







“Asking questions is second nature to me.”



Tyler had nothing more to hide. “You can ask me anything you want to, as long as I can reserve the right not to answer.”


“Deal.” Maddie held out her hand to shake on it.


Tyler ignored it and leaned closer to press a kiss to her lips. He fought the temptation to linger and savor the sensations the simplest touch stirred in him.


“What was that for?” she asked.


“Our deal was too important for anything less than a kiss to seal it.”


“Kisses have a way of getting us in trouble,” she reminded him.


He grinned. “Then we’ll just have to practice until they’re no longer any danger.”


Maddie responded with a low chuckle. “I don’t see that happening, Tyler.”


“What? The practicing?”


“No, making them less dangerous.”


He regarded her evenly. “You may be right about that, darlin’. You definitely may be right about that.”
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Dear Reader,


For someone who once measured her writing in column inches for newspapers, the mere idea of writing an entire book was daunting. To have written fifty books for Silhouette staggers me.


I am so fortunate to be able to tell the kind of strong, family-oriented stories I love for a publisher who understands and appreciates the empowering value of romance in a woman’s life.


And best of all, I have had the chance to touch the lives of so many readers. Thank you for spending your time with my books and for sharing your thoughts with me. I hope we’ll be together another fifty books from now.


With all good wishes,
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Prologue



“Bryce Delacourt is the most powerful, sanctimonious man in all of Texas, so, yes, if you can find a way to bring him down, by all means do it,” Griffin Carpenter said, his wrinkled face an inscrutable mask. Only the tell-tale blaze of excitement in his black eyes indicated to Maddie Kent the intensity of his passion for this particular story.

No one knew why Carpenter had it in for the power brokers of Texas, but he’d made it his life’s work to expose their foibles. In his late fifties now, he’d been described alternately as an ambitious crusader or a vengeful, mean-spirited man. Maddie didn’t care which he was or what his reasons were. Those were the words she had been waiting most of her life to hear, the chance she’d worked her butt off to get.

The Delacourts had ruined her family, and now they were finally going to pay. If there was so much as a hint of a scandal in their past, so much as a whiff of illegalities in their business dealings at Delacourt Oil, she would find it. And she would expose them for the heartless, rotten human beings they were behind their facade of generosity and family loyalty and perfection.

Her own passion for the hunt had been a long time building. She had been ten when her father had come home one day to announce that he’d been fired, cast aside because of a simple mistake that anyone could have made. As he told it, it had been nothing more than an accounting error that should have meant nothing to someone with the Delacourt wealth.

But Bryce Delacourt was a hard man, and so Frank Kent found himself out of work without a reference. He would never work as an accountant again, at least not for a company of any size or respectability. Delacourt had seen to that.

The humiliation of it had broken the man Maddie had adored. For five years, his self-esteem in tatters, he had moved from one dead-end job to another, never earning more than minimum wage. His family had suffered far more due to his increasing depression than because of the lack of income. The warm, generous man who’d been involved in every aspect of his children’s lives was gone, lost in lonely, self-imposed isolation and bitterness.

When Maddie was fifteen, her father committed suicide. He’d almost botched the attempt and had lain in a coma for two horrendous weeks before finally getting his wish and dying.

That final act of a sad and desperate man had all but destroyed the family, financially and emotionally. Maddie’s mother had retreated into her own private hell, aided by alcohol. Her brothers had turned into street thugs to get what they wanted. Only Maddie had used that defining moment to strengthen her resolve to succeed. She had vowed at her father’s grave that one day she would be in a position to make the Delacourts feel that same kind of pain.

Now, thanks to Griffin Carpenter, she had her chance. She didn’t care why Carpenter hated Bryce Delacourt or any of the others who fell victim to his paper’s venom. It was enough that the publisher’s agenda matched her own. Most newspapers in the state were in awe of the Delacourt wealth and power, but Carpenter had his own resources and a pit bull’s tenacity when it came to digging up dirt on the entrenched power brokers of the state.

Carpenter’s Dallas-based tabloid, Hard Truths, was a wealthy Texan’s worst nightmare. His reporters turned over rocks and crept through back alleys in search of scandal. More often than not, they found it, then took delight in sharing it with the public in the most colorful terms possible.

It was not the sort of journalism Maddie had trained for or respected. She’d attended one of the nation’s best journalism schools, taken her fair share of courses in media ethics and responsibility. And she intended to follow all of those rules with absolute diligence—once she had written this one exposé….

For now, though, she was happy to be Carpenter’s newest recruit, and she intended to be his best. In no time at all the Delacourts would be making headlines, and for once it wouldn’t be on the society or business pages. She planned to make them the talk of Texas, until they understood humiliation as intimately as her father had.

She gazed across the wide mahogany expanse of Griffin Carpenter’s desk, straight into eyes glinting with anticipation.

“I won’t let you down,” she vowed to her boss.

Then she mentally whispered the same words to the father she had lost so long ago.








Chapter One



Tyler couldn’t help noticing the woman sitting at the other end of the bar. She had been there for the past week. Petite, with auburn hair cut boyishly short, she had a sweet face with a very kissable mouth—innocence and the promise of sin combined. Tonight she was wearing a prim little white blouse and a bright red skirt that kept creeping up, revealing a very shapely thigh. More of that intriguing innocence-sin contradiction.

She was a plucky little thing, fending off passes with a few words and an engaging smile, nursing what appeared to be ginger ale. What she was doing here in the first place was beyond him. She wasn’t looking for a man, that was clear enough. Nor did she drink. And yet here she was at O’Reilly’s, night after night, same stool, same bland, disinterested expression, same polite brush-offs.


In times past Tyler would have taken that as a challenge. Harmless flirting with a beautiful woman was second nature to him, as it had been to his brothers. Any one of the Delacourt males would have moved closer and satisfied his curiosity.

At the moment, though, Tyler just wasn’t up to his usual casual banter. He had way too much on his mind. His whole future, for instance.

Until a week ago he’d been out on a rig in the Gulf of Mexico off the Louisiana coast for three straight months, trying to forget the past, trying to lose himself in hard, physical, mind-numbing work. At the end of the day all he cared about was a cold beer, a rare steak and sleep. That was the way he wanted it, the way he needed his life to be—clear and uncomplicated. Women were a definite complication. Family was both a blessing and a curse. He’d intended to steer clear of both for the foreseeable future.

Then the edict had come down that all Delacourts were required to be in Houston for his parents’ fortieth anniversary bash. Even Trish, who never came back to Houston if she could avoid it, had been corralled into attending. Only his brother Michael had escaped, because he and Grace were away on their honeymoon.

