a big deal, Dec,” his brother insisted. “You’re not making me worry about where your head is. You haven’t just figured out how to hide it better, have you? You haven’t reached some kind of decision...”

			That last part sounded ominous and it caused Declan to chuckle. “Wow, that was a fast trip from thinking I’m better to thinking something worse is going on.”

			Conor was studying him now. “To go from as down as you’ve been to calm isn’t always a good sign,” said the professional in his brother.

			“I haven’t made up my mind to do harm to myself—that’s what you’re getting at, right? I know for some people, making the decision can bring on a kind of peace, but that’s not what’s going on here.”

			“What has happened, then?”

			“Emmy has said a few things and... I don’t know... But I do know that you don’t have to worry about me. The body, the leg, are coming along and I’m ready to get back to where I’m supposed to be, to do what I’m supposed to be doing.”

			“So Emmy—the photographer, Topher’s sister-in-law, who’s now his kids’ guardian...” Declan and Conor were alone in the kitchen, Emmy was in the living room with Kinsey, and Conor inclined his head in that direction. “You’ve talked to her about...things?”

			Declan shrugged again. “It’s come up” was the most he would admit to.

			“And that had more impact than any psychiatrist or psychologist I sent around?”

			“Maybe it was just the right time for me to actually listen? I don’t know, Conor. I just know that you don’t have to worry about me. I’m doing okay.”

			“Because of the pretty little redhead.”

			“I wouldn’t call her a redhead. Her hair is just a little reddish, mostly in the sun.”

			Conor nodded his head sagely. “No denial that she’s pretty, though.”

			“Why would I deny what’s obvious to anybody who looks at her?”

			Another perceptive nod. “Hey, I’m just good with anything that’s helping you.”

			Declan couldn’t deny that Emmy fit that description, so he just didn’t say anything at all.

			“But you still want to go back to your unit?” Conor asked.

			“Hell-bent on it,” Declan confirmed.

			“Okay, if you say so.”

			“I say so.”

			Conor’s smug smile rubbed him the wrong way but Declan decided the best option was to change the subject. “Did Kinsey get any RSVPs from the Camdens?”

			That sobered Conor considerably. “No. But I suppose you know there was a DNA match.”

			“She told me.”

			“I wish there wasn’t,” Conor said somewhat under his breath.

			“You and me both,” Declan agreed.

			“But I guess Kinsey is happy about it.”

			“God, I wish she’d just left it alone!” Declan said, thinking again about going into town from here, about the stigma of their past and the potential for having it brought to the surface again, about how his only escape from it years ago had been to the marines, and how—now that Kinsey was intent on stirring it up—he just wanted out of here all the more.

			Although oddly that nagged at him a little, and when he explored what he had going for him here, he realized it was Emmy who came to mind. That he didn’t like the idea that putting this town behind him again meant putting her behind him.

			It was weird.

			It had to have more to do with Kit and Trinity and the farm, he reasoned. It had to have more to do with wanting to do something for Topher.

			Didn’t it?

			Yeah, that must be it. It wasn’t about the quiet time he and Emmy spent together after the kids were in bed. It wasn’t about wanting to hold her last night when she was upset. It wasn’t about wanting to kiss her so damn bad that he hadn’t been able to control it, although he’d restrained himself to kissing her neck.

			No, it wasn’t about any of that. He wouldn’t let it be about any of that.

			“I guess if the Camdens don’t show and Kinsey bottoms out, at least we’ll all be here with her. For her,” Conor said, cutting into Declan’s wandering thoughts.

			“Yeah,” Declan agreed vaguely, still half thinking about why he should be in any way reluctant to say goodbye to Emmy.

			Conor glanced at the wall clock just then and stood. “I was supposed to wake Maicy from her post-travel nap twenty minutes ago. I’d better go do that.”

			“Yeah, sure, you better.”

			“I brought a new beer that’s brewed in Denver—help yourself,” Conor suggested as he headed for the door.

			“I will,” Declan answered, thinking that a drink before going into Northbridge was literally just what the doctor ordered.

			He took a bottle out of the fridge, read the label before closing the fridge and twisting off the bottle cap to toss into the trash. Then he turned around and leaned back against the sink to take a drink, opting to stay in the kitchen rather than join Emmy and Kinsey’s wedding-pictures discussion.

			But he was still stuck on the thought that had been distracting him—why the possibility of something prematurely calling a halt to his time with Emmy bothered him.

			It wasn’t as if this was some kind of romantic rendezvous that he didn’t want cut short. They were just temporarily working at a common goal. There wasn’t anything else going on.

			Okay, a little maybe—what with wanting to hold her and kiss her last night. What with having trouble ever keeping his eyes off her. What with having trouble not thinking about her, day and night, too.

			But even so, it didn’t mean anything beyond a passing attraction. Certainly nothing that should give him any kind of reluctance to say goodbye to her.

			Especially when he still had reservations about her.

			Because he did still have reservations about her.

			Although...

			Learning about her panic attacks last night did explain a few things. It canceled out his concern that he’d done something wrong in Afghanistan to make her refuse to see him. And it left him with more sympathy for her. Sympathy and understanding—of course she would have refused to see someone who caused her flashbacks.

			So no, he didn’t have any more reservation about her based on how she’d acted that first time they’d met.

			But there was still the wedding.

			Of course he also understood that she would have been scared as hell to see him again, worried that he’d still trigger her.

			But once she’d known it wasn’t going to happen, she’d warmed up to him only to do a complete one-eighty the next morning for no reason.

			At least no reason he knew about.

			But he hadn’t known what was going on with her in Afghanistan either. Maybe he was in the dark about something that had happened at the wedding, too.

			And if he was, then maybe he was judging her too harshly.

			Maybe now that he knew the truth about Afghanistan, he should back off a little with what he’d been thinking had happened at the wedding. Maybe it hadn’t been unaccountable capriciousness and instead had a logical reason, too.

			On this third go-round together her disposition had been pretty steady, he admitted. Yeah, she’d been cool toward him at first but maybe that was for the same reason she’d been initially standoffish at the wedding—maybe she’d still been afraid that seeing him, hearing his voice, would upset the applecart. When it hadn’t, she’d progressively warmed up. Like at the wedding.

			And maybe she’d just continue to warm up this time...

			It took him a moment but he mentally stomped out that thought.

			Emmy had enough going on in her life already, and so did he. He wasn’t going to complicate things any more than they already were by kissing her.

			Conor had just told him he was doing well enough to pass his medical evaluation, so as soon as that happened, he could get back to where he belonged.

			Emmy was on a completely different trajectory and what she needed—what she deserved—was someone who could be a real and present partner for her. And he couldn’t muddy the waters they were in now just because he might be attracted to her.

			Okay, not just might be. There was no question that he was attracted to her and it got worse all the time—like last night when she was in the throes of that damn panic attack and he’d watched that indomitable strength of hers struggle to fight it rather than just cave into it.

			He’d had the impression that she hadn’t cared for his description of her as tough. But for him, seeing that in her only made him like her more.

			Add the things he was learning about her pluck and feistiness to that silky hair and that face he couldn’t get enough of, to that body his hands were itching to touch, and yeah, he was attracted to her.

			But he couldn’t let it run wild, and he wouldn’t.

			So maybe it would be better if he didn’t give her a second benefit of the doubt, he thought wryly. If he hung on to thinking she was just some prickly, unpredictable prima donna who could change on a dime for no good reason.

			No doubt that would be a whole lot easier for him to resist. And as it was, he wasn’t completely confident that he could resist what was going through him.

			But still, to be fair, he knew he had to reserve judgment on her day-after-the-wedding gear-switch now. Even if it did make things harder on him.

			Emmy just had more to her than he’d realized either of the times their paths had crossed before.

			And he had to remember that while what he was discovering made him like her even more—which made it harder on him—those things would serve Trinity and Kit well. It was just too bad that everything he liked about her made it harder to stop himself from touching her. He had to suck it up and keep his hands off her.

			Suck it up, keep his hands off her, get done what needed to be done here and then get back to his unit.

			And if the thought of putting her in his rearview mirror suddenly bothered him a little?

			He just needed to suck that up, too.

			* * *

			“So... First a standing ovation and handshaking at the town meeting and then more handshaking at the end of the co-op meeting afterward... I didn’t know I was going to be with a celebrity tonight,” Emmy teased Declan as they left Northbridge’s courthouse.

			“Yeah, what was that?” he said, clearly still as stunned by his reception now as he had been when it had all happened.

			They were walking along a nearly deserted Main Street, headed for the ice-cream shop.

			“I’m pretty sure it was what that old guy said when he announced he was proud of the man you’d made of yourself. I think they were letting you know that nothing that happened when you were a kid is being held against you anymore. That they appreciate you for who you are now and what you’ve done is all that matters.”

			“Not to Greg Kravitz,” Declan said as if that refuted her opinion. “I spotted him the minute we walked in—he was the guy slouching in the faded red sweatshirt just to the right—”

			“I know,” Emmy said, cutting him off. She decided now to let him know that she wasn’t a stranger to his bully. “I know who he is. I’ve been going to the co-op meetings, and he has a problem with the organic farmers—”

			“Something about organic farming interferes with his lawn-mowing and snow-shoveling business?”

			“He doesn’t like that the organic farmers don’t use pesticides. He thinks not using them basically causes more bugs on his bushes.”

			Declan laughed wholeheartedly at that.

			Lately he was smiling more readily, more easily, but that was the first time she’d heard such a spontaneous and genuine laugh from him. And as good as his smile was, his deep barrel-chested laugh was even better.

			“Bugs on his bushes?” he repeated. “He didn’t really put it that way, did he?”

			“No, but that’s what he gripes about in a nutshell. The point is, the guy is just a jerk all the way around. He actually thought it was a good idea about a month ago at a co-op meeting to tell me everything he didn’t like about what my sister and Topher had been doing as organic farmers, and then—as if that would make me want to go out with him—he asked me on a date.”

			“A date...” Declan said, not sounding as if he approved of that idea. “Did you go?”

			It almost seemed as if there was a tinge of jealousy in that.

			Emmy nixed that notion, telling herself if was ridiculous, and said, “No, I didn’t go. I could already tell he was a jerk. But tonight there must have been eighty or ninety people at the town meeting and I only saw three not stand for you. Plus there was all that handshaking... No matter what you say, that was a warm welcome and I don’t think you should let a jerk tarnish it.”

			“Yeah,” Declan conceded with a lack of vigor.

			He was clearly still embarrassed by the attention. But there was something else in his tone that said he wasn’t buying into the admiration without reservation either and it was that that Emmy addressed.

			“You don’t think the warm welcome was sincere?”

			He shrugged. “I’m just thinking that the reception would have been different if the whole Camden thing was getting a fresh airing out—the way it will if Kinsey has her way and publicly connects us with them.”

			Emmy understood that he had old scars from that. But especially after seeing what she’d seen tonight—through eyes that weren’t viewing it with the haze of distrust—she wasn’t as convinced as he was.

			“Or it wouldn’t change anything now that you’re recognized on your own for what you’ve done,” she persisted.

			Declan’s lack of response to that relayed the message that he wasn’t so sure, but since they’d reached the ice-cream shop he had a reason not to say more.

			Contrasting the rest of Main Street where most everything was already closed, at the ice-cream shop they ran into a bit of a crowd.

			Some were people they’d already encountered at the meeting but some weren’t. And while Emmy sensed Declan tense up again and knew he was wondering if he still might meet with negative reactions, he was again only greeted warmly.

			There were more condolences for the recent loss of his mother. More gratitude for his service. More concern for his health—stemming from a common knowledge that he’d been seriously injured. There were also more reassurances that while everyone mourned the loss of Topher, they were glad he had survived.

			Then Emmy and Declan were back on Main Street with their ice cream, and while Emmy was tempted to point out once again that things here were different now, she decided to just let it all sink in on its own.

			Instead she said, “I have to say, I can see some of the reasons Mandy liked it here. I know you don’t really agree, but I think it’s a nice little town.”

			“Good and bad,” he answered.

			“You were right about the ice cream—it’s great,” Emmy said, enjoying her fudge-swirled chocolate. “So what’s bad—not counting your own private hell years ago?”

			He handed her one of the napkins he was carrying.

			“Do I have ice cream somewhere?” she asked, assuming that was the reason and stopping to use a store window as a mirror.

			Granted it wasn’t a sharp image but all she saw was what she’d seen in the mirror at home before they’d left—clean jeans, a crocheted tank top peeking from behind the plunging V-neck of her lightweight red sweater, all ice-cream-free. She didn’t have anything dribbling down her chin either, and noted that the extra attention she’d paid to makeup tonight still served to make her look far better than she had after her day in the field. Even her hair had kept the bounce she’d put into it by carefully blow-drying it.

			Declan had stopped behind her, and since he was taller he was in the reflection, too. She saw him slowly shake his head, his smile sly. “Take a look at the napkin,” he instructed.

			There was a phone number on it.

			“What’s this?” she asked.

			“Mindy Hargrove’s number.”

			Mindy Hargrove was the woman who had scooped their ice cream—Declan had introduced them.

			“She wouldn’t give me the time of day when we were in school,” he went on. “But she slipped me that when you turned your back and whispered that she’s still single. The dating pool in a small town is limited and it can make for some dog-eat-dog competition—that’s definitely not a good thing about a small town.”

			Emmy almost thought that what she felt in response to the ice-cream scooper giving Declan her phone number might be jealousy.

			“Huh. Dog-eat-dog is a little nicer than I might put it,” Emmy commented. “For all she knew we could be a couple.”

			But she didn’t want Declan to know just how miffed she was. In order to appear as if it didn’t bother her, she said, “Of course you will need company at your sister’s wedding. Unless you’re just counting on another bridesmaid...”

			Oh, that wasn’t the tack to take, she thought after the words had slipped out, hating all over again how much his rejection of her that night had stung, telling herself once more that it shouldn’t have.

			“I don’t know what I’d be counting on a bridesmaid for...” Declan said as if he was confused by the remark.

			What he did with Tracy is none of my business, she told herself firmly. Any more than it was her business what he did with the ice cream scooper’s number.

			“I never liked Mindy Hargrove,” he said then, moving on from Emmy’s comment. “But you wanted to know what’s bad about a small town, and one of the things is that the social scene can get pretty stagnant for anyone who sticks around. You end up with Mindy Hargroves slipping their numbers to people they shouldn’t slip their numbers to, and Greg Kravitzes pouncing on newbies. So be glad you live in Denver, where you have more options.”

			Emmy chose not to say anything to that and instead handed him back the napkin—which he tossed into the nearest trash receptacle without a backward glance as they finished their ice cream and headed for the truck they’d come into town in.

			But once they were pulling out of the parking lot with Declan driving, he said, “So do you have better dating options than Greg Kravitz in Denver?”

			“I haven’t dated for a while,” Emmy answered with an edge to her voice.

			“No?” he asked. Then, as if it had just dawned on him, he said, “I don’t know why but I’ve just been figuring that you’re single... Maybe because I am... I mean, you haven’t mentioned anyone or been talking to somebody waiting for you in Denver or... But look at you—of course there’s a guy already in the picture so you don’t have to date...”

			“There’s no guy in the picture at all. Not anymore. Not since December.”

			“Sore subject?” he asked.

			“Aren’t most breakups?”

			“Not in my experience,” he said. “But this one of yours didn’t end well?”

			“It didn’t end where I thought it would,” she said with some self-reproach.

			“Do you want me to shut up or can I know about it?”

			It sounded as if he wanted to know, so Emmy considered telling him.

			It wasn’t a secret, she decided, so she said, “His name is Bryce Hutchinson—as in Hutchinson Industries.”

			“Bigwigs?” Declan asked as if the name didn’t ring a bell.

			“Definitely. Bryce liked to say that there wasn’t a building in the state that didn’t have one of their nuts or bolts in them.”

			“Rich bigwigs like the Camdens,” Declan said as if that similarity alone condemned her ex.

			“I don’t know how the math matches up, but I’d guess yes, like the Camdens.”

			“And both families are in Denver?”

			“Right.”

			“So when you were dating him, did you hang out with the Camdens—like at the same balls and galas and whatever it is the rich do?”

			“No. I mean, the Hutchinsons and the Camdens probably were at a lot of the same functions, but I never went to those. Which should have been a really big red flag but I didn’t see it,” she said with more self-criticism.

			“A red flag for what?”

			“For the fact that I wasn’t going to make the cut.” The contempt in her tone then wasn’t aimed at herself.

			“To be a Hutchinson?” Declan clarified quietly.

			“Yes. That’s what he said anyway. His birthday was December 1 and he said that since he was turning forty, he needed to settle down, get married, start having kids to carry on the Hutchinson name.”

			Emmy fought not to let the lingering hurt from those words echo in her voice. When she thought she had more control she went on, “But he said he’d thought it over and he couldn’t do those things with me because I just didn’t make the cut. He needed someone with experience in the same circles, with a higher pedigree—”

			“Like a dog?” There was outrage in that.

			“That’s what I said.” And it was slightly comforting to have someone else react the way she had.

			“He’d told me he wanted to have a special dinner that night, to dress up...” Emmy went on, unable to completely keep the hurt out of her tone. “I was so clueless, I thought he was going to propose. Instead the dinner was to cushion the blow—one last hurrah, as he put it—before we needed to halt our relationship so he could really get down to the business of finding a wife.”

			“Are you kidding?” Declan said.

			Emmy didn’t feel the need to assure him she wasn’t.

			“Where did you meet this guy?”

			“At a bar one night not long after the wedding...” Carla had suggested they go to help Emmy stop obsessing over the ego bruise Declan had given her. “Bryce was tall, good-looking, smooth, suave, easygoing. And very attentive—he made me feel like I was the only woman in the whole place.” Which had probably been the first thing that wasn’t the way it had seemed.

			“And the two of you were steady? Exclusive?”

			“By the end of that first night he’d asked for my number and I’d given it to him. I didn’t know if I’d hear from him or not, but he called five minutes after Carla and I left the bar to ask me out for the next night. And he kept calling. After about a month it was very steady and he said he wanted us to be exclusive, yes.”