There was nothing on earth Tyler hated more than being all dressed up in a fancy tux, unless it was being back in an office. In the past week he’d found himself in both these situations.

And if Bryce Delacourt had his way, Tyler would stay in Houston indefinitely. Judging from his father’s offhand comments, Tyler had a hunch that this time it was going to be a whole lot harder to wrangle his way out of the Delacourt Oil corporate headquarters and back onto a rig. He envied Trish and Dylan their escapes to the peace and tranquility of Los Piños all the way across the state. They were back there now, out of their father’s reach, while Tyler was still here, still very much under his thumb.

He took a sip of his beer and wondered if the time hadn’t finally come to cut the family ties completely—professionally speaking, anyway. He wouldn’t be the only one in the family to do it.

His oldest brother, Dylan, had been the first to shun the family business, infuriating their father by setting up shop as a private eye. Then Trish had managed to slip away to another city, have a baby and open her second bookstore—all before their father had caught up with her just in time to see her wed a rancher. Jeb had one foot in Dylan’s business, which he’d moved to Los Piños after his marriage to a pediatrician there, and another at corporate headquarters, but he managed to stay out from under Bryce Delacourt’s control most of the time.

Only Michael relished being at the helm of a multinational oil company and, ironically, their father couldn’t seem to see that he was the only one really suited for the job. Usually Michael provided adequate cover for Tyler, but his current absence had reminded their father that he had one remaining son he could groom for the executive suite.

More than the others, Tyler hated the thought of disappointing his father, but he hated paperwork even more. He shuddered at the prospect of facing a lifetime of it. There were oil companies around the country—around the world, for that matter—that would be happy to hire someone with his lifelong history in the business, with his expertise and willingness to work endless hours, with his daring and fearless approach to oil exploration. Maybe it was time to check into some of them. Maybe it was time to stop worrying so much about being a dutiful Delacourt and worry more about being himself.

His thoughts dark, he barely glanced up when the woman from the other end of the bar slid onto the stool next to him. For once the prospect of an evening’s flirtation didn’t do a thing to lighten his mood. He just wanted to be left alone to wrestle with the past and with the decision that had to be made about the future.

“Hi,” she said, leveling amber eyes straight at him until he finally met her gaze.

“Hi, yourself.”

“I’ve seen you here before.”

“Every night this week,” he agreed, turning back to the beer he’d been nursing, hoping she would take the hint and go away.

“I thought you’d make a pass by now.”

The offhand observation caught his attention. He regarded her with a wry look. “Did you now?”

“You’re the only male in this place who hasn’t.” She made the claim with a surprising lack of conceit and just a hint of puzzlement.

Tyler regarded her with amusement. “Since you turned down every one of them, I figured I’d cut my losses and save myself the trouble.”

“Then you were interested?”

“Any male with blood still pumping through his veins is interested in an attractive female.”


Suddenly her expression brightened. “You think I’m attractive?”

He shook his head. “Don’t be coy. Of course you are.”

“I know that,” she said with a touch of impatience. “I just wasn’t sure if you did. I wasn’t certain you’d even noticed me. You looked kind of lost, as if you were off in another world and not too happy about it. That’s why I decided to break my rule.”

“What rule is that?”

“I never, ever, talk to men I don’t know, not without a proper introduction. I’m Maddie, by the way. Maddie Kent. It’s Madison, technically, but whoever heard of a woman named that? I think it was a family name on my mother’s side. She was convinced it could be traced back to James Madison, but I never saw any proof of it.” She beamed at him. “Who are you?”

“Tyler,” he said, deliberately leaving off his last name. Mention of “Delacourt” in this part of Texas tended to stir up all sorts of reactions that had more to do with his father or the family wealth than him. He’d learned to hedge his bets when he first met a woman, see if her reactions were genuine before he laid his full identity on her.

“Why are you here, Maddie?” he asked. He gestured toward the ginger ale. “It’s obvious you’re not a big drinker.”

“I just got to town a couple of weeks ago and moved into this neighborhood. This seems like a nice place. It’s definitely better than going back to an empty apartment.”

Something about the comment stirred Tyler’s suspicions. If she was here to stave off loneliness, then why not accept the attentions of one of the men who’d approached her? Why come here if she had such a hard-and-fast rule about not talking to strangers? And why zero in on the one man who hadn’t made a pass at her? Just because she liked a challenge? Or because she knew precisely who he was, after all?

“You’ve had quite a few admirers the last couple of days. Why have you rejected all of them?” he asked.

“I told you. I have a rule. Besides, they were looking for more than a little friendly conversation. You can tell, you know, at least if you’re a woman.”

Tyler definitely knew. On any other night of any other week, he might have been one of them, and chitchat would have been the last thing on his mind. He enjoyed flirting, but the prospect of making the occasional conquest made it more interesting. It kept his mind off another woman—one who’d slipped out of his life when he’d least expected it and now was lost to him forever.

“So you came over here because I looked safe enough?” he asked.

“Exactly.”

“Darlin’, I wouldn’t count on it. The only difference between those men and me is that I’ve got a lot more than sex on my mind these days.”

She didn’t bat an eye at that. “Tell me. I’m a good listener. Maybe I can help.”

He studied her eager expression and wondered if an impartial outsider could offer a perspective on his life that he hadn’t yet considered. The trouble was, he’d made it a rule not to share any of his deepest longings and ambitions with anyone—and especially not a woman. Not since Jen.

From the moment they’d met, he’d told Jennifer Grayson everything. She’d led a tough life but had come through it with a surprisingly sweet and gentle nature. He’d given her his heart. Hell, he’d even gotten her pregnant and given her a baby, but she’d steadfastly refused his offer of marriage, wouldn’t take a penny of support money for their daughter, wouldn’t accept the gifts he’d sent. She’d insisted she could make it on her own, without any charity from some rich Texan whose family would only look down on her because she’d come from the wrong side of the tracks.

Talk about reverse snobbery. Jen had had it in spades. Nothing he’d said could persuade her that his offers were motivated by love not pity. He had admired her pride, even as it had exasperated him. He’d accepted her terms, because she’d given him no choice.

Jen and his baby girl, his precious Rachel, had lived in Baton Rouge, conveniently nearby whenever he had time off from his work on the Delacourt rigs in the Gulf of Mexico. Despite her refusal to marry him, Jen had been the best thing in his life.

Even so, he had never shared her existence with his family. She’d accused him of being ashamed of her, but the truth was that at first he’d just wanted something that was his alone, not part of the Delacourt dynasty, not subjected to media scrutiny. Jen had been his secret and his joy.

The time had come, though, after the baby was born, when he’d wanted his family to know everything, wanted them to get to know Jen, even if their relationship was unconventional. Six months ago, after endless arguments, he had finally persuaded her to come to Houston and meet his parents. He had held such high hopes for that trip. He’d been so sure that once she got over that hurdle, Jen would see that she could fit in, that she would be accepted just because he loved her.

In one last surge of stubborn pride, she had insisted on driving, rather than accompanying him in the company jet. He had agreed, to his everlasting regret. En route there had been an accident. The crash had occurred after midnight, and the police suspected Jen had fallen asleep at the wheel, though they would never know for sure. There were no other cars involved, and there had been no witnesses. Jen and Rachel had both died at the scene.

From that moment on Tyler had descended into his own personal hell of guilt and loneliness, made worse because he’d refused to share his torment with anyone. He’d considered the silent suffering to be his penance for pressing her to do something she hadn’t really wanted to do.

That was another reason he didn’t want to leave Louisiana. All of his memories of Jen and the baby were in Baton Rouge. And when they got to be too much for him, he needed the demanding work on the rig to exhaust him. The waking memories were difficult enough, but the nightmares about that crash were a thousand times worse. At home this last week he’d awakened every single night in a cold, drenching sweat, heart pounding, tears running unchecked down his cheeks.


His family knew something was terribly wrong, but he refused to talk about it. Michael had even made the trip to Baton Rouge to see him before his wedding to Grace. His brother had poked and prodded for two straight days, but Tyler hadn’t been ready to reveal a whole part of his life he had kept secret for years. He still wasn’t. Someday he would be able to talk about Jen, but not yet, not even to the brother who knew him better than anyone on earth.

He sighed heavily.

“Hey, where’d you go?” Maddie asked, snapping him back to the present.

“Just thinking about someone I used to know,” he admitted without meaning to.

Her eyes brightened with curiosity. “Were you in love with her?”

“I was.”

“And she loved you?”

“She said she did.”

“What happened?”

“Stuff,” he said, because talking about the tragedy wouldn’t change anything, and he’d already said more than he should have.

“You don’t want to talk about it,” she concluded.

“Brilliant deduction.”

“Then tell me about yourself. What do you do, Tyler with no last name?”

So, he thought, she had caught the deliberate omission. “I work on an oil rig, or at least that’s what I did last week. This week it’s hard to say.”

“Did you lose your job?” she asked, regarding him sympathetically.

“Not the way you mean.” This was not a conversation he intended to have, not with a stranger, not tonight. “Look, Maddie Kent, it’s been nice talking to you, but I’ve got to run.” He tossed some bills on the bar. “That ought to take care of your drink. Welcome to Houston. Maybe I’ll see you again sometime.”

“Maybe so,” she said cheerfully, showing neither surprise nor hurt that he was walking out on her.

Only after he was outside, sitting in his car and wondering what the heck he was going to do with himself for the rest of the evening, did he regret his impulsive decision. If nothing else, Maddie with the kissable lips might have provided a much-needed distraction from his dark thoughts. He thought of that blend of innocence and sex appeal and sighed. Then again, she might be nothing but trouble.

 

Maddie watched Tyler Delacourt walk out of the bar and barely concealed a little smile of satisfaction. She’d made progress tonight. She’d actually held a conversation of sorts with a Delacourt. A civil conversation, at that.

Based on all of her research, she had a feeling that of all of Bryce Delacourt’s sons Tyler might be the one person who could get her into the bosom of the tight-knit family.

Finding him hadn’t been all that difficult. His name and picture had popped up in old society-page items with great regularity. That had stopped a couple of years back, but in the meantime it had given her a starting point. Many of those items mentioned O’Reilly’s as his favorite watering hole. They also mentioned his reputation as an outrageous flirt. At one point one columnist had kept a running count of the number of women with whom he’d been spotted. Whatever his past habits, Maddie had seen no evidence that he was womanizing these days.

In fact, he’d looked so down, so totally alone, that she’d almost felt sorry for him. If he had been anyone other than a Delacourt, she wouldn’t have let him get away without convincing him to spill his guts. Since he was a Delacourt, she had known she had to proceed with caution, not scare him off with her limitless curiosity.

She flipped open her cell phone and called Griffin Carpenter, as promised.

“I made contact tonight,” she told him.

“With Delacourt?”

“No, with his son, Tyler. There’s something going on with him.”

“We’re looking for something on Bryce, not his son.”

“But if I can get Tyler to open up, to trust me enough to confide in me, I’m in. He’ll pave the way with the rest of the family.”

“That’s your angle?” Griffin asked worriedly. “Maddie, watch yourself. Tyler’s got a reputation with women. At least, he did before he started spending so much time out of town, working on that rig over in Louisiana. Forget about Tyler. Why not get a job at the company, something that’ll give you access to their files?”

She wasn’t about to explain that any, even the most superficial, background check by Delacourt Oil’s personnel office would reveal her link to a man who’d once been fired. They’d never hire her.


“I like my way better. I can handle Tyler,” she assured her boss. “I’ll be in touch.”

She put the cell phone back in her purse and thought about the man who’d just left. Thank heaven he wasn’t her type. With his blond hair, dimpled smile and muscled build, he was too good-looking by far, too used to having women swoon at the sight of him, no doubt.

When she’d first seen him a few nights ago, she had been surprised by his preference for jeans and chambray shirts, rather than fancy suits; for sturdy work boots, rather than expensive cowboy boots. He’d told her he worked on an oil rig, and he certainly looked as if he could handle hard work. In fact, she could imagine him out on a rig in the blazing sun, his chest bare, muscles rippling. The unexpected image left her mouth surprisingly dry.

Where had that come from? she wondered, not one bit pleased by the reaction.

“You need another drink?” the bartender asked.

Maddie nodded. When the ginger ale came, she drank it down in one long gulp, but it didn’t seem to do much for her parched throat. This wasn’t good, not good at all.

Repeat after me, she instructed herself. Tyler Delacourt is the son of the man who destroyed your father. Therefore, Tyler Delacourt is a despicable toad. Tyler Delacourt is pond scum.

Tyler Delacourt is the sexiest man I’ve ever met.

Maddie moaned at the traitorous thought. This assignment had just gotten a whole lot more complicated. Maybe she would be better off trying to slide her credentials past personnel and accepting some bland, innocuous job taking dictation at Delacourt Oil.