			“He was hot for you,” Declan said with an edge to his voice this time.

			Emmy shrugged. “That was the impression he gave. For over three years...”

			“Were you hot for him, too?”

			She thought about that. She’d grown to care for Bryce. To hope for—then count on and look forward to—a life with him. At the very start, though? No, she couldn’t say she’d been especially hot for him. But the fact that he was hot for her had been exactly what she’d needed to prove she still had it after Declan had cast her aside for the party girl next door.

			But she wasn’t going to let Declan know that his actions had played such a big role in the start-up of her relationship with her ex, so she said, “We had things in common, shared interests, opinions, likes and dislikes—”

			“That’s not being hot for someone.”

			“Still, we clicked,” she contended. “And it was nice...” Very nice to be wanted. And although before that she’d been a cautious dater, never jumping into anything with anyone too quickly, she’d thrown herself into the relationship with Bryce.

			Unfortunately she’d been so enthusiastic that she’d also been oblivious to the warning signs.

			“So he swept you off your feet.”

			“He did,” she agreed. “With Bryce it was roses once a week, every week we were together—oh yeah, and a huge bouquet the day after he dumped me. The consolation prize, I guess. It was front-row seats to concerts and plays and sport events. It was wining and dining, being whisked around in expensive cars or limousines. It was—”

			“Dating that took you about as far from disasters and devastations and school bombings as photographing weddings takes you from what you used to photograph.”

			That gave Emmy pause. She hadn’t made that connection before.

			But when she thought about it she had to concede. “You’re kind of right,” she said in a voice that was barely audible and echoed with a bit of surprise. “Still, it wasn’t as if the splashy stuff was all there was between us or the reason I was with him. We could talk for hours right to the end of the relationship. He made me laugh. He said he never felt as good as he did when he was with me—those were actually some of his parting words. So it wasn’t as if there wasn’t more to the relationship than the perks. But we never fought and yes, dating Bryce couldn’t have been more pink and pretty—no chaos or conflict at all...” she admitted, suddenly seeing it through different eyes.

			She’d blamed Declan’s night-of-the-Brazilian-bombshell for her getting into the relationship with Bryce—a rebound of sorts.

			She’d compared misreading Declan’s intentions toward her at the reception with her much worse belief that she and Bryce were going to have a future together.

			And she still felt those beliefs were valid.

			But she’d completely missed the fact that dating Bryce had been so picture-perfect that it had helped distance her from things she’d experienced, from the repercussions she’d been dealing with after the bombing. Almost exactly like looking through her viewfinder at brides and bouquets and five-tiered cakes helped keep her miles away from images of flooded cities and buildings reduced to piles of bricks and people battered by war. She’d completely missed that being with Bryce had been another escape...

			“How was he with the post-Afghanistan stuff you’ve been dealing with?” Declan asked then.

			It almost embarrassed Emmy to say, “He didn’t know about it.”

			Declan took his eyes off the road just long enough to glance at her again. “He didn’t know about what? The issues you’ve had or—”

			“For a while he didn’t even know what happened. I told him about being a freelance photographer and then switching to the Red Cross after that. I said that after the last trip with the Red Cross I’d decided I wanted to stay in Denver to work, so I’d opened up shop to do wedding and special-event photography.”

			Declan’s eyebrows were arched in what looked to be more surprise. “Is that how you put it? You didn’t tell him any more than that?”

			“That was exactly how I put it.”

			“You didn’t tell him you’d been in a bombing?”

			“No. But of course my family knew and eventually Bryce found out through them. That was it, though—I told you, I only told my friend, Carla, about my issues and she’s kept my confidence, so no, Bryce never knew that part.”

			“You didn’t tell the guy you were involved with—for years—that you were going through some bad stuff?”

			“No.”

			“And he didn’t figure it out?” Declan asked as if he found that hard to believe.

			“If I was having a bad day I made something up and canceled whatever plans I had with him. And usually called Carla.”

			But now Emmy found herself questioning her big omission from a relationship she’d thought had a future. Still, in fairness to Bryce, she added, “Anyway, I was better by the time I met him—that was after the wedding. I did tell him I was a little claustrophobic—he knew that much—but he didn’t know that it stemmed from Afghanistan. Otherwise...Bryce was all about the future not the past, which was fine by me. I wanted to put the past behind me.” And she’d thought being with him helped accomplish that. But now? Now that Declan had given her this new view she said, “I guess it might have been less about sparing him and more about using being with him as a way of separating myself from it.”

			“If I was that guy I’d hate that you were in the thick of something serious and kept me in the dark about it.”

			“He kept me in the dark about the pedigree thing,” she said defensively.

			“So how close of a relationship was this really?” Declan asked kindly.

			“Yeah, okay, I can’t argue with that because even though I thought we had a future together, I was obviously totally wrong. I left out the ugly details of what I was working through. Meanwhile, he was misleading me, because even though there were signs I should have read, there was also him telling me he loved me and that he never wanted to be without me and—” Her voice cracked. She didn’t want to reveal more about how she felt she’d been deceived.

			Declan seemed to know that because he didn’t push her for more of those examples and instead said, “What kind of signs did you miss?”

			“That he didn’t ever ask me to the fancy galas and balls and charity things that he was probably at with the Camdens,” she said.

			“That does seem strange when otherwise you had all kinds of spectacular dates with him.”

			“He said he was doing me a favor, that the charity events were snooty and boring and tedious. He said he had an obligation to put in an appearance but I didn’t. That if he went alone he could drop in, make sure the people who needed to see him saw him and duck out—which was what he always did because he’d show up at my place afterward in his tux, get comfortable and we’d still have time together.”

			“But now you think he was deliberately keeping you separate from that side of his life.”

			“Yes. I was only introduced to friends of his who weren’t rich and didn’t run in those circles. And even though I met his family, it was just a few times and I wasn’t ever with them at the country club or at any of those society things. It all should have told me that I wasn’t going to make the cut when it came to him picking a wife. But I missed it...”

			“Yeah...” Declan agreed but he didn’t sound totally convinced. “I could see how you might miss it, though. It seems like he was riding the fence—you and his not-rich friends on one side, his family and social obligations on the other. It doesn’t sound like you should kick yourself for not knowing which side he would come down on when push came to shove—especially when he made it look like the other side wasn’t what he was devoted to.”

			“But obviously he wasn’t devoted to me either and I let myself believe he was,” she insisted. “If he was actually going to share his life with me, he would have included me in the whole thing. But I didn’t see that his keeping me away from it all was a message that I didn’t fit in.”

			Declan turned onto the road that led to the house. “So you didn’t look for ulterior motives. You weren’t suspicious. You trusted him. Those aren’t bad things, Emmy,” he pointed out.

			“I was gullible,” she claimed firmly. “I wanted so badly to believe that I’d found Prince Charming that I only saw what I wanted to see.”

			“I think you’re being too hard on yourself.”

			She didn’t agree with that. After all, she’d made the same mistake with him—choosing to believe that he wanted her when there must have been signs she’d missed telling her that it wasn’t true. It had left her feeling like a fool. With Bryce, she had wasted more than three years of her life because she hadn’t realized they’d never had the same dream for the future.

			Declan pulled up in front of the farmhouse just then and she let that be the natural end to their conversation as they both got out of the truck and went inside.

			The babysitter gave them the report on the kids, who were both asleep, and then Emmy and Declan walked her to the front door.

			After she’d left, Declan closed the door, leaned a shoulder against it and smiled a thoughtful smile at Emmy before he said bluntly and conclusively, “The guy came down on the wrong side of the fence.”

			Emmy merely shrugged. That sentiment from someone who also hadn’t chosen her gave his words less impact.

			But there wasn’t any more to say on the subject, so she let her shrug speak for her.

			It was late by then and evening’s end was in the air. But Declan didn’t move from that stance against the door. And he was studying her intently enough that it was clear he wasn’t ready to say good-night.

			Then he proved it by saying, “I had a long talk with Kit last night—man to man.”

			Emmy wasn’t really ready to end her time with him either so she played along. “How did that go?”

			“He listened up,” Declan claimed. “I told him that tonight, when he needed to be walked around, you’d be coming in from the big date I was taking you on—an evening on the town—so he should go a little easy on you.”

			“Did he agree?”

			“Well...” Declan raised his eyebrows dubiously. “You know how he can be—a little cantankerous. But I kept at him and eventually he said he’d try not to be too difficult tonight.”

			“I really hope he keeps his word. I mean, a night on the town in Northbridge? Who wouldn’t need rest after that?”

			“Yep, yep, yep...” Declan agreed. Then his expression, his tone, turned less joking, more genuine. “I did have a good time tonight, though...”

			“Sure, you were the man of the hour,” Emmy said with a laugh.

			“Nah, that didn’t have anything to do with it. It was the company,” he added pointedly, his stunning blue eyes on her. “I figured I’d eventually have to go into town, face everybody. But...” He shook his head for effect. “You don’t have any idea how much I hated the thought of seeing those people again, and going into it with you beside me? It helped. But even if the meeting had been a disaster, I think it still would have ended up being a good night just because of you...walking, talking, a little ice cream...” He smiled sweetly but devilishly, too. “That’s the part I enjoyed and I don’t think it would have made any difference if I’d had rocks thrown at me.”

			Emmy tried not to like hearing that, tried to take it with a grain of salt, but it was still nice to hear, and it still did please her.

			Even so, she worked to hold on to her reserve. “I’m just glad there weren’t any rocks thrown—that it turned out the way it did. I would have hated to have to go in there and kick some Northbridge butt for being mean to you,” she joked.

			Declan laughed wholeheartedly, genuinely, spontaneously—the way he had earlier, the way she hadn’t heard since the wedding—and the sound of it gave her goose bumps of pleasure, which she couldn’t explain.

			“I was counting on you, though,” he said, almost sounding as if it was true and he’d relied on her because he couldn’t take care of himself.

			Which he so obviously could, standing there towering above her with those enormous shoulders and the muscles that tested the limits of his white polo shirt.

			“Anyway,” he said in a voice that was suddenly quiet, “thanks for tonight.”

			Emmy merely laughed a little and shook her head as if he was being silly to think there was anything to thank her for.

			And then when she least expected it, his hand snaked up to the back of her head and he partially pulled her to him, partially leaned forward himself and caught her mouth with his.

			Their first kiss—at least the first on the mouth rather than on the nape of her neck.

			But it wasn’t anything like any other first kiss she’d ever had. There was nothing shy or tentative or hesitant in it. It was a solid kiss from the start as his lips parted and he kissed her like there was no tomorrow—deeply and as passionately as if the kiss had been pent up in him for a long, long time and had finally broken free.

			He came away from the door to wrap his other arm around her, to pull her up against that expansive chest, to press a big hand to her back as his mouth urged hers to open. As his tongue found its way to hers.

			It was a lot for a first kiss. And yet there was nothing in Emmy that balked. Instead it was as if that kiss unearthed something in her, something she’d buried long ago but hadn’t quite managed to smother, and the only thing she did was raise her hands to that glorious chest and greet his tongue with her own.

			On and on it went, that kiss from heaven—or hell—because at the same time it delighted and aroused, it also robbed her of the ability to consider consequences, or even think about anything else. Anything but Declan and how incredible his kiss was, how incredible it felt to be in his arms, how nothing else mattered in that moment but this kiss and this man and being in his arms...

			Oh, he was good at it...

			It was everything every kiss should be. Everything and more...

			Until he seemed to get a grip on himself just about when Emmy got enough of a grip on herself to realize they should stop.

			But even as tongues retreated and lips parted, met again more chastely, then parted for good, he didn’t let her go. His arm stayed around her, his hand still braced her head while he dropped his forehead to the top of it and said in a craggy voice, “Spiked ice cream?” It was half joke, half offer—a chance to give them something else to blame that kiss on.

			“Must have been,” Emmy agreed softly.

			“Should have brought home a gallon,” he muttered under his breath before he raised his head from hers, straightened up and slowly let go of her.

			Emmy forced her own hands away from him, too. “I better go get into floor-walking clothes before Kit calls,” she said, needing to put some distance between herself and Declan. It was all she could do to fight the impulse to reach for him and restart that kiss.

			Declan merely nodded, his eyes continuing to devour her as if he wanted every detail of her face engraved on his memory.

			Then he said, “The orchard tomorrow,” and that cooled her off some. “Are you gonna give it a try?”

			She didn’t know why but the thought of facing it with him made it easier. It even made her willing to attempt what had seemed impossible just days ago. “I am,” she said with some bravado.

			He nodded again, making her feel warm inside because it was laden with approval. “Okay then,” he said.

			But he still didn’t take his eyes off her and she had the sense that he wanted to kiss her again.

			As much as she wanted him to.

			But in the end, he didn’t.

			He stood a little taller, a little stiffer, and said, “I’ll see you in the morning.”

			Emmy took a turn at nodding and watched him go—filling her own memory with the sight of the backside that was as good as the front, and then appreciating one last view of his oh-so-handsome, oh-so-sexy face when he looked back over his shoulder at her before he disappeared around the corner.

			Which was when Emmy reminded herself that she needed to go upstairs and change clothes, get ready for the long hours of trying to comfort a crying baby.

			And when she also reminded herself that she was not supposed to be kissing Declan Madison.

			Despite the fact that everything in her was screaming for her to do it again.

		
	
		
			Chapter Seven

			“Okay, we’ll take it a step at a time.”

			It was a promise made in Declan’s deep, confident voice as Emmy stood with him on the outskirts of the apple orchard Thursday morning.

			“If you feel yourself start to take shallow breaths, take a couple of deep ones before you get all the way to hyperventilating.”

			Just thinking about going into that orchard had put her on the verge of hyperventilating already, and Emmy wasn’t sure if he’d noticed or was only giving what he thought was preemptive advice. Either way, she immediately took a deep breath.

			It helped. And so did knowing that she wasn’t in this alone.

			“I’m gonna start work on that nearest tree—” He pointed to it. “I want you to come as close as you can without triggering anything and pay attention to what happens—see that even when I cut a broken branch, I have time to get out of the way before it hits the ground. That I have some control...” He paused. “Try to ride out the anxiety when it hits...”

			Again he seemed to realize that merely talking about what she was afraid of was causing her some issues.

			“Look up at the sky, look around—see that there’s plenty of clear space, plenty of space to move to. Feel the open air all around you...”

			This time his tone was intentionally calming, comforting.

			He gave her a minute to deal with what was going through her. Then he said, “If and when you feel like you can, move closer. But know all along that anytime you need to step back for a minute—or call this quits altogether—you can. You’re only taking baby steps here. Don’t do anything at a pace that upsets you. If you start to feel overwhelmed, let me know and we’ll deal with it.”

			Emmy nodded. “Okay...”

			“It will be okay,” he countered more strongly than she’d been able to. Then he said, “Deep breaths,” as he went to the first tree in the orchard.

			This still wasn’t easy for Emmy. What she really wanted to do was run the other way. But she knew that avoidance only postponed the fear until the next time, it didn’t cancel it out. And she honestly did want all the fears she’d taken with her from Afghanistan to end.

			Now or never, she told herself, knowing that she was lucky to have Declan to walk her through this.

			As he worked, he explained what he was doing, what he was seeing and hearing, how he could test for dangers and maintain his safety if he saw any. It wasn’t unlike what he’d done in Afghanistan as he’d worked to get to her, and at first she worried that that similarity might be enough to give her flashbacks.

			But in Afghanistan there had been an underlying urgency even in his assurances that he was going to get her out. They’d both known she was in real danger. Now there was none of that awareness of a genuine threat. His tone was casual; he even made jokes.

			It also helped that it wasn’t only his voice coming to her, she had a visual to focus on as well, and that visual added some distraction. How could it not when, dressed in jeans and a chambray shirt, he was all muscles and masculinity at work?

			Plus, even though she would never let Declan know it, he provided an additional element to her drive to overcome her fear.

			Yes, she hated what had been happening to her since the bombing and she wanted it to go away. And she certainly didn’t want to have the potential for relapses like the panic attack in the attic or the anxiety she’d been suffering over the mere thought of the orchard.

			But deep down, she also hated having Declan see any weakness in her. And she liked—more than she cared to admit—when she saw his approval for what he considered her strength.

			As he worked without incident, keeping up a dialogue with her, she felt herself relax slightly and was able to move a few steps closer.

			“How’re you doing?” he asked when he saw that.

			“I’m feeling guilty for just standing here watching you work and not pitching in,” she confessed.

			“You have a job of your own to do,” he argued. “Just focus on that.”

			It took hours, and determination, but over time Emmy was able to move close enough to what he was doing to actually grab and haul away a few of the branches he left lying on the ground outside the perimeter of the tree.

			As it turned out, physical activity also aided the cause of clearing the panic from her mind. Dragging the limbs to the pile Declan had been creating, she decided that it didn’t matter if part of the reason she was so determined to conquer her fear was to please him. It only mattered that it worked.

			It was midafternoon before she thought she was ready to actually venture underneath one of the trees. When she told Declan that, he said, “Are you sure?”

			No, she wasn’t sure. She hadn’t been sure about any of the moves she’d made, and the thought of standing beneath the cover of those far-reaching branches did require more effort to regulate her breathing again, to avoid the panic that threatened to rise up and devour her.

			But with each of those baby steps she’d taken today, she’d had to wade through those same doubts, so she said, “I’m just going to try it.”

			As if he knew she needed a little extra bolstering for this step, he took off one of the heavy leather gloves he was wearing and held out his bare hand to her.

			Instead of replaying the terror or panic from memories of Afghanistan, she flashed back to that kiss from the night before, feeling that same hand in her hair, his other hand on her back. The memory helped her accept the offer as she slipped her hand into his.

			Concentrating on the warmth, the strength of it, made it easier not to think about the broken branches. But it did leave her unsure of whether the fast beat of her heart was due to the feel of his hand around hers or to the anxiousness. Still, she decided that that uncertainty was better than the knowledge that what was going through her was fear and fear alone.

			“Open your eyes, Emmy,” he suggested when she’d drawn a short ways under the tree and toward him.