With a shudder she dismissed the idea. Tyler Delacourt was vulnerable. She had seen it in his bleak expression. Her hormones had never been a problem before. She could certainly keep them in check now. She was too close to her goal to let anything—least of all a handsome Delacourt—get in her way.








Chapter Two



Tyler avoided O’Reilly’s—and the very disconcerting Maddie—for the next few nights. In fact, he pretty much stayed in his apartment for a solid week, sorting through the options he had for the rest of his life. He ignored the phone, letting his answering machine take messages, most of which were from his increasingly impatient father. There was no getting away from the fact that the time had come to make a decision, and no matter which one he made, there was going to be hell to pay.

When he got a call from Daniel Corrigan, supervisor of operations on the rig and Tyler’s boss, Tyler thought about ignoring it, too, but something in Daniel’s voice as he left a curt message told him that he shouldn’t. He snatched up the phone just as the older man was about to hang up.


“Daniel, what’s up?”

“Good. You’re there. Now the question is, when are you coming back here?”

“Why? Is there a problem?”

“That’s what I want to know. I had a call from your father this morning telling me not to expect you back. I wanted to hear it from you before I filled the position. I told him that, too. I figured if you’d decided to quit, you owed it to me to call yourself.” He hesitated then added wryly, “It also occurred to me that you might not know about it.”

It looked as if the matter was about to be snatched out of Tyler’s hands, unless he took some decisive action. He muttered a harsh expletive under his breath, then assured Daniel, “I’ll take care of it.”

“That’s not really answering my question now, is it, Tyler?”

“Look, I’m sorry you’re caught in the middle on this. I’m trying to work it out. For now, though, don’t fill that job, not until you hear from me.”

“Anything I can do to help, like reminding you that you’re the best man I’ve got on the job over here?”

Tyler couldn’t help being pleased by the compliment. Daniel Corrigan was an incredibly demanding man, one of the best the company had, Tyler’s father conceded, even though there was some bad blood between the two men.

Daniel had been with Delacourt Oil for most of his life. He was loyal to the company, but even more fiercely loyal to the men who risked their lives working the rigs. He’d tried a desk job briefly nearly thirty years earlier, but by grudging mutual agreement with Bryce Delacourt, he’d gone back to working the rigs. Bryce had never entirely forgiven Daniel for abandoning the corporate role he’d been offered. Tyler assumed that was the main source of the friction between them.

In addition, it was evident that his father didn’t much like the bond that had formed years earlier between Daniel and Tyler. The older man had taken Tyler under his wing when he’d first expressed an interest in learning the business literally from the ground up. Even though Bryce was no longer in any position to spend time in the oil fields with a curious young boy, he’d been resentful of turning the task over to another man. Stubborn, even as a kid, and sure of his own interests, Tyler had had to badger him into it.

Now, when Tyler didn’t respond, Daniel sighed heavily. “I suppose this is none of my business, but is this mood you’re obviously in really about work?”

“Of course it is,” Tyler insisted, guessing where his boss might be headed.

“You sure of that? Or is it about Jen? I know that accident tore you up inside. You’ve been brooding about it for months now. Have you even told your family what happened?”

Tyler regretted ever telling his boss about Jen, but at the time he’d felt he had no choice. He’d had to give Daniel a way to reach him if he was unexpectedly needed on the rig. As a result Daniel had been the one who’d come into Baton Rouge personally to deliver the news when Tyler’s father had suffered a heart attack a year ago. He’d also been the one to break the news about the accident. The police had found Daniel’s office number in Jen’s purse as an emergency means to contact Tyler. Despite all that, it didn’t mean the man had a right to go picking at the scabs on Tyler’s emotional wounds.

“Daniel—”

“You listen to me,” his boss said sharply, ignoring the warning note in Tyler’s voice. “What happened wasn’t your fault.”

“You don’t know—”

“I know all I need to know,” Daniel retorted gruffly. “I saw how much you loved that woman and your daughter. You gave them everything Jen would let you. I’ve watched you suffering ever since they died. Grieving’s normal, but at some point you have to move on.”

Tyler sighed. “Okay, you’re right. It’s just not easy.”

“Of course it’s not. If it were, it wouldn’t say much about the love you two shared, now would it? My best advice? Get your sorry butt over here and get back to work.”

“If it were up to me, that is exactly what I’d do.”

“Who’s it up to, if not you?”

“You know Dad,” Tyler said wryly. “Michael’s away, so he’s staring around the corporate offices looking for a likely substitute. No matter how many times I explain it to him, he just doesn’t get the fact that I hate the whole suit-and-tie routine.”

“Wear blue jeans and an oil-stained T-shirt to the office,” Daniel suggested. “Maybe then he’ll get the picture.”

“Maybe then he’ll have another heart attack,” Tyler countered, not entirely in jest. “You know how he feels about the Delacourt image.”

“You can’t live your life for your father,” Daniel reminded him mildly. “I’m not trying to tell you what to do. I’m just saying it’s your life, and when it’s over, you’re the one who’ll have to live with any regrets. Personally, I figure the fewer I go out of here with, the better.”

That philosophy held a lot of appeal for Tyler, too. “Don’t fill that job just yet,” he said again. “I promise I’ll get back to you.”

“Don’t take too long. I’m getting too blasted old to be doing all the hard labor in your place.”

Tyler laughed. Daniel Corrigan could outlift and outscramble any man working for him, Tyler included. “Let me know when you’re ready to retire, old man. Maybe I’ll apply for that cushy job of yours.”

“Funny, kid. Very funny. I’ll give you till the end of next week. Then I’m hiring somebody who hasn’t got such a smart mouth.”

“Whatever you say.” His grin faded. “Thanks, Daniel. I owe you.”

“You do indeed, and I intend to keep reminding you of it.”

Tyler slowly replaced the receiver, then switched off the answering machine. Based on Daniel’s news, the clock was definitely ticking. He’d better have a decision before morning, and the strength of will to defend it. He needed total quiet and solitude to think this through. That and a pot of industrial-strength coffee to clear the cobwebs out of his brain.

He was on his third cup of coffee and his twelfth final decision when he was startled by a quiet, but insistent knock on his door. He stared at the closed door, trying to imagine who might be on the other side. Nobody got past the doorman downstairs without Tyler’s okay, not even family. And if his father had somehow managed it, there would have been nothing subtle about the knock. Bryce Delacourt would have been pounding on the wood to announce his displeasure with Tyler’s refusal to take his calls.

Since there had been no call upstairs, whoever it was couldn’t possibly know he was inside. Therefore, if he just ignored that incessant tapping, it would eventually stop. Or so he hoped.

Instead, he heard the scrape of a key in the lock, the murmur of voices, then saw the knob slowly twist. He was on his feet in a heartbeat.

“What the hell?” he demanded, jerking the door the rest of the way open and dragging a very startled Maddie Kent with it. “You!”

He stared from her to the apologetic doorman. “Rodney, what is the meaning of this?”

“She said you hadn’t been answering your phone. She said you’d been very upset and she was concerned about you. Since you hadn’t said anything about leaving town again and I hadn’t seen you for a couple of days myself, I figured it was worth checking out.”

Tyler raked a hand through his hair. How could he blow a gasket over the man’s very real concern? Rodney was a valuable building employee precisely because he cared about the condo owners and paid close attention to their security and well-being. The elderly owners considered him a friend.


Maddie was another story.

Tyler patted the doorman on his back. “It’s okay, Rodney.”

The man regarded him with genuine dismay. “It won’t happen again, sir.” He backed away. “Let me know if you need anything.”

Other than peace and quiet, Tyler couldn’t imagine what that might be. Rodney disappeared on the elevator, leaving Maddie behind.

“Mind telling me what you’re doing here?” he asked.

“Your doorman pretty much summed it up. You haven’t been at O’Reilly’s. No one’s seen you since the other night.”

“So?”

“You weren’t in the best mood,” she said, as if that were somehow significant.

“And that would be your business because…?”

Her gaze clashed with his, not wavering by so much as the flicker of an eyelash. Those amber eyes glowed with warmth and concern. “I was worried, that’s all.”

To his amazement, she sounded as if she actually meant it. What had she thought might happen? “Maddie, I drop out of sight all the time. Usually I’m back out on some rig.”

“But you’re not there now, are you?” she pointed out reasonably.

“No, but…”

“So, something could have been wrong.”

“But it’s not.”

“Thank goodness,” she retorted fervently.

He regarded her with suspicion. “How did you know where to find me? I never even told you my last name.”

“O’Reilly told me. He was worried, too.”

Tyler laughed at that. Kevin O’Reilly rarely worried about his patrons unless their bar tabs weren’t up-to-date. More likely, he’d just fallen for little Ms. Kent’s innocent act of concern.

“He was,” she claimed indignantly. “He told me exactly where to find you. Said you owed him one.” A frown knit her brow. “I’m not sure what he meant by that.”

Tyler knew. O’Reilly obviously thought he’d been doing Tyler a favor by delivering a sexy little package straight to his doorstep. “I’ll have to speak to O’Reilly about minding his own business.”

“He seems like a very nice man, very helpful.”

“Yes, I suppose you would see it that way.” He sighed. “Well, now that you’re here, I suppose you might as well come on in and have something to drink. I’m fresh out of ginger ale, though.”

“Juice, water, whatever you have,” she said agreeably. She was already wandering around the apartment, studying it with undisguised curiosity.

Tyler went into the kitchen, poured her a glass of soda, added ice, then returned to find her holding a family portrait, one taken at Christmas the year before. There was an odd expression on her face, one he couldn’t quite interpret.

“Do you have a big family?” he asked.

She shook her head. “Just two brothers. Both my parents are dead.”

“I’m sorry. Do you spend much time with your brothers?”


“Not really.” She put the picture back very carefully.

There had been a few occasions when Tyler had regretted being part of such a large, tight-knit family, but seeing the sadness in Maddie’s eyes, he realized once again just how lucky he really was. From time to time he and his siblings might aggravate the daylights out of each other, but they would go to the ends of the earth for each other.

And with the rest of them married and starting families of their own, the Delacourts were an impressive bunch when they all got together in one place as they had last year for the holidays. His father’s heart attack had been a reminder to all of them how quickly things could change. They had vowed at the hospital never to let another holiday season pass without some sort of reunion. Last year Trish had managed to lure even their parents to Los Pin˜os for a quiet, old-fashioned family celebration, rather than the Houston social whirl they preferred.

“That’s too bad about you and your brothers,” he told Maddie. “Did you have a falling out?”

“No. We just drifted apart. We don’t have much in common anymore.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, helpless to think of anything more profound to say.

“You’re very close to your family, aren’t you? I can see it in the picture.”

“We get along well enough—most of the time, anyway. Like all families, we have our ups and downs.” After his illness, a mellower Bryce Delacourt had seemed to accept the decisions his children had made for their lives—all except Tyler, apparently.


Maddie curled up in an oversize chair facing him. “Tell me about them—I love hearing about big families. And yours is pretty much legendary here in Texas.”

Since that particular cat was clearly out of the bag and she didn’t seem overly impressed by it, Tyler gave her a brief rundown of the various Delacourts, right down to the most recently adopted grandchildren, Josh and Jamie, two brothers taken in by Grace and Michael, who were currently staying over on Trish’s ranch in Los Pin˜os while the newlyweds traveled on their honeymoon. Maddie listened raptly to every word he said, prodding him with questions every time he thought her curiosity must surely be satisfied.

“You have to be bored hearing all of this,” he said at last. “It’s like watching home movies of people you don’t know or vacations you didn’t share.”

“No, really, I love it. Tell me more about your father. I’ve read about him, of course. What’s he like?”

“He’s stubborn, ambitious, dynamic and generally a pain in the butt,” Tyler said honestly. “But we all love him just the same.”

Suddenly she glanced at and then picked up a tiny framed picture of his daughter, the only one Tyler had. He froze as she studied it. Cursing the fact that he hadn’t put it away as he usually did when company came over, he waited for the questions he sensed were about to come.

“Is this a niece or nephew?” she asked.

“No,” he said tersely, then forced a smile. He restrained himself from snatching the picture out of her hands. Eventually she put it back in place, though her gaze kept straying back to it.

“Enough about my family,” he said, when it seemed she was about to ask more questions. “Tell me more about yours. Were you very young when you lost your parents?”

“I was fifteen when my dad died,” she said.

Tyler saw the pain behind her stoic expression, heard the sorrow in her voice. As irritating as he often found his father, he couldn’t imagine losing him. Last year’s heart attack, though mild, had scared all of them, reminding them that even the larger-than-life Bryce Delacourt was merely mortal.

“That must have been hard,” he said sympathetically.

“It was.”

Since she didn’t seem inclined to say more, he asked, “And your mom?”

“My mother died just last year, but she was never really the same after my dad died.”

Since both of them seemed to have valid reasons for not wanting to delve any more deeply into family history, Tyler changed the subject. “What do you do for a living, Maddie Kent?”

“I’m…” She turned away, then finally met his gaze. “I’m between jobs right now.”