			She hadn’t realized she’d closed them. But she did open them then, feeling a rush of fear at the realization of where she was, at the fact that the tree limbs blocked the sky from view, at the sense of being more enclosed than she’d been all day long.

			There was a gasp of air drawn into her lungs and then she heard Declan saying, “It’s all right. Take a deep breath. Nothing is coming down on you. You’re okay. You’re safe...”

			Her arms erupted in goose bumps but like the increase in her pulse, she wasn’t sure if that was because of the fear or the rich honey sound of his voice. But she did take the deep breath and then another and another—the way she’d been doing all day—and she began to feel the now-familiar calming coming in stronger than the fear.

			Still, she was holding on to Declan’s hand for dear life.

			It didn’t seem to bother him. He held on tight to hers, too.

			“How are you doin’?” he asked.

			“Okay,” she said unenthusiastically.

			“Do you want out?”

			She did. But she shook her head no.

			She forced her head back, forced herself to look up at the dense cluster of tree branches not nearly as far from her as she wished they were. At the sight, she needed to control her breathing again but she managed it with Declan continuing to reassure her. He seemed to know when she’d reached her limit and said, “Enough?”

			“For now,” she confirmed.

			“Okay,” he answered without any criticism. Instead he gave more encouragement when he said, “You did great!”

			Then he released her hand so she could get out from under the tree. As much as she wanted to get away at that moment, she also regretted losing his touch.

			“The hand-holding was good, though. That helped,” she heard herself say.

			“Then we’ll do it again the next time you want to try this.”

			And that, she thought, was more incentive than he knew to get her under another one of those trees.

			* * *

			“Decan can read a story tonight,” Trinity announced at bedtime.

			“He can?” Emmy said in surprise. “You want him to?” she asked to make sure she was understanding.

			“Wan Decan t’do it. You go ’way, Em,” the three-year-old persisted in impossible-to-predict three-year-old fashion.

			“Okay, I’ll go get him.”

			Because Trinity hadn’t yet agreed to have Declan read her bedtime story, Emmy and Declan had settled into a routine that left Emmy reading to Trinity while Declan gave Kit a bottle and put him to bed. Emmy wasn’t sure why her niece was switching things up tonight. She knew it was a win for Declan, but it hurt her feelings slightly to be banished and she worried a little that Trinity might be becoming attached to someone who wouldn’t always be there for her.

			It was her own fault, though, she realized. She’d been offering Trinity the option since Declan’s arrival here; now that the three-year-old was making that choice she had to let it play out. So she went to the nursery next door.

			It had been a long day in the orchard. Since the babysitter had left as soon as Emmy and Declan returned to the farmhouse, they’d taken turns wrangling the kids while the other showered.

			Declan had gone first so Emmy could get dinner started, then he’d readied the barbecue while she took a little longer showering and shampooing her hair, applying a little mascara and blush afterward. Then she’d slipped on jeans and a pink U-neck T-shirt over a plain white tank top that served to fill in the lowest dip of the U.

			Declan had also dressed in a pair of clean jeans and a T-shirt, though his T-shirt was a navy blue crew neck with the letters USMC framed by two massively muscled pectorals, which the T-shirt rode to perfection.

			Through dinner and the kids’ baths that evening, Emmy hadn’t really seen the rear view of him. But when she arrived at the doorway to the nursery it was the rear view she was presented with. Declan was standing at the side of the crib, cradling in his also-massively-muscled arms the tiny bundle that was Kit.

			From her vantage point she had an angled view and Emmy wasn’t sure what was the best part of it—the slightly-more-than profile of Declan’s broad shoulders narrowing to his waist and his to-die-for derriere, or the peek she was also getting of the baby in his arms while he said, “It’s my night for floor-walking duty, so what do you say, little man? Sleep through?”

			But regardless of which part was the best, Emmy reminded herself not to take any of it to heart. Declan wasn’t there for her viewing pleasure—no matter how much pleasure it gave her—and the fact that he’d been doing as much as he had with both kids was for the kids’ sake, for Topher’s sake, not for her.

			Don’t build things into anything bigger than they are, she warned herself yet again, knowing that was particularly important after their kiss last night and the day she’d spent with Declan being patient and understanding and caring and just all-around good to her.

			Despite his wedding fling with Tracy, Emmy had come to accept that he truly was a good man—a hero, even. He was someone who wanted to help her overcome her fears. Someone who saw a problem he could fix and dived right in. She told herself that he would do the same for anyone in need, that it had nothing to do with her.

			And that kiss last night? A weak moment, maybe? His reception in town before that hadn’t been anything like what he’d been expecting. And while he might not admit as much, it must have opened up a soft spot in him. The standing ovation, the heartfelt sentiments and welcome-homes that had gone with many of the handshakes and hugs would have done that to anyone. She’d been moved to tears more than once, and none of it had had anything to do with her at all. How could he not have been touched, even if he was a tough-guy?

			But being a tough guy, he hadn’t given in to the emotional impact at the time, and maybe instead it had come out later, with her, and—for some strange reason—turned into an impetus to kiss her.

			That seemed not only possible but likely, she decided. And she stuck to her resolve not to read anything more into it. No matter how hot that kiss had been.

			And now, seeing him so sexy and appealing and, at the same time, so loving with Kit, needed to mean nothing more to her than an attractive tableau. She could appreciate it like a visitor to an art museum without having any claim to it.

			After his request that Kit sleep tonight, Declan held the tiny bundle up higher and kissed the infant’s forehead. Then he told him to sleep tight just before laying Kit in the crib and smoothing his wisps of hair.

			Seeing that big hand so affectionately rubbing that tiny head got to her a little more.

			But she mentally sidestepped it, not letting it take hold, and—not wanting Declan to turn and catch her watching him—she finally went into the room as if she’d just arrived there and said, “You finally made the roster tonight—Trinity wants you to read her a story.”

			Declan straightened up and turned toward her, his eyebrows arched. “She does?”

			“She doesn’t even want me around—she told me to go away.”

			“Oh...that’s kind of rough.”

			“It’s okay, my feelings aren’t too hurt. I don’t think three-year-olds are known for their tact.”

			“I’ll bet it was the maple syrup I put in her oatmeal this morning—I thought I got a few points for that,” he said as if to blunt Trinity’s rejection of Emmy.

			“I don’t think it was any one thing—you’ve just gotten better with both kids. I’ve noticed that Trinity has been warming up to you more and more. I think she’s just finally gotten comfortable with you,” Emmy said, not only because she wanted to acknowledge that he’d been working hard at improving and that his childcare skills had grown, but also because she didn’t want him to use more maple syrup to curry favors. “But whatever the reason, you’re in demand and I’ve been exiled, so I’ll finish up in here and you go do that.”

			“Sure,” he said, heading out the door with an obviously pleased smile on his face, leaving her to turn on Kit’s sound machine and night-light. She took a peek at Kit, found him already sound asleep and then left the room, too.

			The faint sound of Declan’s voice reading Trinity’s favorite bedtime story followed Emmy as she went down to the kitchen, where she made Kit’s formula for the next day and finished the last bit of dinner cleanup.

			It was still reasonably early by then and the warm spring day’s temperature had lost only a few degrees even with the sun down. So, with a little time on her hands and the evening air beckoning, she decided to go out onto the front porch and enjoy it.

			On a whim she bypassed the wooden swing once she’d gone out the door and sat on the porch’s top step, letting the peace and quiet take away the last of the day’s stress. She sat in silence, thinking again about what she’d accomplished in the orchard and allowing herself the same sense of success that she’d felt when the sight of Declan hadn’t given her flashbacks at the wedding.

			“Hey,” Declan’s deep-voiced greeting announced from behind her just then.

			“Hey,” she parroted with a glance over her shoulder.

			“Want to be alone or can I come out, too?” he asked.

			“Come out,” she invited.

			He pushed open the screen and joined her, sitting beside her on the step angled slightly toward her, his back against the post of the porch’s railing. He bent the knee of his uninjured leg and rested a forearm on it, stretching the injured leg out in front of him. The pose made her think he was feeling some pain tonight even though he wouldn’t admit it.

			“What’re you doing out here?” he asked.

			“Just winding down.”

			“From the orchard still?”

			“A little,” she said, repositioning herself so that she was looking at him now, too.

			“I think you did great,” he praised. “What do you think?”

			“I think I did okay, too,” she said, unable to keep a hint of pride out of her voice. “I couldn’t have done it without you, though—so thanks for that. Maybe you should think about being a therapist or a trauma counselor or something.”

			“Nah,” he said, laughing wryly at the idea. “I may have picked up a few techniques by watching professionals, but that’s as far as I’d ever want to go with it.”

			“Too bad—you’re good at it.”

			He shrugged away the flattery. “I’m just glad it worked. I was a little afraid I might do something wrong and make things worse.”

			Emmy shook her head. “You didn’t. Having you there, doing what you did, only helped.” Although she’d had the added secret incentive of wanting to impress him, so for all she knew his technique might not have been as effective with someone else. But then, who wouldn’t want to impress him?

			For a few minutes they sat there silently before Declan said, “So...ever since we talked about what was going on with you after the bombing and why you wouldn’t—couldn’t—see me again then, I’ve been wondering about something else...”

			“What?” she said when he paused.

			“I’ve been wondering if there was some other upshot from it that happened at the wedding that I don’t know about.”

			“My issues from Afghanistan didn’t come into play at the wedding—that was the good part.”

			“Okay,” he said with some confusion. “So what the hell happened between when I left you at your hotel room door after the reception and the next morning, when we were supposed to have breakfast?”

			“Really?” she asked in astonishment at his question.

			“Yeah, really,” he persisted, looking all the more confused.

			“Did you not know that the walls in that hotel were thin?” she said incredulously.

			He shrugged. “What if they were?”

			Emmy shook her head in disbelief. “I heard you meet up with Tracy just outside my door. And I heard everything else that went on the rest of the night in the room that was right next door to mine,” she said, her last words overly enunciated to bring home her point.

			Declan’s expression went from an extended moment of even more confusion to light dawning. And when that happened, he burst out laughing.

			Humiliation rushed through her. He thought it was funny that she’d had to listen to him bouncing around in bed with someone?

			Emmy did not. And as much as she’d come to like the sound of him laughing since he’d arrived here all brooding and solemn and sad, she didn’t appreciate it in response to this.

			But she also didn’t want to reveal just how angry and upset she’d been—or how hurt she felt by his laughter now—so she took the tone she sometimes used when Trinity was being outlandish and said, “Of course it was none of my business, but I thought it was poor form. I didn’t want to sit across the table and eat pancakes with someone who was fresh out of another woman’s bed. If you even showed up—because I had my doubts that you would after that.”

			That made him chuckle. “Well, sure,” he agreed. But there was something gallingly superior in the way he said it. “Tell me exactly what you heard.”

			“Oh gross! Does that give you some kind of charge or something?” Even if he didn’t realize how out of line he was being, or how wounded she’d been by having his rejection shoved in her face, this was still crass on a level she really wouldn’t have expected from him.

			“Just tell me what you think went on that night,” he amended.

			Was he trying to find out if he had any deniability? Because he didn’t. And to make that clear, she said, “I heard you meet Tracy outside my door. I heard your conversation taken into her room. And then I heard...everything...”

			He grinned. Maybe at the memory?

			“So you think I dumped you at your door and hightailed it to some other woman’s bed.”

			Dumped was definitely how she’d felt.

			But there was no way she was going to let him know that. She held her ground with nothing more than an arch of one eyebrow at him.

			“All this time you’ve been thinking I’m a great big fat sleazeball?”

			There was nothing fat about his body, but Emmy didn’t want to think about that now. In fact, it occurred to her that this was a good conversation to be having after a day full of focusing on his terrific body as a distraction from her anxiety. A good conversation to be having after that kiss last night, when she’d had her hands on his pecs and had then taken to bed the memory of that to relive again and again.

			This was a reminder to her of just what she needed to be remembering.

			That helped her to show nothing but the cool, aloof attitude she wanted to have about this. “I’ve been thinking that you’re a guy who doesn’t pass up a one-night stand with anybody who offers it. And that that’s your business and none of mine.”

			He grinned as if he saw through that and repeated, “A great big fat sleazeball.”

			Emmy shrugged one shoulder, as if she was indifferent.

			Declan shook his head and said, “You have that all wrong.”

			“Okay, you’re not a great big fat sleazeball,” she said as if it didn’t mean enough to her to argue about.

			“I’m not, actually—because while I did meet that other bridesmaid in the hallway just after you closed your door, I also ran into the guy she was with. I don’t know who he was but she was wa-aay out of his league and he knew it. The guy looked like he couldn’t believe his luck, to the point where he didn’t seem to care that she was flirting with me while he stood right there. He didn’t even say a word as we talked. But I did what you saw me do the rest of the night—I pretended I didn’t know she was coming on to me, we agreed it was a nice wedding and I left them to go into her room. So whatever you heard after that point did not involve me,” he finished.

			Was that possible?

			Sound had traveled better through the door than through the wall. While she’d definitely heard Declan talking to Tracy in the hallway, nothing Emmy had heard had been distinct once the couple went into Tracy’s room. A male voice. A female voice. It could have been Declan and Tracy in the hallway, and Tracy and another man in the room.

			Or Declan could just be thinking fast and inventing a plausible lie.

			But she remembered that he had ignored or rebuffed Tracy’s advances earlier that night. And that seemed to lend credence to his claim that her flirting hadn’t gotten her any further with him in the hallway than it had previously.

			Emmy stared at him, seeing how completely unflustered he was—nothing like she would have expected from a guilty man—and it made her wonder if she’d jumped to a mistaken conclusion.

			It had been a logical one, given what she’d heard, she consoled herself. But still...

			Was it possible that she’d misconstrued something again? This time taking it to an extreme negative rather than an extreme positive?

			“You didn’t take the Brazilian bombshell up on what she was offering?” she said dubiously because if he was lying, she didn’t want to seem too easily swayed.

			He laughed lightly. “The Brazilian bombshell?”

			That had been a slip of the tongue. Emmy had only ever referred to her sister’s friend like that to Carla, and it was a little embarrassing to have Declan hear it.

			She didn’t know quite how to handle that, though, so she merely gave another indifferent shrug. After all, the name really did fit Tracy—who was from Brazil and most definitely had the body and the fashion sense of a Las Vegas showgirl.

			It worked because Declan went on to answer her question. “No, I did not take the Brazilian bombshell up on her offer. I wasn’t interested before I left you at your door, and I wasn’t interested after either.”

			He said that as if it was a plain and simple fact, without any desperation to convince her. Which gave his words more of a ring of truth.

			Emmy was uncomfortably aware of her penchant for letting her imagination run away with her. And as she sat there studying him, she thought about how perplexed—and slightly peeved—he’d been when they’d encountered each other in the hotel lobby the next morning. About his questions as to why she hadn’t shown up for their breakfast date. About his claim that he’d waited for her for over an hour.

			Even at the time she’d been surprised to learn that he hadn’t lingered with Tracy for too long to make the date.

			It made more sense that he hadn’t had an all-night romp and had merely left his own—empty—bed in time for breakfast.

			It also made sense that he hadn’t slept with Tracy after the way he’d failed to show any interest in her despite her flirting throughout all the wedding events.

			Plus Emmy couldn’t say that there was anything leading up to that muffled encounter outside her hotel room door, or anything after it, that pointed to Declan being the kind of man who would say good-night to her and then hop into bed with someone he’d been shunning the rest of the evening. Nothing that said he was any kind of a sleazeball, let alone a great big fat one.

			“You really didn’t spend the night with her...” Emmy said, more statement than question.

			Still, Declan answered it. “I really didn’t spend the night with her. Or with anyone else. I went up to my own room and hit the sack—alone, and looking forward to breakfast with you...”

			Simple, clean, no more to it than that. But as was her pattern—the pattern she was trying so hard to break—she’d taken it much, much further than that in her own imagination. And thanks to the way she’d jumped to conclusions, she’d missed out on having breakfast with him.

			You pay some high prices for building things up in your mind, Em, she silently said to herself.

			Then it occurred to her that he’d been the one not to do anything wrong, which meant he hadn’t earned the rude rebuff she’d dished out when they’d met in the lobby after she’d stood him up...

			“I guess I owe you an apology,” she said with a bit of embarrassment.

			“For leaving me hanging for breakfast? Yes, you do,” he responded lightly, clearly without any lingering offense.

			“I’m sorry for that,” she said by rote.

			“And for thinking I’m—”

			“A great big fat sleazeball for four years,” she finished for him, knowing where he was headed.

			He grinned. “And how about that crack you made last night? Something about how maybe I should take Mindy Hargrove to Kinsey’s wedding—unless I’d just be looking for another bridesmaid... That was a jab at what you thought I’d done with Tracy, wasn’t it?”

			“Kind of.”

			He nodded knowingly. And waited.

			So she sighed, once more took a tone of forced patience that she might use on Trinity, and said, “I’m sorry for the jab, too.”

			“Apologies accepted,” he decreed.

			Emmy wanted to change the subject and avoid any more talk of the wedding and her mistake, so she said, “Now I have a question for you.”

			“Shoot,” he said as if he had nothing to hide.

			“Last night when you asked me if Bryce was a sore subject and I said aren’t most breakups, you said not in your experience...”

			“Yeah...” he said.

			“Does that mean that your breakups aren’t sore subjects?” Because she couldn’t help being curious about his past relationships—and if they weren’t sore subjects for him then maybe she could do a little digging.

			He shrugged both of those brawny shoulders. “I don’t know why they would be.”

			“Because breakups can be painful and ugly?”

			“I haven’t had any of those.”

			“Come on,” she cajoled dubiously.

			“Okay, I take that back. I did have one bad breakup. My first one,” he admitted, sobering slightly. “With Hanna Sandoval.”

			“Your first love? If you tell me you were in preschool and that that was the only bad breakup you’ve ever had—”

			He cut her threat short. “I was seventeen—old enough that I should have known better,” he said ominously.

			“Why?”