Tyler couldn’t tell whether pride had put that embarrassed flush in her cheeks or whether it was because she was lying. He had spent enough time around women to sense when one wasn’t being completely honest with him. And something was telling him now that Maddie Kent had been skirting the truth from the moment he’d met her.


“Is that why you came to Houston, to find work?”

She nodded. “I thought it might be easier in a big city, that there would be a lot of opportunities.”

“The classifieds are definitely full of jobs. No nibbles yet?”

“Not yet, but I’m still hopeful,” she said cheerfully.

“What kind of work are you looking for? I could check at Delacourt Oil. Maybe there’s an opening there that would suit you.”

An odd expression crossed her face, but Tyler couldn’t quite interpret it.

“I’m pretty flexible, actually, but I don’t want you to go to any trouble. I’m sure I’ll find something anyday now.” There was a touch of stubborn, if admirable, pride in the lift of her chin.

“There’s nothing wrong with getting a little help, Maddie. A lot of people find their jobs through networking. It’s the way the corporate world works. Why do you think so many women fought to get into clubs that were open only to men? They knew that’s where the men were finding out about job openings.”

“Is that how you found your job?”

Tyler laughed for the first time in days. “No, I’m afraid I got mine through nepotism, pure and simple. The truth is I’d have a hard time not working at Delacourt Oil.”

“Then you work for your father?”

He met her bright gaze, tried to discern if there was something more than curiosity behind her questions. “Yes, unfortunately.”

“On one of the company’s rigs?”


“For the moment,” he said tersely. “Could we talk about something else? The weather, maybe?”

“Your job’s a sore point?”

“Oh, yeah,” he said fervently.

“How come?”

“If you knew my father, you’d understand.”

“Since I don’t, why don’t you explain it to me? I’m a good listener.”

He was surprisingly tempted to do just that, to share all of the hopes and frustrations he’d been keeping bottled up inside since Jen’s death. The mental comparison with Jen was enough to bring him up short.

“So you’ve said, but I’ve taken up enough of your time, Maddie.” He stood up abruptly and looked pointedly toward the door.

Maddie didn’t budge at first, but then her eyes widened. “Oh,” she said softly. “You want me to go. I suppose I did burst in uninvited and disrupt your plans for the evening. I’m sorry.”

Oddly enough, he realized that he didn’t want her to leave, not really. And that made him more determined than ever to get her out the door. She asked too many questions. Sooner or later she would work the conversation back to that baby picture. Or to his father. Or to his job. None were topics he cared to explore just now.

Sooner or later he would have to kiss her just to shut her up. Just thinking about it made him feel disloyal to Jen’s memory.

That was another thing that was worrisome about Ms. Maddie Kent. No other woman had been able to make him forget about Jen, not even for a second, but for a little while tonight he’d been aware only of the woman who’d bullied her way into his apartment simply because she was concerned about him. Somehow she had managed to banish some of his suspicions about her in the process. He’d been counting on that wariness to keep him from getting in too deep.

“Yeah,” he said gruffly. “No offense, but I want you to go. It’s getting late. Do you need a ride home? I can call a cab for you.”

She shook her head. “My car’s over by O’Reilly’s. I can walk.”

Tyler bit back an oath of pure frustration. “Not alone, not at this hour,” he said. “I’ll walk with you.”

Her chin rose stubbornly. “It’s a few blocks. I’ll be perfectly safe.”

“With me along, you will be,” he agreed. “Got everything?”

She patted her purse. “Right here.”

“Then let’s go.”

Outside, there was something about the heavy night air closing in around them that made Tyler feel as if they were still all alone. It was the kind of atmosphere that invited confidences. But instead, they walked in surprisingly companionable silence for a bit. Tyler hadn’t realized Maddie could be so quiet for so long. Thrown off guard by it, he felt a sudden need to figure out what made this woman tick, to unravel the contradictions he’d sensed in her.

“Maddie, what really brought you to my place tonight?”

She regarded him with surprise. “I told you, I was concerned when you didn’t show up at O’Reilly’s.”


“You have to admit it’s unusual to take such an interest in a virtual stranger.”

Her gaze met his. “Not for me.”

“Then you make a habit of riding to the rescue of people you barely know?” The thought bothered him for some reason he couldn’t quite explain. On some purely masculine level, he wanted to be different, which was absurd when not five minutes ago he’d feared getting any more deeply involved with her.

“Only the ones with potential,” she teased lightly.

“Potential?”

“Of becoming friends.”

Friends. The word echoed in his head, annoying him irrationally. Had he been misreading the signals that badly?

“Can you believe how hot and muggy it is?” she said, stealing the chance for him to question the limitation she seemed to be placing on their relationship. “It feels like rain. Maybe that will cool things off.”

Because she seemed so determined to move to an impersonal, innocuous topic, Tyler deliberately gave the conversation a provocative turn.

“Some people think there’s something sexy about a sultry night like this.” His gaze locked with hers. “The weather gets you all hot and bothered. You start stripping off clothes till you’re down to almost nothing.”

Maddie swallowed hard, but she didn’t look away. “Sounds…” Her voice trailed off.

“Tempting?” he inquired, amused by her sudden breathlessness, relieved that he hadn’t lost his touch, after all.

She blinked away the hint of yearning in her eyes, seemed to struggle to regain her composure. “Disgustingly sweaty,” she said tartly. She turned away, then stopped, looking relieved. “Here’s my car.”

“Well, good night, then. Drive carefully.”

“I always do.”

For some reason he didn’t entirely understand, he impulsively captured her chin in his hand and brushed a light kiss across her lush mouth. Maybe it was just so he could catch one more glimpse of that startled flaring of heat in her eyes. He was amply rewarded for his efforts. She stared at him in openmouthed astonishment, but unfortunately that quick taste and her surprise didn’t seem to be quite enough to satisfy him. Besides, her lips were soft as silk and sweet as sugar. What man could resist?

But even as he lowered his head to claim another kiss, she ducked away and slid into her car. The rejection might have stung if he hadn’t noted the way her hands trembled ever so slightly before she clutched the steering wheel tightly.

“Good night,” he said again, but the words were lost as she started the engine.

He watched her drive away. Then, instead of turning toward home, he headed for O’Reilly’s, his throat suddenly parched. Rather than simplifying his life as he’d planned to tonight, he had a feeling he’d just made it a whole lot more complicated.








Chapter Three



This was going to be much more difficult than she’d anticipated, Maddie concluded as she drove slowly away, trying to calm her jittery nerves after that unexpected kiss. She should have seen it coming, should have steeled herself against it. After all, wasn’t Tyler’s easygoing flirtatiousness one of the very reasons she’d chosen him as the best Delacourt to approach?