			“By then things between me and the ‘good’ people of Northbridge weren’t all neat and tidy the way they were last night. And Hanna... Well, she was the sheriff’s daughter—a cheerleader, homecoming queen two years running, she volunteered with the elderly and at the hospital, babysat the mayor’s kids. As much as I was the town devil, she was the town darling. I should have known going in that it was doomed, that being with her could only make things around here worse.”

			“But you got together anyway.”

			“She picked me as her study partner in chemistry.”

			“And study partner turned into first love and she became your high school sweetheart?”

			He scowled at that and it delighted Emmy that he hated her putting a sappy spin on it.

			“Study partners was where it started and yeah, it grew into more than that,” he said, using the terms he obviously preferred.

			“It grew into a lot more,” she guessed.

			“We were hot and heavy. But in secret.”

			“Why?”

			“Because I was the town devil and she was the town darling,” he repeated as if that should have been a given.

			“Was that the attraction—the secrecy, the forbidden love? Or was it real?”

			His eyebrows arched again. “Seemed real. Felt real. Having to sneak around was just...lousy. But her father was the sheriff and we both knew he didn’t have any use for me, so we kept it quiet.”

			“Until?”

			“We had a pregnancy scare.”

			Emmy’s delight at goading him disappeared. “You had a baby with her?”

			He shook his head. “It was a false alarm, but before we knew that she felt like she had to tell her parents and...” He shrugged once more. “It was definitely ugly,” he said, referring to Emmy’s earlier comment about breakups. “Even uglier than I thought it would be, to tell you the truth. Her old man didn’t just hate me because he thought I was a troublemaker. When Hanna told him she’d been seeing me, he went berserk, threatened to throw me in jail, get me expelled, run me out of town. He said he wasn’t letting one of Alice’s—Alice was my mom’s name—one of Alice’s bastards ruin his daughter—”

			“He was in the Greg Kravitz camp.”

			“Apparently so. I knew he didn’t like me, but he’d taken me down to the station after fights a dozen times before and never once had he said a word against my mother. I guess he couldn’t keep his prejudices under wraps when he thought I’d gotten his daughter pregnant. It did kind of explain why he was always so ready to believe things between me and Kravitz were my fault—he considered me the scum of the earth.”

			Declan paused, then went on, “Anyway, thank God for Hugh. He threw back as many threats to the sheriff as the sheriff threw at me—abuse of power and unlawful restraint and a lot of stuff that I’m not sure was even real—but it kept me out of jail and in school.”

			“And when the pregnancy turned out to be a false alarm?”

			“Sheriff Sandoval laid down the law with Hanna—she wasn’t supposed to ever so much as say hello to me again. But it didn’t really matter. She told me that before the scare she’d been about to break up with me. That I was just her bad-boy phase—the gist of it was that she was finished slumming...”

			Emmy flinched. “No!” she said, hating that the Camden issue had come into play with his first love on top of everything else it had infected.

			“Yeah, made me feel pretty stupid for thinking there was any more to it on her part,” he admitted.

			Because there had been more to it on his part, Emmy thought. But what she said was “It must have hurt.”

			Declan shrugged that off, too, but Emmy didn’t believe it had been easy for him. “I only had about six more months here after that. I went to school, stuck even closer to home the rest of the time... It did make me all the more happy to get the hell out of here when graduation day finally came, though.”

			“I’m sorry, Declan.”

			He chuckled. “This is ancient history we’re talking about, you know?”

			“Still. Do they live here now?” she asked.

			“They actually moved out of town a couple of weeks before I left—Sandoval got a job somewhere in Idaho.”

			“Good,” Emmy said.

			But hearing about the rocky road of his first love didn’t satisfy her curiosity about his adult relationships. In fact, it made her wonder how that rocky road might have influenced them. And since he was intent on not making a big deal out of that long-ago romance, she moved on with her questioning.

			“What about once you left here? Have you not let anyone get close to you since then?” she asked, thinking that she couldn’t blame him if he hadn’t.

			“Hanna didn’t scar me for life, if that’s what you’re thinking. There were a couple of girls in college and I’ve had my share of relationships since then. Just nothing that’s gotten too serious.”

			“Because you haven’t let it?”

			“Just because it hasn’t happened. It’s not like I come across a lot of women on a daily basis—there are some that I work with, but there are regulations against fraternizing with anyone under my command. When I do meet someone and something starts...well, about the time it gets going I deploy, and there’s a long gap with pretty sparse contact. By the time I might be able to pick things up again there just hasn’t been anything left to pick up. Being involved with someone in the military means a lot of waiting around for them.”

			Emmy couldn’t dispute that. “Yeah, sometimes I didn’t know how Mandy could do it.”

			“Topher was lucky,” Declan concluded. “And then, too, I can’t say I’ve put a lot of energy into finding anyone who might be interested in making it work. I’ve always just figured it’ll happen or it won’t.”

			“Don’t you want it to?”

			“I’ve been okay just coasting, I guess. Up until now I’ve thought of the marines as my family... I mean, along with my siblings. And I guess so far it’s filled the bill.”

			He was looking out at the farm and there was something in his expression, in the almost fondness for the place that she thought she saw there, that made Emmy wonder something else. “There are a lot of past tenses in that—you’ve been okay coasting, up until now you’ve thought of the marines as your family. So far other things have filled the bill...” she said. “Are you changing your mind?”

			“I don’t know. I’ve put everything into the service, into where it feels like I belong. To tell you the truth, the idea of getting too serious with anyone has always seemed like signing on to answer two masters. I wouldn’t want my wife—or kids if I had them—to feel like they weren’t my first priority, you know? So instead I’ve just devoted myself to the marines and enjoyed casual relationships with women. But seeing for myself what Topher had? What he would have come home to?”

			He turned to look at her, the small smile returning, his eyes holding hers. “I gotta say—now that I think about it—being here, seeing all Topher had... What I’m going back to doesn’t seem as... I don’t know, as full, I guess. Or maybe that’s just because Topher won’t be there...”

			He’d been in such a better mood recently, and Emmy didn’t want to see his doldrums return, so she quickly moved on from his reference to his lost friend. “You could go back and look for someone willing to wait around for a military man,” she suggested quietly, hating the idea of him with someone else but wanting to present him with something hopeful to counter his darker feelings.

			It worked, because he laughed the laugh she liked. “I haven’t thought about anything but getting myself in shape to go back.” But then he was looking at her with something new in his eyes. Something that seemed all about her when he added, “Until lately...”

			Emmy warned herself not to read too much into that. But just as she mentally cautioned herself, he closed the small distance between them and kissed her.

			He kept his hands to himself and only his mouth found hers in a kiss that was more like a first kiss than their actual first kiss had been. At least that’s how it started—lips barely parted and the unspoken question in it that left the opportunity for her to cut him off.

			But that was the last thing Emmy wanted to do when she’d spent the past twenty-four hours just wanting to kiss him again.

			And now there they were.

			So she answered that unspoken question by leaning into the kiss.

			And when that was the answer she gave, he took the kiss a step further and once again sent his tongue to play, his hands to cup her head.

			She’d tried all day to tell herself that their first kiss might not have been as good as she remembered. But she realized now that she’d only been kidding herself. The man could definitely kiss! And that tongue of his? He rolled it just so and made it a little wicked, enticing her all the more.

			Her hands had ached to reach for him again so she did, laying her fingers on his chest until he dropped his to her back, wrapping her in arms that pulled her toward him and urged her arms around him, too.

			Not that having his broad shoulders and sinewy back under her palms was a letdown because it so, so wasn’t. Any more than having his hands splayed on the flat of her back was.

			Those big hands held her with just the right amount of pressure, of command, his long fingers pressing into her in a sublime massage as his mouth opened even wider over hers and the kiss grew hotter and hotter by the minute.

			Hot enough to burn away Emmy’s better judgment and leave her a mass of quivering, yearning flesh crying out for his hands on more than her back.

			Her breasts swelled to the limits of the lacy bra she’d put on after her shower, feeling as if they were threatening to burst through the cups with the hard points of nipples shouting for attention from him.

			Even her thighs seemed to have a mind of their own, spreading enough so that when Declan pulled her nearer still and up onto his lap, there was a place for him as she straddled him.

			On they went, kissing with abandon. Emmy found the bottom of his T-shirt, sliding her hands underneath it so she could feel not just his powerful back but the warm, sleek skin that contained the muscles that made it so powerful.

			That initial meeting of her hands to his skin caused him to groan faintly, a sound of pleasure that made her smile.

			And want even more from him.

			Which she thought he might give when he took his own turn at sliding his hands under both layers of her shirts.

			He delivered, boldly unhooking her bra and bringing both hands around to cup her breasts as if he’d read her mind and knew she wanted him to.

			Kissing wasn’t his only talent as he showed her the skills of hands that had no timidity, hands that kneaded her flesh and teased her nipples into diamond-hard crests that screamed for even more attention.

			And then there was more after a moment when he took his hands away, clasped her hips to pull her tight against him and then deserted her mouth and finessed her shirts and bra up above one breast to kiss his way to her nipple.

			The cool night air was chilly on her bare skin, adding an even greater component to her arousal. Her back arched and there was a moment’s delay before she realized that the moan she heard had come from her this time.

			He drew her into his mouth and awakened things even his hand had left sleeping, flicking the tip of her breast with his tongue, nibbling tenderly.

			And turning her on until she approached the edge of no return.

			The edge she caught herself from falling off as she suddenly asked herself what she was doing. And how far she was going to let this go.

			There was no question that her body was crying out for her to let this go all the way. She just wasn’t completely sure she should listen to it.

			Maybe her success in dealing with the orchard today had gone to her head. Maybe there was a part of her that was celebrating and causing her to act a bit recklessly. But she didn’t want to be reckless and end up regretting it.

			So since she couldn’t be sure at that moment if this was the right thing to do, she knew she had to deny her body what it wanted so desperately and end this before she did go over the edge.

			“Ohhh...we have to stop...” she said, as much a complaint as a command.

			“Do we?” he asked as if he thought she might be mistaken.

			But she convinced herself all over again that she wasn’t and said, “We do.”

			The tip of his tongue took one more circle around her nipple and then left it to air-dry while his mouth raised up to recapture hers in another kiss that threatened every resolve she’d ever had.

			But even as her desires for him made it more difficult for her to pull away, he still did his best to right her clothes, even refastening her bra with a surprising expertise.

			He went on kissing her for a while afterward. And she left her hands under his shirt as she reconsidered. It was just so hard to actually make something stop that she really wanted to continue.

			But it was Declan who rewound the kiss until it was chaste again. Who moved his hands from her body to cup either side of her face, making the kiss sweetly innocent.

			He did mutter a disappointed groan when she forced herself to take her hands out from under his shirt, but other than that he gave her what she’d asked for and finally called a halt to it all, ending that kiss, too.

			His hands dropped away from her face then and fell to her hips, lifting her off his lap and replacing her on the porch floor.

			He took a deep breath and wilted—as much as the marine in him seemed capable of wilting—back against the railing post, studying her again.

			“What’s going on with us do you think?” he asked.

			Emmy shrugged elaborately, her shoulders going high before dropping back into place, because it was the only answer she could give as she reminded herself that she couldn’t leap too far ahead, that she needed to think rationally and avoid jumping to conclusions. She knew there was something about him that made her want to throw caution to the wind, but before she could let that happen she had to be sure they were on the same page, wanting the same things.

			He didn’t seem to have an answer to his question either and instead just went on looking at her with those penetrating blue eyes.

			Then, as if there wasn’t an answer to be had, he sighed again and said, “Kinsey’s rehearsal and dinner are tomorrow night.”

			“I know. I’m taking the pictures.”

			“Will you be my date?”

			That surprised her. But maybe he wanted to make sure that things were clearer for tomorrow night than they had been at Mandy and Topher’s wedding, than they had been right up to that moment. Maybe this was the first step to letting her know they were on that same page after all.

			“I will,” she said, liking that clarity.

			He smiled another of those small smiles and went on looking at her intently before the smile went devilish and in a gruffer voice he said, “I’m going to sit out here for a few minutes and cool off. It’d probably help if you went in.”

			“Okay,” she agreed. Not that she wanted to because she didn’t. But it was getting progressively more difficult for her to be out there with him and not go back to what they’d been doing moments before.

			She got to her feet but as she did he caught her hand in his and tugged her toward him. He stretched his torso up enough to kiss her again—another hotter-than-hot kiss that nearly brought her to her knees before he ended it and let go of her hand.

			“Maybe you’d better lock your door tonight,” he joked.

			Emmy just laughed, said, “Good night,” and went inside.

			But not only didn’t she lock her door when she got to her bedroom, she almost left it open.

			Until she summoned what little was left of her willpower and slowly, quietly shut it.

			Wishing it was as easy to shut off all he’d turned on inside her.

			And wondering if even a night’s sleep could accomplish that.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eight

			“Did you know that in the years after we all left, Mom and Hugh got that involved here?” Liam asked Declan as the two of them stood in a corner of the church basement watching guests come in through the basement’s open double doors.

			Liam and his wife and kids had arrived in Northbridge only an hour before the wedding rehearsal. It had been on the hillside behind the Madison family farmhouse where the ceremony and reception were to be held. But the rehearsal dinner was in town. Declan and Liam had given the officiating reverend a ride home after the rehearsal, and during that drive he’d told the two about jobs on the farm that their parents had given numerous townsfolk who were down on their luck. About help they’d given elderly people around Northbridge—before they’d become elderly themselves. About how, once the kids were gone, the Madisons had volunteered to run the local food bank and even quietly initiated and sponsored a program that provided backpacks full of food to be taken home over weekends and holidays by children who usually depended on the school’s free breakfasts and lunches.

			“I didn’t have any idea,” Declan answered, as surprised as his twin to hear that their mother and adoptive father had become such philanthropists when their nest had emptied. “Every time I had stateside leave I either flew them to meet me wherever I was or we met in Vegas. I haven’t been back in Northbridge since I left, so no one here could have told me. And not once in any of that time did either Mom or Hugh ever say a word to me about it.”

			“The part I can’t believe is that there was a committee formed to throw this dinner tonight on their behalf, to stand in for them since they aren’t here now to do it for Kinsey themselves,” Liam went on with the other part of what the reverend had revealed. “Though they’re doing it to thank Kinsey along with honoring Mom and Hugh. Did you know that when she moved back to Northbridge to take care of Mom at the end, she also helped out with some home nursing for other people around here without being paid for it? That that’s why half the town is expected to come to the wedding?”

			“I knew Kinsey had helped out one neighbor when she was here, but I didn’t know it went beyond that,” Declan said. “Apparently we’ve really been out of the loop.”

			“I guess deployment will do that,” Liam said.

			“I guess...”

			“Speaking of which, I heard you got a hero’s welcome the other night,” Liam said then.

			“The whole thing is just bizarre,” Declan said, embarrassed to talk about that.

			He was still finding it difficult to grasp his own reception, let alone to believe Northbridge had taken such a complete turnaround. Was it really possible that the passage of time and some good deeds had redeemed their family from scandal? Or had he been wrong to assume the whole town had been against them all along, rather than just a handful of vocal antagonists?

			Uncomfortable with these ideas, Declan changed the subject. “How does it feel being a civilian?”

			“It doesn’t feel like I’m really a civilian yet—it still just feels like extended leave. I have to remind myself every morning that I actually resigned,” Liam answered with a laugh.

			“I wasn’t sure you could go through with it.”

			Liam shrugged. “Things just changed for me. Finding out I have kids... Meeting Dani...”

			“Any regrets?”

			“No,” Liam answered, his lack of hesitation also surprising Declan. “I know—if somebody had told me a year ago that I’d be where I am today, I’d have said never gonna happen. But it just did. And this feels right for me now. As much as the marines felt right for me before.” Liam glanced over at Declan. “How about you?” he said.

			“Me?”

			Liam tossed a nod toward Emmy, who was taking pictures of the tables, the centerpieces, the people arriving with casseroles and Crock-Pots and covered dishes. “You’re keeping pretty good tabs on Topher’s sister-in-law—that’s how it started with me and Dani...”

			“You’re imagining things,” Declan denied, even though he knew he was guilty of tracking Emmy’s every move. He hadn’t been able to keep his eyes off her for long all through the rehearsal or since they’d come here.

			But she looked so good...

			She was dressed in a simple gray-and-white-striped dress that followed her every curve until it flared at the very bottom. The straight-across top was held in place by thin straps that left enough bare skin to have been whetting his appetite ever since she’d walked downstairs tonight. Her hair was a little curlier than usual, a little bouncier, and she had on just enough makeup to accentuate her natural beauty without distracting from it. And he couldn’t help enjoying the view.

			That was all there was to it, though. Liam was just off the mark.

			“The marines are still right for me,” Declan said. “I keep wondering how you could opt out—I mean, Conor, sure. He was always a doctor first, military second. But you and me...”

			“Things change,” Liam repeated. Then he added, “You can’t deny that you’ve made a pretty big change yourself.”

			“Me?” Declan said, still thinking about Emmy, recalling last night on the front porch and not totally following what his brother was saying.

			But now it wasn’t Emmy on his brother’s mind, Declan realized as he started listening to what Liam was saying.

			“I picked you up from rehab and drove you to the airport to get on the plane to come here, remember? I couldn’t get two words out of you and there was a dark cloud hanging over you. Now here you are, nearly yourself again. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not complaining. But when Conor told me you were in better spirits here I thought he must be joking—you always hated Northbridge, and I thought being around a million reminders of Topher being gone would just make it worse. But here you are...”

			Declan was looking at Emmy again before he pulled his glance away to address part of what his brother had said. “There are a million reminders of Topher,” he agreed. “But most of them are good ones. Actually, being here has helped me remember those and where we all started and why we all wanted to serve—”

			“And how Topher wouldn’t have blamed you for his death the way you blamed yourself?” Liam prodded.

			Declan shrugged, conceding to that. “Emmy convinced me that Mandy didn’t blame me either. And apparently not even Northbridge does,” he finished somewhat under his breath and more to himself than to his brother.

			“That’s because there’s no blame to be laid on you,” Liam said firmly.