However, her instantaneous reaction was a warning. She had to get a grip, find some way to avoid being alone with him on hot, sultry nights that held the promise of romance in the air. Otherwise this investigation of hers was going to get very dicey.

And, unfortunately, that wasn’t the only potential problem she’d discovered tonight. She’d also realized that the man didn’t trust her. Apparently she wasn’t nearly as good at deception as she’d hoped to be. He’d watched her suspiciously from the instant she’d arrived on his doorstep, then deftly skirted many of her questions. Obviously, she was going to have to work harder to gain his trust.

Of course, the worst glitch of all, the most unexpected was the fact that she instinctively liked him. Hormones were one thing, but actually relating to the man was something else entirely—and in some ways even more seductive and dangerous. Tyler was a funny, low-key kind of guy, surprisingly unpretentious for a man with the Delacourt wealth and standing in the community. Under other circumstances…

She caught herself before that particular thought could take shape. The circumstances were what they were. She couldn’t let herself like Tyler, or any other Delacourt. If that meant reminding herself that they were the enemy a hundred times a day, then that was exactly what she had to do. She was up to her fiftieth reminder so far tonight, and the message apparently wasn’t getting through.

Unfortunately, she was as certain as ever that Tyler was the key to getting what she needed. All of her preliminary research indicated that his brothers and his sister were leading exemplary lives. And since Tyler was the only remaining bachelor, he was the only one who was readily accessible to her. It had been easy enough to discover his usual routine, the places he tended to haunt. O’Reilly’s was one, but there were more locations where she was certain she could bump into him “accidentally” to keep the contact alive.

After all, if there were skeletons in anyone’s closet, Tyler would know. Whether she could get him to reveal the information was something else entirely. Although he’d given a cursory sketch of the various family members willingly enough, he had definitely balked whenever she’d pressed for details. Was that natural reticence, protectiveness of their privacy…or something more? Were there secrets he was trying to guard?

During her first couple of years in journalism, Maddie had gotten used to being in an adversarial position with some of the people she interviewed. She was putting them on the spot, asking them about things they might not want their neighbors to read about over their morning coffee. She’d developed a technique for disarming them, straightforward honesty tinged with sympathy. She told them up-front that, like it or not, the story was going to appear in the paper, but she was giving them a chance to shape it in their favor by telling their side. It almost always worked.

She could hardly do that with Tyler. Unlike the everyday assignments she’d had for her first small daily newspaper, she had to work undercover on this one, get as much information as she could before approaching Bryce Delacourt armed with the facts that would bring him down or, at the very least, publicly humiliate him.

But as she’d learned tonight, the deception was definitely going to be trickier than she’d anticipated. It went against her natural penchant for the truth, which was what had brought her into journalism in the first place. But in this case she was convinced that the end justified the means. She tried not to dwell on the fact that the saying originated with Machiavelli, the princely advisor renowned for his duplicity.

Remember the goal, she reminded herself sternly. Retribution, revenge…whatever it was called, it was going to make a few uncomfortable weeks of staying in Tyler Delacourt’s face—a few weeks of lying to him—worthwhile.

When she reached the small but well-furnished apartment that Griffin Carpenter had arranged for her, she opened her purse and took out the tiny, voice-activated recorder. Flipping on the tape, she listened again to Tyler’s description of his family. Despite herself, she was filled with an inexplicable envy. He had grown up surrounded by the kind of love, the kind of security, she and her brothers should have had, the kind Bryce Delacourt’s arrogant, hard-hearted actions had cost them.

An image of the Delacourt family portrait, taken last Christmas, flashed in her head. She had been struck by how happy they’d looked. She’d almost been able to hear the sounds of teasing and laughter as the camera recorded the moment. And in the center of the group sat Bryce Delacourt, the subject of their devotion, the man they all looked up to.

What a contrast to her own holiday season last year. Her mother’s funeral had been held the day after Thanksgiving. Maddie hadn’t even been able to locate her brothers to notify them. She had stood all alone beside the grave, mourning the woman she had really lost years before.

That was the moment she had formulated her precise plans for bringing down the Delacourts. The rest of the holidays had passed in a blur. She had spent the intervening months looking at back issues of newspapers around the state trying to determine which one might be open to such an exposé. Hard Truths, as distasteful as she found its tactics and reporting to be, had clearly been her best shot.

Remember the goal, she had reminded herself a dozen times as she had placed that first, fateful call to Griffin Carpenter to arrange an interview. It appeared she was going to have to repeat that refrain a lot before all was said and done.

When her tape of the conversation with Tyler ended, she began making notes of everything else she could recall about the evening, from the decor of his apartment to his sexily rumpled appearance. She tried not to linger too much over the latter because it kept bringing her back to the kiss, and that was definitely not a memory she wanted to encourage.

“Think, Maddie,” she ordered herself sternly. “Did he say anything, anything at all that could be a lead?”

It was less what he’d said than what he hadn’t said, she finally concluded, thinking of his curt responses to many of her questions. Then there was the fact that he’d clammed up about that baby picture. That was promising.

Who was it? she wondered. Not a niece or nephew. He’d said that much. Then why not just say it was a cousin or a friend’s child or any of the other myriad innocent explanations he could have given? Why had he looked as if he’d wanted to snatch it out of her hands?

Could the child be his? He’d never been married, according to her research, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t fathered a child. An illegitimate Delacourt baby wasn’t the scandal she’d been hoping for, but it would make for some great headlines just the same.

Even as the thought occurred to her, she winced. It wasn’t Tyler Delacourt she wanted to bring down or embarrass. It was his father. The baby picture might be a lead, but if it turned out to be linked to Tyler, would she use it just because he and Bryce shared the same last name? She honestly didn’t know.

And for one tiny moment she wasn’t sure she liked what that said about her or this path she was heading down.

 

After nursing a single beer for an hour at O’Reilly’s and giving the bar owner a good deal of grief about sending Maddie on her supposed mission of mercy, Tyler eventually went home. To his surprise, the apartment felt a whole lot emptier. Had that brief visit by Maddie counteracted years of solitude here, made him yearn for the female companionship he’d lost after Jen’s death? This apartment had always been a bachelor pad, a retreat. Even before he’d met Jen, he’d rarely brought a woman here, preferring to visit his dates at their homes. This place had been his sanctuary.

So why, suddenly, was he so restless in his own world? Was it because of the woman whose lips had been warm and yielding under his? Or was it simply because of the decision he’d been alternately wrestling with and avoiding for the past few days?