			“Still not easy to live with,” Declan muttered.

			“It’s not easy for any of us to live with losing Topher,” Liam said solemnly.

			“Yeah,” Declan agreed. But being here had actually led him to understand that he wasn’t alone in the loss—the way he’d been feeling since hitting that IED.

			In fact, being here had made him face that that loss was as great or greater to other people—to Mandy before she’d died herself, and to Trinity and Kit down the road when they would grow up without a father. Even to Emmy, who’d turned her life upside down to raise Trinity and Kit and take care of the farm. And she did it all good-naturedly—it was hard to go on wallowing the way he had been in light of that.

			He found her again with his eyes, and apparently that renewed his brother’s suspicions.

			“There you go, watching Topher’s sister-in-law again.”

			“No big deal,” Declan claimed.

			“She liked you. She didn’t like you. She liked you. She didn’t like you,” Liam said, chronicling the ups and downs with Emmy that Declan had complained to him about along the way. “Do you like that you never know what you’re in for with her from one minute to the next? Does it keep you on your toes or something?”

			“There were reasons for all that,” Declan said, going on to explain what he now knew had happened both in Afghanistan and at Topher’s wedding.

			“All right,” Liam allowed when he was finished. “Does that mean she’s okay, then? That you aren’t just waiting for the flip side to show up at any minute?”

			Declan couldn’t say he was 100 percent sure of that. Especially not when he’d come to want her so much that it made him wonder if he was giving her a faster pass to forgiveness than he should. And even with everything explained, she did still run a little hot and cold—he was sure she wanted him, but she kept holding herself back and he wasn’t sure why...which was driving him to distraction.

			Because he did want her. After last night it was damn near eating him alive.

			But before he could come up with an answer for his brother, he sensed Liam tense up and followed Liam’s gaze to the basement doors again.

			“Oh, this will make Kinsey’s night...” Liam said for Declan’s ears only as the two of them watched a large group of people walk in together.

			It took Declan a moment to recognize them from the newspaper and magazine pictures that his sister had shown him along the way.

			But after that moment, he knew who he was looking at.

			The Camdens had just arrived.

			* * *

			Through her viewfinder, Emmy saw a large group of people file into the church basement all at once for the rehearsal dinner. That wasn’t strange—people had been coming in steadily for the past twenty minutes. But it was the quiet that fell over the party room followed by a ripple of whispers that told her something out of the ordinary was happening.

			Then she heard the Camden name among the whispers around her, took a closer look at the faces of the new arrivals and realized that they were, indeed, the Camdens that she’d seen in pictures when she’d looked them up after talking to Declan about his family ties.

			Emmy knew that Kinsey would be thrilled, so she captured an image of the surprise on the bride’s face, the touching smile and tear-filled eyes that followed it. Then she began to take rapid shots of the Camdens themselves to chronicle that arrival.

			But at the same time it was really Declan who was on her mind. Declan who she began to inch her way toward even as it changed the angle of her pictures.

			She didn’t quite understand what was pushing her in his direction at the expense of her photographs—nothing had ever done that before. She just felt a need to get to him, wanting to support him through this moment he’d been dreading.

			It was silly because standing together in the corner, Declan and his identical twin brother were a wall of tall human steel that looked as if they could withstand anything.

			But she knew that Declan had lived through too many hard knocks over his mother’s relationship with a Camden. And even though she didn’t completely understand it, she wanted to at least be by his side.

			So, continuing to take pictures along the way, that was where she went.

			The minute she got to him—thinking of nothing but how to make sure it wasn’t obvious—she reached a hand down to his, squeezed it hard and then let go.

			He shot her a quick glance, the stone-cold expression on his face cracking into the bare hint of a curious smile that only lasted a split second before it disappeared. And yet in that split second it made Emmy feel as if they’d formed a united front that she could only hope might help him get through this.

			From that moment on she made a concerted effort not to be far from Declan’s side. She still did her job, documenting the whole event for Kinsey and Sutter, she just never did it far from Declan.

			She had more than enough shots by the time the first of the guests began to leave and when she let Declan know that, he used the excuse of needing to get home to Kit and Trinity for them to be among the departees.

			As he drove them home he was as solemn and quiet as he’d been when he’d first come to Northbridge. But Emmy left him to it, thinking that he probably needed some time for what had happened to settle.

			Once they reached the farm he disappeared into the back of the house while she got the report on the kids from the fifty-year-old babysitter. She and Miss Mona also discussed the babysitting plan for the wedding the next day, including the agreement for Miss Mona to bring the kids home afterward and stay with them until Emmy and Declan were able to leave the reception. Then Emmy paid her and let her go.

			Once the front door was closed and locked, Emmy went quickly up the stairs to peek in on the kids, making sure they were sleeping peacefully before she retraced her steps down to the house’s first level again in search of Declan.

			She found him leaning over the island counter in the kitchen.

			He’d removed his sport coat and tie, opened the collar button on his shirt and rolled the sleeves to midforearms. His arms were stretched out to brace him while his hands were flat to the granite.

			Emmy eased her high heels off and left them where she knew Trinity would find them in the morning and have fun trying them on. Then she joined Declan on the opposite side of the counter and said, “How’re you doing?”

			He breathed a short humorless laugh and raised his head from where it was hanging between his shoulders just enough to look at her from beneath his dark eyebrows. “I don’t know. I don’t know much of anything tonight.”

			“Strange night,” Emmy said. “Not only did you have to be with a lot of the town again, but all of the Camdens, too? And there’s a lot of them.”

			“Ten who are around our ages, plus their ten spouses, plus GiGi—the grandmother—and her husband. That adds up to twenty-two,” he said.

			“Good thing they all brought food—that would have been a lot of extra mouths,” Emmy offered, not sure what else to say.

			“Yeah, I was surprised they each brought a dish like everybody else instead of acting like the big shots they are—who I’m sure always get catered to otherwise,” Declan said facetiously.

			“Maybe they just saw on the invitation that it was potluck so they did what everybody else did because they’re more down-to-earth than you thought?” she ventured. That was how they’d seemed to her and she was trying to temper his preconceived notions of them, to maybe open his eyes a little.

			Declan didn’t respond for a moment and she wasn’t sure if saying something positive about the Camdens irked him.

			But then he breathed another of those wry laughs and said, “Yeah, I’ll give them that—or at least that they’re good at making it seem like they’re real people instead of hoity-toity.”

			Emmy couldn’t help smiling at that term because it didn’t seem like one Declan would use. “Hoity-toity?” she repeated to tease him, hoping to lighten the mood.

			It worked because he stood straight and smiled at her. “Do you like high-and-mighty better?”

			“They all just seemed like everyone else...nice...” Emmy said. “I thought they handled themselves and the situation pretty well, actually. They didn’t rush you all at once, they each came over separately to introduce themselves so you had some one-on-one with everyone—and so they had some one-on-one with you. Everybody was friendly but not gushy—I didn’t think you’d like it if somebody tried to hug you or something—”

			“No, I wouldn’t have.”

			“But all the guys offered their hands when you were introduced. There were a lot of get-to-know-you questions and they seemed sincerely interested in the answers. Your grandmother—”

			He made a face. “Don’t call her that.”

			“Okay, the-woman-who-is-technically-your-grandmother,” Emmy rephrased with an exaggerated eye roll to make a joke out of it, “asked you to call her GiGi the way everyone else does, and gave you and Liam that sweet little talk about how sorry she was that she didn’t know you before now, and how she hopes she can make up for lost time...”

			“Uh-huh,” Declan said guardedly.

			“So she didn’t ignore the fact that she is your grandmother but she also didn’t try to force anything with you—like some kind of false familiarity.”

			Declan nodded but didn’t say anything to that.

			“And they were all really warm to Kinsey—and since it was important to her that they recognize her relationship to them I thought that was good. They could have come but still made you feel like family outsiders, and they didn’t do that.”

			“Yeah,” Declan conceded but without any enthusiasm. “I guess for Kinsey’s sake it was good. She definitely looked happy—happier even than she did before they showed up. Just one big happy family...”

			Emmy made a face at his tone. “You don’t think it ever will be just one big happy family?” she asked.

			She expected a resounding no from him.

			But after a moment he relaxed some of his hard shell and shrugged. “I can’t say I feel warm and fuzzy about the idea, but I guess anything is possible. And I suppose they did take one hell of an awkward situation and handle it about as well as it could have been handled.”

			So he was being fair and reasonable despite his own feelings. Emmy liked seeing that. And ran with it. “Maybe it would help if you keep in mind that none of them knew anything about you or Liam or Conor or Kinsey before Kinsey came forward with your mother’s letter. They didn’t have any more responsibility for what happened than you did.”

			Only silence filled the air for a moment but Emmy had the impression that he was letting that sink in. And she thought that was a step forward, too.

			Then, as if he didn’t want to talk about it anymore, he gave her a smile and said, “And were you enjoying playing mama-bear with me tonight?”

			“Mama-bear?” she echoed, asking herself if that was what she’d been doing.

			It sort of was, she admitted when she thought about it. But she wasn’t altogether sure it was a title she wanted any more than when he’d called her tough. Mama-bear sounded so frumpy. Which at that moment especially, standing in front of this hella-handsome man, was about the last thing she wanted to be.

			“You hightailed it over to me the minute they came in the door, squeezed my hand—” he added a sexy innuendo to that part “—and stayed close by the whole rest of the night. I kept thinking that if one of the Camdens stepped out of line you might take them down.”

			“That’s me—I’m known for tackling little old ladies if I don’t think they’re behaving themselves,” she said with some facetiousness of her own.

			Declan’s handsome face erupted into another smile. “I can usually take care of myself—even with little old ladies. But Conor had Maicy, Liam had Dani... It was kind of nice to know you were hanging around in my corner...”

			Emmy could feel the heat of a blush come into her cheeks, embarrassed to have acted so protective of him. Him of all people. As if he needed it. As if he was hers to protect...

			“I was just trying to be supportive,” she said to give it a different connotation.

			“Still kind of nice,” he said quietly, moving from his side of the island to hers, resting one hip against the counter beside her.

			Emmy turned to face him and shrugged, deciding she might as well own it after all. “I don’t know why I did it. I just didn’t like the idea of you being on your own...especially if the Camdens’ arrival meant tongues started wagging like when you were a kid... I guess yes, I was being a frumpy mama-bear.”

			His cobalt blue eyes dropped to give her a bit of an ogle before they rose to her face again. “Who said frumpy?” he asked with more innuendo. And a wicked smile to go with it.

			“It’s right there in the name, isn’t it? Mama-bear? Mama-bears are all big and hairy and hulking.”

			He laughed again. “That’s you all right—all big and hairy and hulking,” he repeated sarcastically, moving a step closer. “And intimidating as hell. Those Camdens had no idea what they might have had to be up against...”

			Emmy couldn’t help but smile at that. “Don’t make fun.”

			“Never,” he vowed. “Especially when it’s me who wants to be up against it...”

			That one was more than innuendo but he was just standing there, studying her with those gorgeous blue eyes, not making any move at all to prove his claim.

			In fact, instead he said, “Maybe you should go up to bed.”

			“You’re sending me to my room?” she half joked.

			“Last night has had a hold on me ever since you stopped it,” he said in a voice suddenly gravelly. “Now here we are again, this day and night behind us, and that hold is getting stronger by the minute. But I don’t want to start something you don’t want...”

			She had been the one to stop things last night. So of course he must have come away thinking that she didn’t want to go any further.

			He couldn’t have been more wrong. It was how much she’d wanted to continue that had scared her off. And worrying that she’d be behaving recklessly if she went through with it.

			Except that there he was—tall and macho and masculine, his dark hair just a hint wavy atop a flawless face and eyes too beautiful to believe. And nothing had ever appealed to her less than playing it safe. Particularly when she’d never wanted anything as much as she wanted him. Last night. Every minute since last night. Right now...

			And yet she couldn’t repeat old patterns, she reminded herself. Those old patterns that turned her into some wide-eyed teenage girl who took a simple hi from a cute boy and made it the start of writing Mrs. Cute Boy all over her notebook.

			With Declan standing there looking as good as he did, telling her he wanted her, she was afraid of giving in and then getting blindsided again when she was the only one who assumed falling into bed meant they’d already started falling in love.

			But what if she didn’t read more into anything than it was? she asked herself. What if she didn’t expect this to go anywhere except the bedroom? For this one night?

			If that was all she expected this to be, then she couldn’t be blindsided again, could she? Because then she wasn’t letting go of her caution; she was just giving in to the fact that they were two normal, healthy adults finding their way to each other for a night. And as long as she didn’t fall into the trap of making more of it than that, then maybe she could have at least this one night...

			“I never said I didn’t want it,” she heard herself tell him.

			He arched challenging eyebrows at her. “Then I missed something...”

			“Just because I want something doesn’t mean I can let myself have it.”

			He nodded. “Doughnuts, second pieces of pie, three candy bars...” he said as if he understood. “But if I’m the something? Just so you know—you have my permission to have as much as you want.”

			Emmy laughed again. “And nothing changes between us?” she said as if it was a stipulation.

			“You call the shots,” he assured.

			“Ooh, I get to be the boss...” she joked.

			Declan merely grinned another of those ornery grins. “I’m game. I just don’t want something to start that isn’t going to get to end,” he warned as if he didn’t quite trust her.

			“I wasn’t teasing you last night. I just...wasn’t sure,” she said honestly.

			He nodded again. “Fair enough.” He went on looking at her for a moment longer before he repeated, “So maybe you should go up to bed. And we should call it a night.”

			If she was still unsure—that was the unspoken part.

			Again she offered herself the option of playing it safe. But it didn’t have any more appeal now than it had had a few minutes earlier.

			“But I have your permission tonight,” she challenged.

			That hella-handsome face of his erupted into a slow smile. “You do,” he confirmed.

			“So you’re sure.”

			He laughed. “Oh yeah!”

			“Maybe I am, too.”

			“No maybes,” he decreed.

			He was near enough for her to stand on her toes and kiss him—nothing exotic, just a simple kiss before she dropped down to flat feet again.

			“Testing?” he asked.

			She shook her head. “Saying yes,” she said softly.

			“You’re sure?”

			“Positive.”

			“Because you know, I’ve been injured, I’m fragile.”

			That really made her laugh—he was anything but that.

			But she played along anyway. “So you want me to be gentle?”

			He just grinned more.

			“I’ll do what I can to take it easy on you but I can’t make any promises,” she mock warned.

			“So that’s a yes?” he asked quietly.

			She answered that by reaching up and unfastening his top shirt button.

			He didn’t do more than look down to watch her work her way to his waistband. When she got there she tugged his shirttails free and finished the buttons, leaving his shirt open and finally giving her a glimpse of what she’d only been imagining to that point—a naked chest that could have been on the cover of any athletic magazine.

			But he let her have that glimpse for only a moment before he used a crooked index finger under her chin to raise it.

			He leaned in to kiss her then but still didn’t actually do it. Instead he peered into her eyes and studied her face as if to make it all a memory he intended to keep with him. Or maybe just to make sure that she wouldn’t change her mind...

			Then he finally did kiss her. As sweetly and chastely as he had to end the evening before, moving his hand to the side of her face where it stayed in a downy caress.

			But any doubts he still might have had must have dissolved then because the kiss soon gathered steam, his lips parting, beckoning for hers to, as well. And when they did, his tongue began a leisurely and so-sensual entrance that lured hers into play.

			Emmy hadn’t unbuttoned his shirt for no reason—she seized the opportunity to slide her hands inside it to his chest.

			She relished the feel of his skin over those honed pectorals. She let her hands go where they might, up and over robust shoulders to his expansive back, down bulging biceps so that his shirt came free and hung on his wrists until he let it fall to the floor.

			By then the kiss was something more. Mouths were open wide, parting, returning and toying with the other devilishly as tongues grew bolder and more assertive.

			Declan reached around her and unzipped her dress. That sent the spaghetti straps falling and the straight neckline gaping low enough for her to feel cooler air on the upper swells of her breasts above the demi-cup bra. She’d put it on tonight with this in mind—all the while not admitting to herself that this was exactly how she hoped the evening would end.

			His hands went to the sides of her waist then, and as if she weighed nothing he lifted her to sit on the island counter just before his mouth moved to those upper swells and he kissed them instead, causing her nipples to stand at attention inside the lacy bra.

			But they were in the kitchen. And she didn’t want this to happen on the cold slab of the countertop.

			So she took his face in her hands to raise from her breasts and initiated a kiss herself before bending to his ear, teasing it with her tongue and whispering, “Upstairs...”

			“You’re the boss,” he said, lifting her from her perch, taking her hand and leading her to her bedroom.

			His shoes and socks were the first to go when they got into the space bathed in the cozy light of a bedside lamp.

			Then he rediscovered her mouth with his and unhooked her lacy bra, tossing it aside before lowering her dress to her waist and wrapping his arms around her. He held her so that her bare breasts pressed to his bare chest, their bodies so close that the ridge behind his zipper came up against her.

			Her arms went around him to bring them even closer together. She let her hands explore every muscle of his back while they went on making a kind of love with their mouths.

			But only for a while before he eased them both onto the bed and his mouth went to her breasts again, this time taking one fully into that warm, wet cavern, where he sucked and teased and nipped her nipple into willing submission.

			He used one hand to pull her dress off completely, leaving her in only lacy bikinis. Compared to her near-nakedness, his pants seemed like armor. So she unfastened them to let him know they had to go.

			He was apparently more than willing, because he deserted her then, took a condom from his pocket with his index and middle fingers to toss onto the mattress, and dropped his slacks and the boxers underneath them to kick across the floor.

			As much as she wanted him back on the bed with her, she also wanted to look at him.

			Stark naked and definitely something to see, he was stupendous in all his glory, and the proof that he wanted her was awe inspiring.

			Then he did come back to the bed to lie beside her and kiss her again while Emmy sent an eager hand to glide along his side and dip forward, enclosing it around him and showing him that she could drive him a little wild, too.

			Too wild, it seemed, to go on merely kissing her because his mouth abandoned hers to gasp for air even as his hand trailed a path down her stomach and between her legs, where he slipped an expert finger inside her.

			Her grip around him tightened enough to make him moan and then moan again when she did some tantalizing of that steely shaft, until it seemed he couldn’t take much more and he rolled away from her to make the quickest work of that condom.

			Then he kissed her once again as he came on top of her, slid into her with more than his finger and settled as if he was home and wanted to savor it for a moment.

			The kiss was slow and sexy this time. One hand alternated between her breasts, kneading and squeezing, circling nipples, giving them a gentle tug, a pinch, a palm to nestle into and only making her desire for him surge through her.

			He pulsed inside her, went in deeper, and that was all it took for a climax to take her by surprise.

			But just when it began to pass he went in deeper still then retreated, in and out again. And again. And that peak hung on. Grew.

			Meeting him, hips to hips, withdrawing only to meet him again, she matched the pace even as it sped up, taking him in, releasing him only because she knew he’d be back again as need gathered and drove them both, growing and building. The taste of a second climax finally took a full grip on her and carried her into the brightest, most brilliant explosion of ecstasy.

			It caught her breath and arched her back and had her clinging to him just as he found his own peak. For a moment, they were both suspended in the embrace of pure bliss while waves and waves of it made nothing as important as their bodies melded together and riding it out.

			Until that passion expended itself and receded little by little, leaving Emmy spent in the very best of ways beneath Declan’s weight and the perfect union of his body to and within hers.

			“I don’t think I took it easy on you,” she whispered when her breath returned, when she could find the words, suddenly remembering his injured leg and wondering how it had withstood the workout he’d just given it. “Was that too much for you?”

			He laughed, the sound gravelly and satiated and sexy all at once. “Too much for me?”

			“Your leg...your knee...”

			He pushed himself up onto his forearms and kissed her again, a kiss that echoed with all that had come before it, until he ended it and dropped his forehead to hers.

			“My leg could have broken in two and I wouldn’t have felt it,” he assured with another laugh. “Trust me, my leg was not where things were fired up. How about you?”

			“My legs are fine,” she joked, letting them fall from where they’d wrapped around his massive thighs at some point.

			“And the rest of you?” he asked, flexing inside her again. “I mean it feels very, very—very—fine to me, but—”

			“The rest of me feels pretty fine, too,” she assured, tightening her inner muscles around him.

			He kissed her once more, this one as alluring and tempting as if he was starting all over again.

			Which, to her surprise, Emmy was more than willing to have happen.

			Except that just then the sound of Kit waking up came through the baby monitor on the nightstand.

			A guttural complaint rolled from Declan’s throat and he reluctantly ended that kiss. “Is it that time already?”

			“Oh...sadly...”

			“Yeah,” Declan agreed with emphatic disappointment. Then he said, “I told you that last night Kit woke up, took his bottle and went right back to sleep.”

			“The new formula,” Emmy said as the explanation.

			“So how about if I take tonight, too—while you rest up—and we hope it goes like last night did so I can come back?”

			Though shocked at how she was already ready for more of him—and thrilled to know he felt the same way about her—she played it cool with a simple “Okay.”

			“I’ll wake you up if you fall asleep,” he warned.

			“Okay,” she repeated, unable to keep from smiling.

			Kit was making fussier and fussier sounds, and with a groan of his own, Declan slipped out of her at the same moment he gave her a parting kiss. Then he left the room.

			Emmy did close her eyes when he was gone, but there was no way she was going to sleep.

			Because while she was sticking to her determination not to think beyond that moment, the fact that she could have more of Declan, more of what they’d just had—at least for the rest of the night—filled her with anticipation.

			Anticipation and a warm contentment even though she warned herself all over again that this was only for tonight.

		
	
		
			Chapter Nine

			The weather couldn’t have been better for the midafternoon wedding—seventy-five degrees and not a cloud in the Montana sky.

			It seemed to Declan that most of Northbridge attended. Plus there were guests from Denver and farther afield, including all twenty-two of the Camdens.

			As he stood under the large tent where the reception was set up with food on a buffet, tables and chairs surrounding the dance floor, and a band playing live music against the backdrop of a spectacular sunset, he marveled a little at what he was seeing.

			Never, in his wildest dreams, would he have imagined bearing witness to Northbridge celebrating Madisons rather than gossiping about them. And it was happening even after word had to have spread that they were now openly acknowledged as biologically Camdens.

			But there it was right before his eyes—his sister dancing with their newfound cousin Beau Camden, her groom dancing with Jani Camden, even Conor dancing with GiGi, all without a single sideways glance from anyone.

			“You look tired—are you okay?” Liam asked when he strolled over to Declan just then.

			“I’m fine,” Declan assured, trying to keep from grinning at the thought of why he didn’t seem rested. He’d made love to Emmy until nearly five o’clock this morning and since Trinity was an early riser, very little sleep had been had.

			“Did the baby keep you up crying again last night?” his twin persisted.

			Declan lost a little of the battle against the grin. “Nah, the new formula has been great. It’s been two nights in a row that he just gets up for a bottle and goes back to sleep—that’s a world better than hours walking him around.”

			“But your sleep still gets interrupted. You know I didn’t get to know Evie and Grady were mine until they were four years old so I wasn’t around for the baby stuff with them. But I can’t say I’m sorry that I missed all those sleep interruptions. You’re sure you feel all right, though? Your leg isn’t giving you trouble and keeping you up nights?”

			“The leg is fine, too. If it wasn’t, I’d be sitting instead of standing, wouldn’t I?”

			“I just want to make sure you aren’t hiding something that Conor should know about.”

			While the three of them had been dressing for the wedding, Conor had offered to talk to Declan’s doctor about a referral letter that would begin the process of his medical evaluation. The wheels were about to be set into motion for his return to duty.

			But what Declan was actually hiding he wasn’t going to reveal so he said, “There’s nothing to know. Except that you guys have to stop worrying about me—I could run circles around the both of you.”

			“You could give it a try...” his brother countered with a challenge in his own voice, the way things had always been between the highly competitive brothers. Then Liam said, “What do you think about the Camdens inviting us for a weekend after Kinsey’s honeymoon so we can all get to know each other?”

			“What do you think about it?” Declan volleyed the question back at him rather than admit he didn’t have an answer.

			Mere days ago he would have railed against the whole idea and ranted against the Camdens.

			But now?

			Now Emmy had pointed out things that, he had to admit, seemed true about them. They really did seem like nice enough, down-to-earth people. And yes, they weren’t any more responsible or guilty for what had happened in the past than he or Liam or Conor or Kinsey were. And Emmy was also right that they were handling this bizarre situation with grace and dignity and a minimal amount of embarrassment to any of them—he had to give them credit for that.

			Plus he wanted his sister to have the extended family she’d always craved—after all she’d done to care for their parents during their final illnesses when none of her brothers had been able to lend a hand, they owed it to her. And he didn’t want to be the one to throw a wrench into those works for her sake now that the Camdens were giving her the recognition she wanted.

			None of that wiped away the years and years of misery he’d endured, so he had mixed emotions. But since he realized those mixed emotions might unduly color things for him, he was inclined to go with Emmy’s opinions and observations. And maybe give the Camdens a chance.

			As if his twin had read his mind, Liam said, “Maybe we should go to Denver. The whole lot of them did come all the way here for this, for Kinsey. I guess that says something. And we are related to them. I keep thinking about Mom...what she’d want us to do...”

			“Yeah, there’s that, too,” Declan conceded.

			“So maybe we need to just let it play out, get to know them, go from there...”

			“Yeah, maybe.”

			Their conversation was cut short by Trinity leaving the dance floor, where she’d been doing her own version of a dance with some of the other children. The three-year-old didn’t say a word—she merely joined them to slip her hand into Declan’s and lean against his thigh.

			It was yet another sign that he was making headway with her. The feel of that tiny hand in his, of her leaning against him, gave him a quiet, warm contentment. The same kind of contentment, the same kind of secret satisfaction he found when Kit responded to him now, the infant smiling when he spotted Declan or when Declan made faces and noises at him.

			“You doin’ okay, Trin?” he asked her.

			“Uh-huh,” she answered wearily.

			“Do you think maybe it’s time for Miss Mona to take you and Kit home?”

			“Miss Mona’s dancin’.”

			“When she’s finished dancing?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“Can I pick you up so you can rest until then?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			Declan bent over and scooped up the three-year-old to hold on his hip. She laid her head on his shoulder. Which also felt damn good to him.

			“She looks just like Topher, doesn’t she?” Liam observed sadly then, gazing at the little girl.

			“Yeah,” Declan agreed, knowing it was true even without being able to see her. It stabbed him every time he noticed it.

			Trinity snuggled into the crook of his neck.

			“So Topher’s single sister-in-law inherited everything?” Liam said vaguely and somewhat under his breath, nodding at Trinity to make it clear what he was talking about.

			“She did.”

			“That’s a big deal... I don’t know if I could have done it without Dani. But Topher’s sister-in-law is on board for it?”

			“I haven’t seen her skip a beat,” Declan said, feeling some pride in her that he knew he had no claim to.

			“And she knows what she’s doing with them? I mean, I was really bad at the parenting thing. It doesn’t come naturally for me.”

			“Yeah, me neither,” Declan admitted. Then, with a nod of his own in Trinity’s direction, he added, “This is new for me. Nice, but new.”

			“But Topher’s sister-in-law?” Liam reiterated.

			“She’s great at it,” Declan said, remembering back to when he’d had doubts about whether he could trust Emmy with Topher’s kids, whether she would be too erratic to raise them.

			Now that seemed ridiculous to him. He’d seen that no matter how tired Emmy was, no matter how stressed-out she was—even when she was dealing with deep emotional issues from the school explosion—when it came to Trinity and Kit, she was endlessly patient. She was loving and caring. She was always thoughtful of not only what was best for them, but what would offer some fun for them, too. And though being called a mama-bear last night had ticked her off, he saw that streak in her as a big plus for Trinity and Kit.

			All of which should have made him feel better about leaving them.

			Yet today—ever since Conor’s offer of the referral letter to get him back where he thought he belonged—he’d been dreading leaving Emmy alone with them. Hell, just leaving her...

			The music ended and the babysitter came over to Declan before Declan could go to her.

			“I think we’ve had enough wedding,” Miss Mona announced. “Time to go home.”

			“I’ll help you get them to the car,” Declan said, leaving Liam behind to follow the babysitter to Kit, who was being held by a grandmotherly woman at one of the tables.

			“You comin’ home, too, Decan?” Trinity asked as he put her in her car seat.

			“Not yet. Emmy and I have to stay awhile longer. Miss Mona will get you to bed tonight, okay?”

			“Okay,” the worn-out three-year-old agreed. “Bu’ I need yogurt.”

			Declan laughed. “Hear that, Miss Mona? Trinity needs yogurt before she goes to bed.”

			“I think we can do that,” the older woman said, finishing up with the baby carrier on the other side of the car.

			With that settled, Declan kissed the top of Trinity’s head and said, “I’ll see you in the morning.”

			“W’ul have maple syrup in our oa’meal, okay?” she whispered as if it was their secret.

			Declan liked having that small thing between them that was all their own, and he winked at her. “We will,” he whispered back.

			Then he closed the car door, said goodbye to Miss Mona and stood there while she drove away before he turned and headed back to the wedding.

			The time it had taken to send off the babysitter and the kids was the longest Emmy had been out of his sight since before the wedding when she’d been with his sister to photograph the dressing of the bride. As he trekked around the farmhouse and up the hill where the reception was going strong, his first order of business was to get a visual on her again.

			She’d managed to outfit herself both for the fanciness of the wedding and for work. She had on a sexy-librarian high-necked navy blue lace blouse that gave him peeks at her arms and shoulders before a solid blue underlay blocked those parts he’d gotten to see and explore and revel in last night.

			The blouse was tucked into navy blue slacks that caressed her rear end almost as fondly as he had and allowed her to crouch and kneel and bend to whatever height gave her the best vantage point for her picture.

			Curling her hair and pinning those curls to her crown also contributed to her festive, feminine look. It struck him when he finally found her in the crowd that if this was the first time he’d ever set eyes on her, he would have rushed to introduce himself.

			But as it was he knew she was working, so he merely returned to the tent, ordered himself a beer from the bartender and then settled against one of the tent’s support poles to watch her.

			And to wonder why it was that the minute he connected even just that much with her, a feeling of calm came over him that wasn’t like anything he’d ever experienced.

			Which was all the more strange when he kept thinking about Conor’s offer to take that first step to get him back to duty. And a reluctance he couldn’t explain to accept it...

			What the hell was that?

			For the last seven months returning to duty was what had driven him. Through pain, through grief, through guilt, that goal had been his single focus—his need to get back to his unit, to his job, to what he was all about, to where he belonged. To the only place he’d ever felt as if he belonged. And here it was, within his grasp, and the thought wasn’t sitting so well.

			Instead the thought that was sitting well was that when this wedding ended and he got to take Emmy home, he’d have her to himself again. Maybe they could have another night like last night. And then another and another and another...

			Until he had to leave, which—until talking to Conor this morning—had seemed to be in the far-off distance.

			But now it was much closer.

			And as hard as he searched inside himself, he couldn’t find anything that made him glad about the idea of leaving.

			He drank some of his beer, watched the dancing couples again—the bride with her groom now, Conor with his wife, Maicy, Liam with his fiancée, Dani.

			And for some reason Liam’s words came to mind—what his twin had said at the rehearsal dinner about things changing for him.

			Things had definitely changed for Declan’s brothers. Only months ago they’d both been where he’d thought he was—bent on being career military for years to come.

			But in what seemed like the blink of an eye, here they were now, both of them so wrapped up in the women in their lives that they didn’t even seem to know there was anything or anyone else outside them.

			And here he was more concerned with spotting Emmy through the crowd than rebooting his own military career.

			But things had needed to change for his brothers.

			Conor had become dissatisfied with being an emergency and trauma doctor and had had to resign from the navy to retrain in another medical specialty.

			And things had had to change for Liam when he’d discovered that he was a father of twin four-year-olds who’d just lost their mother and stepfather.

			But nothing needed to change for Declan.

			He’d come here to make sure Topher’s kids were taken care of. Now he knew they were, and things were finally beginning to fall into place again.

			It just didn’t feel as if they were falling into the right place.

			Because nowhere in him could he find a sense that going back was right for him now.

			He looked at the beer in his hand.

			It was only his second, he wasn’t drunk, so where had that thought come from?

			Then he looked out at Emmy again and it began to creep into his head that maybe she was the cause. That feelings for her that he hadn’t seen coming were rearranging everything about his priorities.

			That even though there wasn’t a need for it the way there had been for his brothers, somehow things might have changed for him, too.

			In Northbridge of all places...

			You came for Topher’s kids. Just for Topher’s kids, he reminded himself.

			But the kids were a part of this, too, he realized.

			Now he’d walked miles with Kit to get him to sleep. He’d given him more bottles than he could count. Changed enough diapers to be an expert. And when he picked Kit up the baby nestled into his arms, against his chest, as if that was where he was supposed to be, where he felt safe and secure.

			Now Declan understood things Trinity said that didn’t sound like words. Now it was no surprise to look up from his morning workout and find her by his side, trying to copy what he was doing. Now he made her breakfast that she would eat and she let him read her bedtime stories and put her down for the night. Now she slipped that tiny hand of hers into his and cuddled up to him.

			And it did something to him...something so powerful that the idea of saying goodbye to those kids, the thought of not being around to see them grow up, gave him a kind of clenching pain that was harder to deal with than any of the physical injuries he’d suffered.

			Now there was something more to wanting to make sure Topher’s kids were okay than what he’d started out with.

			And it wasn’t coming from the guilt he’d arrived in Northbridge with.

			But it had come from being in Northbridge.

			First and foremost because Northbridge was where he’d found Emmy again.

			Talking to her about his belief that he was responsible for his friend’s death had led to her showing him a different perspective.

			And from that perspective had come memories of Topher in Northbridge, memories of where and when and how he and Topher and Liam had come to their decisions to join the military. Memories of their discussions of the risks, their acceptances of them. Memories that had led him to admit that Topher would never have held him responsible.

			Northbridge and Emmy...

			Emmy, who he’d believed was moody and temperamental.

			But now he thought differently about that, too.

			He understood her behavior much better now that he knew the causes. And since agreeing to accept his help here she’d been on an even keel with him. Even when the ramifications of the school explosion reared its ugly head for her, there hadn’t been any signs of her running hot and cold in anything but their physical relationship, where a little uncertainty was natural.

			And still, he’d been witness to the slow warm-up that had brought them to last night.

			Which had then brought him to tonight, when he felt comfortable in his own skin again—and yet was not thrilled with the prospect of exactly what he’d been working his ass off to achieve...

			Because what he wanted now wasn’t the same thing he’d wanted such a short time ago.

			Because he’d actually found something he hadn’t thought possible for him—a sense of belonging that wasn’t provided by the marines but by Emmy. Emmy and his best friend’s two kids.

			In Northbridge of all places.

			The jury was still out when it came to the small town itself. Things were going well here now and he had to admit that it was nice. And maybe the past would stay in the past and it could go on being nice to be here.

			But one way or another that held very little importance to him.

			Because as he watched Emmy, as everything and everyone else receded into the background for him the way it seemed to do for his brothers as they danced with the women they loved, as he homed in on Emmy alone and felt that connection to her, even from nothing more than the sight of her, he realized that anywhere that he was with her he felt that sense of belonging.

			Without him fully recognizing it, it had happened in every instance that she was by his side or even just within his view. It was the reason why it had been easier for him to face the town that first night at the town meeting. Why it had been easier to speak with the Camdens at the rehearsal dinner. Why it was easier even now, today, at this wedding.

			It didn’t matter whether the whole town accepted or rejected him. It didn’t matter whether the Camdens did. When he was with Emmy, he wasn’t an outsider.

			And then there were the other times when what he felt was so much more than just that sense of belonging.

			Those times when they were alone together. When working with her had shown him her strength and determination, and made him admire and respect her.

			Those times when just talking to her had shown him how smart and funny she was, how levelheaded and kindhearted and fair-minded—those times had made him like her.

			There were those times when he saw her with Kit and Trinity. Being a mom to them even though they weren’t hers. Loving them, caring for them, never giving any impression that taking on the enormous task of single parenthood was a burden of any kind—that had impressed him, touched him.

			There were those times when she was playful and frisky and full of fun. When she was a flirt and teased and goaded him. Those times when she just turned him on so much she drove him wild.

			And watching her now, taking pictures of Kinsey and Sutter as the dance ended and they moved on to cut the cake, there was no disputing that she was beautiful and sexy, or that he wanted her so much it was taking everything he had to keep himself under control.

			It was in that instant that it struck him like a bolt of lightning that nothing was as important to him as she was.

			He needed to be with her. To make a life with her. To share in the raising of his best friend’s kids with her and to never again be without her by his side.

			He set his barely touched beer on the nearest table and eased his way through the guests standing around the cake until he was right behind Emmy.

			He fought not to touch her while she snapped those all-important pictures of the cake cutting, of the bride and groom feeding each other the first bites of it, of them moving out of the way so the waitstaff could cut the rest of the cake to serve.

			And that was when he put his hand on Emmy’s shoulder, stepped up close and whispered in her ear.

			That was when he led her away from the festivities to the farmhouse where he’d grown up.

			That was when he hung on tight to the hope that now wasn’t the time she proved him wrong and went from hot to cold again...

		
	
		
			Chapter Ten

			“I don’t take breaks during a wedding. If something special happens while I’m gone there won’t be pictures of it,” Emmy reminded Declan even though she hadn’t been able to resist his whispered I need you after the cake cutting when he’d whisked her away.

			“Everybody’s just eating cake,” he insisted, keeping hold of her hand as he led her through his family’s farmhouse into a bedroom that looked more like a military museum.

			Once they got across the bedroom’s threshold he closed the door behind them, spun her around and pulled her into his arms to kiss her with the same hunger and abandon that he had shown many times the previous night.

			And while it stirred Emmy the same way it had then and instantly made her want to make frenzied, forbidden love right then and there, she let the kiss go on for only a short time before she pushed out of it.

			“We can’t do this!” she said, assuming that frenzied, forbidden lovemaking was on Declan’s mind, too.

			But apparently it wasn’t, because he let her go, leaned against the closed door and said, “You think I brought you up here to ravage you in my old room?”

			“You didn’t?” she asked, slightly disappointed and wondering what he did bring her up here for if not that.

			“It’s a fun idea...” he said with a devilish grin. “But no, I just needed to talk to you.”

			“It couldn’t wait for another hour or so?”

			“No, it couldn’t,” he said as if whatever was on his mind was too weighty to be put off.

			And yet he didn’t say anything more than that. Not right away. He just stood there against the door studying her as if the drive to talk to her was less important than the drive to drink in the sight of her.

			She didn’t think that boded well for whatever it was he wanted to say.

			Was he going to tell her he was leaving? Because she was aware that that could happen at any time, too. It was part of the reason she’d given in to having that night with him—because she hadn’t wanted to miss what might be her only chance.

			For her, it had been the most amazing night she’d ever had. And after the most amazing night of her life it had been a struggle this entire day not to fall into old habits and think that it had been too amazing not to have rocked him the same way it had her. It had been a struggle for her not to fantasize that it was the beginning of something great. Not to let herself read more into it.

			But here she was now, flashing back to that last dinner with Bryce when she’d thought he was going to propose and instead had told her she wasn’t good enough for him. She knew Declan wouldn’t be so cruel—he wasn’t that kind of man. But she’d known from the start that he was leaving, so she’d have to put a brave face on if that was his news.

			She braced for it but still found herself suddenly turning to take in all the posters and flags on the walls, all the military-themed old toys and mementos, postponing the inevitable.

			“So this is where you grew up,” she said, even knowing that she should just get whatever breakup speech he had planned over with so she could put all of this behind her now, too.

			He ignored that and instead said, “This morning Conor offered to put in for the referral letter I need to schedule the medical evaluation that could get me back on duty.”

			Even though she’d been expecting it, there was a catch in her throat that prevented her from saying anything. She just nodded as if it was no surprise.

			“And I should have been thrilled,” he said. “But I wasn’t and I’ve been trying to figure out why ever since.”

			She just stared at one of his three marine posters as if it interested her when really she was hanging on his every word.

			“It’s funny because I just talked to Liam about the changes in his life,” Declan was saying. “About how he could ever leave the corps. And then all of a sudden I knew how.”

			Wait...what? Leave the marine corps—not her?

			Emmy slowly turned to look at him. But she still didn’t say anything. She just took in every detail of his hair, his features, his tremendous body all debonair in a formal black suit tailored to accentuate his broad shoulders and narrow waist.

			He went on to tell her—to marvel at—the change he’d found himself deciding to make. To tell her about how attached he’d become to Kit and Trinity. About how he wanted to help her raise them. About how he’d figured out that despite what being a marine had meant to him, he was ready to do what Topher had planned to do and either accept a medical discharge or resign.

			“I know this is kind of out-there,” he said, “but what if we don’t lease the farm? What if we stay on it, raise the kids on it the way Topher and Mandy wanted? Maybe even combine the farm with this property, too, and work something out with Kinsey and Conor and Liam over it? You’re getting better every day at the farmwork—that goat loves you now,” he added with a laugh.

			“I was thinking,” he continued, “that since Northbridge doesn’t have a photographer, you could set up shop in town and work here rather than in Denver. You might have to add school pictures and maybe sign on to do some work with the local newspaper, but people get married and have babies and want family photographs here, too, so I think you could pick up enough work to make it worth your while. And between that and what the farms could bring in—”

			Emmy was confused and not sure she was keeping up with what he was saying.

			“Wait,” she said to stop him, “you want to stay in Northbridge now?”

			“I’m okay with it,” he said, but unlike the enthusiastic way he’d said the rest, there was marginally less confidence in that in his tone. “You’ve sort of let me see it through your eyes and that made me see it through Topher’s and Mandy’s, too. And you may be right that things for the Madisons are different now, that I’ve been holding on too tightly to old grudges. But even if more Greg Kravitzes come out of the woodwork, I don’t really care because somehow, Emmy, being with you keeps me from feeling like an outsider even here. I didn’t think anything or anyone could ever make that happen, that anything or anyone could ever top the corps for making me feel like I belong. But you have.”

			Still not clear what he was suggesting, Emmy said, “So you think we should...what? You should run two farms, I should open a photography studio and we should cohabit to coparent Trinity and Kit?”

			He screwed up that handsome face with a scowl. “Oh God, I’m an idiot!” he exclaimed, laughing wryly at himself. “No! I just skipped ahead into the sales pitch and left out the most important part...”

			He crossed to her and took her upper arms in his big hands. “I’m sorry, this is the worst proposal of all time. But believe it or not, that’s what I’m really doing here. Today, thinking about maybe getting medical clearance to get back to duty, I realized that something had changed for me and that the marines isn’t what I want anymore. That you’re what I want. You and to be Topher’s stand-in dad to the kids.”

			“So this is a proposal?”

			“Absurd as it seems.”

			It was pretty absurd. And coming at her out of the blue in a way that sounded more like some kind of business proposal.

			Even so, something in her was right there, ready to say yes. Her mind flashed forward at superspeed into the image of them together for all time, of not bearing the responsibility of raising two kids by herself, of the fact that Trinity and Kit could have a father—the man Trinity was already coming to like and rely on, the man Kit was already responding to as if Declan really was his daddy. The man whose touch brought her to heights she hadn’t known were possible. The man she’d come to trust and depend on—with whom she’d formed a workable partnership.

			Just that quick Emmy had the image of her and Declan and Trinity and Kit as a family, staying on the farm in the small town she’d come to see more and more affectionately.

			She had the image of her and Declan as husband and wife the way her parents were—happy together, partners in life, even in work. She had the image of them growing old together, looking out for each other, caring for each other, solving problems together the way they had been since the two of them had started this.

			She had the image of all of it playing out like a storybook, a fairy tale, a flawless romance that had had a rocky start but ended with a happily-ever-after.

			But that was not totally unlike what she’d thought would happen with Bryce.

			And because she’d been blind to the reality of their relationship, she’d walked right into a whole lot of hurt and disillusionment.

			So she took a breath.

			And she shoved every fantasy-like image out of her brain.

			And she forced herself to look at this realistically.

			“I know how awful it’s been for you,” she said. “Losing Topher. Being the driver. I know you want to do right by him. I know you want to honor his memory. I know you want to make sure his kids are okay. But...” Her voice cracked and she thought that it was no wonder she’d taken refuge in fantasies and romantic images because reality was so much harder.

			“I ignored things I shouldn’t have ignored with Bryce and I won’t do that again—”

			“I’m not Bryce,” Declan said emphatically. “I’m not leading you on. I am proposing to you.”

			“On sort of a whim, I think—”

			“I’m a marine. Marines don’t act on whims.”

			“But I’ll bet they do act on feelings of guilt and responsibility. And it’s part of the job to be willing to sacrifice yourself, to give your life for what you believe in.”

			She glanced around the room, indicating the military shrine they were in the midst of. “Look at this, Declan. You’ve been all about the marines since you were a little boy. Until this minute I’ve never heard you say a single word about not going back in. You’ve made it clear that was exactly what you were working for.”

			She shook her head again. “But now you’re willing to live Topher’s life? You can’t bring him back so you’re going to be his replacement instead? That isn’t right. It isn’t what he or what Mandy would have wanted for you. And adding me onto the plan? I’m just incidental... If I said yes to that...you can’t tell me that eventually you wouldn’t resent not walking in your own shoes. And there I’d be, just part of what you need to get away from so you can get back to your own life...”

			It was Declan’s turn to shake his head in denial. “Wow, I’ve really botched this,” he said, an even deeper, more somber frown drawing lines between those beautiful blue eyes.

			He pulled her up against him, wrapped his arms around her and just held her there for a minute, her face pressed to his chest where she could hear the beat of his heart.

			She had to fight all over again not to let herself believe she could have this—being in his arms, against that magnificent body for all of eternity.

			But she did fight it. She didn’t even put her arms around him; she just left them at her sides.

			Then he took her by the shoulders and stepped back, putting that short distance between them again.

			“I came at this all wrong. Let me start over...”

			She looked up at him, adoring the view but steeling herself against the words she was afraid to believe.

			“Last night blew me away. And it seemed so much like you and I being together was...I don’t know...a done deal, signed, sealed, delivered...that when I tried to explain what I want for the rest of my life, I skipped over the most important part.”

			His hands slipped from her shoulders to her upper arms again.

			“You are the most important part, Emmy. You are not incidental, Emmy,” he said forcefully. “And this is not a way to soothe my conscience—you’ve already done most of that by opening my eyes to the Topher I’d lost sight of, to the things he thought and believed in. You’ve already helped my conscience by letting me know how Mandy didn’t blame me.”

			Declan’s grip around her arms tightened.

			“I do love their kids and want to help raise them. And I don’t want you to have to do it alone. But those things come second to how much I love you. It’s just that what I feel for you is so big in me that it seemed like it’s written on my forehead—too obvious to miss. Remember, I’m a jarhead. The same way we don’t act on whims, we aren’t supposed to be this...this completely taken over by feelings like I am having for you...”

			She couldn’t help wondering if he was just saying that now.

			It must have shown in her expression because he squeezed her arms tighter and said, “I don’t think you know how great you are. How beautiful you are inside and out. How smart and brave and resilient. How strong and kind and caring... Lying in bed with you last night was like coming home for me in a way that didn’t have a damn thing to do with a place. It sure as hell didn’t have anything to do with guilt or remorse or my conscience or Topher or Trinity or Kit. It was all about you. About you and me together. It was all about how right that felt—more right even than the marines have felt to me, and nothing on earth has ever shocked me more than realizing that! I love you, Emmy. I love you,” he repeated louder and with more intensity. “I want you to marry me. I want to stay here or leave here or go to the moon with you if that’s what you want. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Because with you is where I belong. And I think with me is where you belong. And the rest is what’s incidental. The rest is just what I thought we could do around that.”

			Steeling herself against those words hadn’t worked but still she was worried about taking them to heart.

			She’d spent this entire day telling herself that last night was no big deal, that she needed to take it in stride. That explosive, incredible lovemaking was just that—a few hours of explosive, incredible lovemaking that she could not let herself imagine as anything more than that. As anything that would lead to anything more.

			But now here he was saying it was a big deal, that he wanted it to lead to more. To so much more.

			And she didn’t know what to make of that.

			Should she just let herself exult in it?

			Or should she be wary of it?

			This was all happening head-spinningly fast. And what if last night had been so good that he was getting a little carried away by it?

			What if, in a few days or weeks or months he came to his senses, decided he really wanted his old life back?

			That seemed possible. Likely, maybe.

			And it was on the tip of her tongue to say no again.

			But something in her wouldn’t let her.

			Something in her stopped her and made her think again...

			Was it possible that now she was imagining the worst-case scenario and convincing herself that was real? Was she projecting the negative instead of the positive and still putting too much stock into it?

			Her positive projections hadn’t been reliable. But neither had the negative one at Mandy’s wedding when she’d convinced herself that Declan had left her and spent the night with Tracy.

			So maybe, again, she needed to stay only in the moment...

			And in this moment this man was proposing to her and she wanted to accept everything he said, believe in it, believe in him and not worry about the future.

			She did have feelings for him, she cautiously admitted to herself.

			But she’d been fighting those even harder than she’d fought everything else today. And today she’d done a lot of fighting.

			She’d been fighting against every inclination to build a fantasy future with him in her mind.

			She’d been fighting not to recall every heartfelt talk they’d had, every time he’d taken his turn at opening her eyes to things, every time he’d given her support and comfort and a sense of safety even in the midst of her fears. She’d been fighting not to turn those recollections into images of herself having all of that to turn to from now on.

			She’d been fighting not to notice over and over again today how fantastic he looked, how sexy he was and imagine the opportunity to wake up every day to him.

			She’d been fighting not to recall every detail of the night they’d spent together, of every touch, every kiss, every climax, and picture it as a wedding night that would be only the beginning of a lifetime of nights like it.

			And now was she supposed to stop fighting everything? Stop keeping her feelings for him under wraps, and just trust him and what he was saying?

			She was still looking up into that face that had been the first thing she’d seen after being buried alive in the school rubble, and it struck her that she’d trusted him that day to get her out, to save her.

			It struck her that she’d trusted him during her panic attack in the attic.

			She’d trusted him enough to tell him what she’d told only Carla.

			She’d trusted him in the orchard.

			She’d trusted everything he’d said to her, every piece of advice he’d given her, every suggestion he’d made.

			So why shouldn’t she trust what he was saying to her now? she asked herself. Why shouldn’t she trust that he knew his own mind, his own heart? That he knew himself well enough to know what he was doing and that it wasn’t just guilt or a haze of leftover passion from last night?

			Now that she’d allowed herself to begin to consider his proposal, the floodgates were opening and the man she was looking up at was everything for her.

			He was big and strong and steady. Tough on the outside but so much more tender inside—enough to sit beside Trinity on her princess bed and read her princess stories. Enough to cradle Kit in those massive arms. Enough to walk Emmy through fears and panic and see her to the other side of them.

			He was kind and understanding—more understanding and patient with the school explosion aftereffects than she’d been with herself. And all without any judgment, without making her feel weak or silly. He’d taken the situation in stride and that had helped her deal with it, had helped her feel like she genuinely would be able to get through any more anxiety that might come up. Especially if he was there with her.

			And just look at him... she told herself.

			It was a face she could look at for the rest of her life. A face she wanted to look at for the rest of her life.

			In fact, it occurred to her that if she hadn’t had the very nebulous start of feelings for him even at Mandy’s wedding, she wouldn’t have cared so much when she thought he’d spent the night with someone else. It wouldn’t have seemed like such a horrible rejection and it wouldn’t have affected her strongly enough to send her into Bryce’s arms.

			Now, here in Northbridge, staying in the same house, caring for the kids together, working the farm together and having him so sweetly comfort her through the resulting aftershocks of Afghanistan, the seeds of those feelings had taken root.

			Now they were ready to bloom.

			“I do love you, Declan...” she said even as she was just admitting it to herself.

			“Then we don’t have a problem,” he told her confidently, quietly.

			“You’re sure?” she asked. “About you, I mean...”

			“Never more sure about anything. I love you. I want you. Nothing is more important to me than you are.”

			“I do love you,” she repeated with more certainty.

			He sighed as if relief was just settling over him. “That’s what I needed to hear. That and that you will marry me...”

			“I will.”

			“And the rest?”

			She thought about it, about all he’d laid out for them.

			“I like Northbridge, and between last night and today I’ve had so many people asking me to take pictures for them that I do think I could make a small business out of it here. Plus I know how important it was to Mandy and Topher to have the kids grow up in a small town, on the farm—and the goat does love me now,” she joked, filled with joy when she saw Declan smile. “So yeah, I’m willing if you are... Let’s give it a try.”

			“And if it isn’t right for us, we’ll adjust,” he said. “As long as we’re together nothing else matters.”

			She wasn’t quite sure where it came from, but she honestly did believe that.

			It didn’t make any difference that the life they had envisioned didn’t look anything at all like what she’d once imagined her future should look like.

			Because as he pulled her close again and kissed her so soundly it made her light-headed, she understood what he’d meant when he’d said that being with her had made him feel as if he was home, that being with her was where he belonged.

			Now that her own feelings didn’t have to be locked up tight, it struck her that being with him made her feel as if she was home, too.

			And being with him was most definitely where she belonged, now and forever.

			For a future that might be better than anything she could have pictured after all.

			* * * * *

			Catch up with all of Declan’s siblings in the
Camden Family Secrets miniseries:

			The Marine Makes His Match

			AWOL Bride

			Special Forces Father

			Available now from Harlequin Special Edition!

			And keep an eye out for USA TODAY 
bestselling author Victoria Pade’s next book,
the first in a brand-new series,
out June 2020!

			Keep reading for an excerpt from A Man You Can Trust by Jo McNally.

		
	
		
			A Man You Can Trust

			by Jo McNally

			Chapter One

			The resort parking lot was quiet.

			That was hardly surprising, since it was seven o’clock on a Monday morning.

			But Cassandra Smith didn’t take chances.

			Ever.

			She backed into her reserved spot but didn’t turn the car off right away. She didn’t even put it in Park. First, she looked around—checking the mirrors, making sure she was going to stay. Pete Carter was walking from his car toward the Gallant Lake Resort. He waved as he passed her, and she waved back, then pretended to look at something on the passenger seat as she turned off the ignition. Pete worked at the front desk, and he was a nice enough guy. He’d offer to walk her inside if she got out now. And maybe that would be a good idea. Or maybe not. How well did she really know him?

			Her fingers tightened on the steering wheel. She was being ridiculous—Pete was thirty years her senior and happily married. But some habits were hard to shake, and really—why take the chance? By the time she finished arguing with herself, Pete was gone.

			She checked the mirrors one last time before getting out of the car, threading the keys through her fingers in a move as natural to her as breathing. As she closed the door, a warm breeze brushed a tangle of auburn hair across her face. She tucked it back behind her ear and took a moment to appreciate the morning. Beyond the sprawling 200-room fieldstone-and-timber resort where Cassie worked, Gallant Lake shimmered like polished blue steel. It was encircled by the Catskill Mountains, which were just beginning to show a blush of green in the trees. The air was brisk but smelled like spring, earthy and fresh. It reminded her of new beginnings.

			It had been six months since Aunt Cathy offered her sanctuary in this small resort town nestled in the Catskills. Gallant Lake was beginning to feel like home, and she was grateful for it. The sound of car tires crunching on the driveway behind her propelled her out of her thoughts and into the building. Other employees were starting to arrive.

			Cassie crossed the lobby, doing her best to avoid making eye contact with the few guests wandering around at this hour. As usual, she opted for the stairs instead of dealing with the close confines of the elevator. The towering spiral staircase in the center of the lobby looked like a giant tree growing up toward the ceiling three stories above, complete with stylized copper leaves draping from the ceiling. The offices of Randall Resorts International were located on the second floor, overlooking the wide lawn that stretched to the lakeshore. Cassie’s desk was centered between four small offices. Or rather, three smaller offices and one huge one, which belonged to the boss. That boss was in earlier than usual today.

			“G’morning, Cassie! Once you get settled, stop in, okay?”

			Ugh. No employee wanted to be called into the boss’s office first thing on a Monday.

			Blake Randall managed not only this resort from Gallant Lake, but half a dozen others around the world. It hadn’t taken long for Cassie to understand that Blake was one of those rare—at least in her world—men who wore their honor like a mantle. He took pride in protecting the people he cared for. Tall, with a swath of black hair that was constantly falling across his forehead, the man was ridiculously good-looking. His wife, Amanda, really hit the jackpot with this guy, and he adored her and their children.

			Blake was all business in the office, though. Focused and driven, he’d intimidated the daylights out of Cassie at first. Amanda teasingly called him Tall, Dark and Broody, and the nickname fit. But Cassie had come to appreciate his steady leadership. He had high expectations, and he frowned on drama in the workplace.

			He’d offered her a job at the resort’s front desk when she first arrived in Gallant Lake. It was a charity job—a favor to Cathy—and Cassie knew it. It took only one irate male guest venting at her during check-in for everyone to realize she wasn’t ready to be working with an unpredictable public. She’d frozen like a deer in headlights. Once she moved up here to the private offices, she’d found her footing and had impressed Blake with her problem-solving skills. Because Blake hated problems.

			She tossed her purse into the bottom drawer of her desk and checked her computer quickly to make sure there weren’t any urgent issues to deal with. Then she made herself a cup of hot tea, loaded it with sugar and poured Blake a mug of black coffee before heading into his office.

			He looked up from behind his massive desk and gave her a quick nod of thanks as she set his coffee down in front of him. Everyone knew to stay out of Blake’s way until they saw a cup of coffee in his hand. He was well-known for not being a morning person. He took a sip and sighed.

			“I was ready to book a flight to Barbados after hearing about the wedding disaster down there this weekend, but then I heard that apparently I—” he emphasized the one-letter word with air quotes “—already resolved everything by flying some photographer in to take wedding photos yesterday, along with discounting some rooms. Not at our resort, but at a competitor. I hear I’m quite the hero to the bride’s mother, but I’ll be damned if I remember doing any of it.”

			Blake’s dark brows furrowed as he studied her over the rim of his coffee cup, but she could see a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. The tension in her shoulders eased. Despite his tone, he wasn’t really angry.

			“The manager called Saturday looking for you,” she explained. “Monique was in a panic, so I made a few calls. The bride’s mother used the son of a ‘dear family friend’ to organize the wedding, instead of using our concierge service. The idiot didn’t book the rooms until the last minute, and we didn’t have enough available, which he neglected to mention to the bride’s mom. Then he booked the photographer for the wrong date.” She smiled at the look of horror on Blake’s face. “We’re talking wrong by a full month. It was quite a melodrama—none of which was our fault—but the bride is some internet fashion icon with half a million followers on Instagram. So we found rooms at the neighboring resort for the guests we couldn’t handle, and convinced the wedding party to get back into their gowns and tuxes for a full photo shoot the day after the wedding, which was the fastest we could get the photographer there. Mom’s happy. Bride’s happy. Social media is flooded with great photos and stories with the resort as a backdrop. I assumed you’d approve.”

			Blake chuckled. “Approve? It was freaking brilliant, Cassie. That kind of problem-solving is more along the lines of a VP than an executive assistant. You should have an office of your own.”

			She still wasn’t used to receiving compliments, and her cheeks warmed. When she’d first arrived, she’d barely been able to handle answering calls and emails, always afraid of doing something wrong, of disappointing someone. But as the months went by, she’d started to polish her rusty professional skills and found she was pretty good at getting things done, especially over the phone. Face-to-face confrontation was a different story.

			This wasn’t the first time Blake had mentioned a promotion, but she wasn’t ready. Oh, she was plenty qualified, with a bachelor’s degree in business admin. But if things went bad back in Milwaukee, she’d have to change her name again and vanish, so it didn’t make sense to put down roots anywhere. She let Blake’s comment hang in the air without responding. He finally shook his head.

			“Fine. Keep whatever job title you want, but I need your help with something.”

			Cassie frowned when Blake hesitated. “What is it?”

			“You know I hired a new director of security.” Cassie nodded. She was going to miss Ken Taylor, who was retiring to the Carolinas with his wife, Dianne. Ken had taken the job on a temporary basis after Blake’s last security guy left for a job in Boston. Ken was soft-spoken and kind, and he looked like Mr. Rogers, right down to the cardigan sweaters. He was aware of Cassie’s situation, and he’d made every effort to make sure she felt safe here, including arranging her reserved parking space.

			“Nick West starts today. I’d like you to work with him.”

			“Me? Why?” Cassie blurted the words without thinking. She laughed nervously. “I don’t know anything about security!”

			But she knew all about needing security.

			Blake held up his hand. “Relax. I’m not putting you on the security team. He’ll need help with putting data together and learning our processes. I need someone I can trust to make sure he has a smooth transition.”

			“So...I’m going to be his executive assistant instead of yours?” Her palms went clammy at the thought of working for a stranger.

			“First, we’ve already established you’re a hell of a lot more than my EA. And this is just temporary, to help him get settled in the office.” Blake drained his coffee mug and set it down with a thunk, not noticing the way Cassie flinched at the sound. “He’s a good guy. Talented. Educated. He’s got a master’s in criminal justice, and he was literally a hero cop in LA—recognized by the mayor, the whole deal.”

			A shiver traced its way down Cassie’s spine. Her ex had been a “hero cop,” too. Blake’s next words barely registered.

			“I’m a little worried about him making the shift from the hustle of LA to quiet Gallant Lake, but he says he’s looking for a change of pace. His thesis was on predictive policing—using data to spot trouble before it reaches a critical point.” That explained why Blake hired the guy. Blake was all about preventing problems before they happened. He did not like surprises. “It’ll be interesting to see how he applies that to facility security. His approach requires a ton of data to build predictive models, and that’s where you come in. You create reports faster than anyone else here.”

			Cassie loved crunching numbers and analyzing results. She started to relax. If Blake wanted her to do some research for the new guy, she could handle that.

			“I also want you to mentor him a bit, help him get acclimated.”

			“Meaning...?”

			“Amanda and I are headed to Vegas this week for that conference and a little vacation time. Nick’s going to need someone to show him around, make introductions and answer any questions that come up. He just got to town this weekend, and he doesn’t know anyone or anything in Gallant Lake.”

			“So what, I’m supposed to be his babysitter?”

			Blake’s brow rose at the uncharacteristically bold question.

			“Uh, no. Just walk him around the resort so he’s familiar with it, and be a friendly face for the guy.” He leaned forward. “Look, I get why you might be anxious, but he’s the director of security. That’s about as safe as it gets.”

			Her emotions roiled around in her chest. She hated that her employer felt he had to constantly reassure her about her safety. Yes, the guy in charge of security should be safe. All men should be.

			“Cassie? Is this going to be a problem?” The worry in Blake’s eyes made her sit straighter in her chair. What was it Sun Tzu wrote in The Art of War? The latest in a long line of self-help books she’d picked up was based on quotes from the ancient Chinese tome.

			Appear strong when you are weak...

			“No, I’m sure it will be fine. And the data analysis sounds interesting. Does he know...?”

			“About your situation? No. I wouldn’t do that without your permission. I only told Ken because you’d just arrived and...”

			She was hardly strong now, but she’d been a complete basket case back then.

			“I understand. I don’t think the new guy needs to know. I don’t want to be treated differently.”

			Blake frowned. “I don’t want that, either. But I do want you to feel safe here.”

			“I know, Blake. And thank you. If I change my mind, I’ll tell him myself.” She was getting tired of people having conversations about her as if she was a problem to be solved, no matter how well-meaning they were. “When will I meet him?”

			“He’s getting his rental house situated this morning, then he’ll be in. I’m planning on having lunch with him, then giving him a quick tour. He dropped some boxes off yesterday. Can you make sure he has a functioning office? You know, computer, phone, internet access and all that? I told Brad to set it up, but you know how scattered that kid can be.”

			Two hours later, Cassie was finishing the last touches in West’s office. The computer and voice mail were set up with temporary passwords. The security team had delivered his passes and key cards—his master key would open any door in the resort. Brad, their IT whiz, had been busy over the weekend, and a huge flat-screen hung on one wall. On it, twelve different feeds from the security surveillance room downstairs were scrolling in black and white. It looked like a scene straight out of some crime-fighter TV show.

			A familiar voice rang out in the office. “Hel-lo? Damn, no one’s here.”

			Cassie stepped to the doorway and waved to Blake’s wife. “I’m here!”

			Amanda Randall rushed to give Cassie a tight hug. Cassie hated hugs, but Amanda got a free pass. The woman simply couldn’t help herself—she was a serial hugger. She was also Cassie’s best friend in Gallant Lake. They’d bonded one night over a bottle of wine and the discovery they shared similar ghosts from their pasts. Other than that, the two women couldn’t be any more different. Amanda was petite, with curves everywhere a woman wanted curves. Cassie was average height and definitely not curvy—her nervous energy left her with a lean build. Amanda had long golden curls, while Cassie’s straight auburn hair was usually pulled back and under control. Amanda was a bouncing bundle of laughing, loving, hugging energy. Cassie was much more reserved, and sometimes found her friend’s enthusiasm overwhelming.

			“I brought chocolate chip cookies for everyone, but I guess you and I will have to eat them all.” Amanda held up a basket that smelled like heaven.

			“You won’t have to twist my arm. Come on in and keep me company.”

			Amanda followed her into the new guy’s office.

			“Wow—this is some pretty high-tech stuff, huh?” Amanda walked over to the flat-screen and watched the video feeds change from camera to camera. One feed was from a camera in front of Blake and Amanda’s stone mansion next door to the resort. The private drive was visible in the view from above their front door. “I really need to talk to Blake about those cameras. I don’t like the feeds popping up in some stranger’s office.”

			“Hasn’t resort security always been responsible for the house, too?”

			“I was never crazy about that, but Blake insisted. And it was different when it was Paul, whom I’d known from the first week I was here. And then Ken. I mean, he’s like having a favorite uncle watching over the house. But some hotshot ex-cop from LA watching me and the kids coming and going?” Amanda shuddered. “I don’t think so. Have you met him yet?”

			“Who?”

			“The new guy? Superhero cop coming to save us all? The one who has my husband drooling?”

			“No, I haven’t met him yet.” Cassie set a stack of legal pads on the corner of the desk, opposite the corner Amanda now occupied as she devoured a cookie. “What do you know about him?”

			“What don’t I know? He’s all Blake talked about this weekend. ‘Nick is so brave!’ ‘Nick is so brilliant!’ ‘Oh, no! What if Nick doesn’t like it here?’ ‘What if Nick leaves?’” Amanda acted out each comment dramatically, and Cassie couldn’t help laughing. “But seriously, he really wants this guy to work out. You know Blake—he believes in preventing problems before they happen, and that wasn’t Ken’s strong suit. He’s so anxious for this guy to be happy here that he actually suggested we skip our trip to Vegas so he could be here all week for Nick! That was a ‘hell no’ from me. We haven’t been away together without the kids in ages.” Amanda finished off the last of her cookie, licking her fingers. “And this girl is ready to par-tay in Vegas, baby! Whatcha doin’?”

			“Blake said Nick dropped off these boxes. I’ll unpack them, and he can organize later.” Cassie pulled the top off one of the boxes on the credenza. It was filled with books on criminal science and forensics. She put them on the bookshelves in the order they were packed. Police work was usually a life’s calling. What made this guy walk away from it?

			She stopped after pulling the cover off the second box. It contained more books and binders, but sitting on top was a framed photo. She lifted it out and Amanda came around the desk to study it with her.

			It was a wedding portrait. The tall man in the image looked damned fine in a tuxedo, like a real-life James Bond. His hair was dark and cropped short, military style. His features were angular and sharp, softened only by the affectionate smile he was giving the bride. Her skin was dark and her wedding gown was the color of champagne. Her close-cropped Afro highlighted her high cheekbones and long, graceful neck. She was looking up at the man proudly, exuding confidence and joy. Cassie felt a sting of regret. When was the last time anyone thought that about her?

			“Wow—are those two gorgeous or what?” Amanda took the silver frame from Cassie and whistled softly. “I wonder who it is.” She turned the frame over as if there might be an answer on the back.

			“I’m assuming it’s Nick West and his wife.”

			“No. Blake told me he’s single.”

			“Maybe she’s an ex?”

			Amanda rolled her eyes. “Who keeps photos like this of their ex? Maybe it’s not him at all—could be a brother or a friend. But if it is Nick, he’s hot as hell, isn’t he?”

			Cassie took the picture back and set it on a shelf. “I hadn’t noticed.”

			“Yeah, I call BS on that. There isn’t a woman under the age of eighty who wouldn’t notice how hot that guy is. You’d better be careful, especially now that you’re living in the love shack.”

			“The what?”

			“Nora’s apartment—we call it the love shack. First it was her and Asher. Then Mel moved in there and met Shane. And now you’re there, so...”

			Cassie’s aunt had sold her coffee shop in the village to Amanda’s cousin Nora a few years ago but still worked there part-time. The apartment above the Gallant Brew had been a godsend when it came vacant shortly after Cassie’s arrival. But a love shack?

			“I don’t believe in fairy tales. And even if Nora’s place did have magic powers, they’d be wasted on me.” She started to pull more books out of the box, but Amanda stopped her.

			“Hey, I’m sorry. I don’t mean to push you. Sometimes my mouth gets ahead of my brain. But someday you’re going to find someone...”

			Cassie shook her head abruptly. “That ship has sailed, Amanda. I have zero interest in any kind of...whatever.” She glanced back to the photo and studied the man’s dark eyes, sparkling with love for the bride. Her heart squeezed just a little, but she ignored it. “I can’t take the chance. Not again.”

			“Not every guy is Don. In fact, there are millions of guys who aren’t Don.”

			Amanda meant well, but they were straying onto thin and dangerous ice here. Cassie had wedding photos, too. They were packed away somewhere, and they showed a smiling couple just like this one. She’d been so innocent back then. And stupid. She was never going to be either again.

			“Look, I have a ton of work to do, and this guy—my coworker—is going to be here any time now. No more talk about love shacks and hotness, okay?”

			Amanda stared at her long and hard, her blue eyes darkening in concern. But thankfully, she decided to let it go. She picked up the basket of cookies. “Fine. I have to finish packing for the trip anyway. I’ll leave these out on the coffee counter.” She started to walk away, then spun suddenly and threw her arms around Cassie in an attack hug. “We leave in the morning, but we’ll be back next week. If you need anything at all—anything—you call Nora or Mel and they’ll be there in a heartbeat.”

			Cassie bit back the surprising rebuke that sat on the tip of her tongue. She was fed up with everyone hovering and fretting, but she knew it was her own damn fault. How many times had she called Amanda those first few months, crying and terror-stricken because of a bad dream or some random noise she heard? Sure, she’d changed her name and moved about as far away from Milwaukee as she could get, but Don was an ex-cop with all the right connections. That’s why she kept a “go-bag” packed and ready at her door. She took a deep breath, nodded and wished Amanda a safe and fun trip. But after she left, Cassie was too agitated to sit at her desk. She ended up back in Nick West’s office, unpacking the last box.

			A little flicker of anger flared deep inside. It had been nudging at her more and more lately, first as an occasional spark of frustration, but now it was turning into a steady flame. She wanted her life back. She wanted a life where she could rely on herself and stand up for herself. She looked at the wedding photo again. She wanted a life where she smiled more. Where she didn’t jump every time someone...

			A shadow filled the doorway.

			“Hey! Whatcha doin’ in here?”
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