 

He was still holding the same internal debate in the morning. Because he’d tired of it, he grabbed up the newspaper and headed down the block to a restaurant that specialized in strong coffee and greasy food. Today he needed eggs, bacon and hash browns, not gourmet bran muffins or whole-wheat pancakes. Maybe once he was fortified with a hearty breakfast, he’d be able to handle a meeting with his father. Maybe he’d even produce a compromise they could both live with.

At nine o’clock the place was still bustling with its own form of blue-collar power breakfast. The waitresses were sassy, the service quick. Tyler had a steaming plate of food in front of him before he could scan the front-page headlines. He had company before he could taste the first forkful.

“Looks dangerous,” Maddie observed, staring at the eggs swimming in butter and the strips of crisp bacon.

Tyler thought she looked a whole lot more dangerous in her snug-fitting tank top and thigh-skimming skirt. Her hair looked as if she’d done little more than run her fingers through it. The effect was rumpled and sexy and had an effect on his pulse he didn’t like one bit.

“What brings you to a place like this if you don’t like the menu?” he asked.

“The coffee,” she said at once. “It’s lethal.”

He grinned at that. “It is indeed.” His gaze strayed over her formfitting outfit. “Going job hunting?”

She returned his gaze with an innocent expression. “You disapprove?”

“Darlin’, I could never disapprove of anything that shows your assets to such advantage, but it might just be a tad underdressed for the average office.”


“Maybe I’m not looking for an office job.”

“What, then? Or should I ask? Vice squad maybe?”

She frowned at him. “You do disapprove.”

Tyler wasn’t sure why he was making such an issue of it. What Maddie wore was none of his business. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that every man’s mouth had dropped open when she’d walked in. He’d instinctively wanted to wrap her in a blanket and bundle her off to some place out of view.

No, he corrected, what he’d really wanted to do was pummel those men until they thought twice about staring, then take her somewhere private and strip away the scanty attire she was wearing. Bad ideas, both of them.

“Just a little friendly job-hunting advice,” he said mildly. “First impressions count, and this isn’t freewheeling California or trendy New York. We’re in Texas, darlin’.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

To his surprise her eyes were bright with amusement as she sipped her coffee and watched him over the rim of the cup. He deliberately turned his attention to his food.

“So, what are your plans for the day?” she asked.

“As soon as I’ve eaten, I’m going to drop by the office.”

“Really?” She did her own slow survey of his jeans and dark-blue T-shirt. “A little underdressed for the executive suite, aren’t you?”

Tyler scowled. “Okay, touché. But unlike you, I already have a job, and I’m definitely well acquainted with the boss. I doubt he’ll fire me.”


Of course, as he’d told Daniel the day before, his father might very well grumble about his lack of attention to corporate image. Maybe that was why he’d deliberately chosen these particular clothes this morning, just to goad his father into remembering who he was: Tyler, not his clotheshorse brother Michael, who had standing appointments to have his suits custom tailored.

Maddie studied him, her expression thoughtful. “But you’d like him to, wouldn’t you?”

Tyler was startled by the observation. “Like him to do what? Fire me?”

“Yes.”

“Of course not.”

“Are you sure about that?” she probed. “You never really got into what it was that had you so down, but I’m guessing from a couple of offhand remarks you made that it has something to do with work. You apparently love working on the rig, yet you’re here. What’s that all about?”

“Command performance,” he said succinctly. “I’ll be back in the Gulf of Mexico in no time.”

“Really?”

One way or another, he would be, he decided right then. This constant push-pull for power between him and his father had to stop. Now was as good a time as any to make it happen.

“Really,” he said very firmly.

“Why do I have the feeling that you just came to a decision about something?” she asked.

“Because I did,” Tyler said, shoving his plate away and tossing down his napkin. He took one last swallow of coffee, then stood. “Thanks, Maddie Kent. Order something. Breakfast’s on me.”

“Why?”

He grinned. “Just because.”

“You’re a very enigmatic man, Tyler Delacourt.”

“I certainly hope so.” In fact, he’d always been the most tight-lipped of the Delacourts, the one who displayed a lot of flash and dazzle for the world but kept his innermost thoughts to himself.

Why, then, had Maddie Kent—a woman who’d known him for only a few days—been able to read him like a book? He had a feeling he’d better figure that out soon, before she zeroed in on things he’d never shared with anyone.

In the meantime he had his father to deal with. He arrived at Delacourt Oil twenty minutes later and went straight to his father’s office.

“You sure you want to go in there?” his father’s secretary asked. “You’ve been avoiding his calls. He is not amused.”

“All the more reason to get this over with,” Tyler said. “You might want to go to the coffee shop in case there’s fallout from the explosion.”

She winked at him. “I can take it. I’ve known the man since before you were born. He doesn’t scare me.”

“Then you’re the only one.”

Tyler drew in a deep breath and opened the door. His father was on the phone. He scowled at the interruption, but when he spotted Tyler, he muttered a curt goodbye to whoever was on the other end of the line.


“Where the devil have you been?” Bryce demanded.

“Home.”

“Then why haven’t you been answering your phone or returning my calls?”

“I think that should be obvious.”

“Not to me. Explain it.”

“I didn’t want to have this conversation,” Tyler said honestly. “I didn’t want you to bulldoze right over me, the way you usually do.”

“Since when have I ever been able to get you to do a blasted thing you didn’t want to do?” his father said with a hint of exasperation. “There’s not a one of my kids who pays a bit of attention to what I want. And you’re the worst of all.”

“Aren’t you forgetting about Michael? He would walk through fire for you. He loves this company every bit as much as you do.”

His father waved off the reminder. “Where is he now? We’re in the middle of a critical negotiation.”

“He’s on his honeymoon. For once in his life, he put himself first. Surely you’re not going to fault him for that?”

His father flushed guiltily. “No, of course not. He married a fine woman.” His expression brightened ever so slightly. “And those two boys they’ve adopted, they’re something. Could have been born Delacourts. They’ll be a part of this company someday. Michael will see to that.”

“He probably will,” Tyler agreed.

“A man works his whole life to create something to leave to his children and what happens? Mine turn right around and throw the opportunity out the door.”


Tyler bit back a sigh. How many times had he heard this? A hundred? More? “That’s not how it is,” he said mildly.

“You see Dylan anywhere around here? Or Trish?”

“No, but—”

“Jeb might as well not be here,” his father complained. “He’s taking on more and more private cases, instead of learning the ropes here at Delacourt. And that corporate spy case he pursued for us turned into a fiasco.”

Tyler chuckled at his father’s interpretation of that particular event. “Whose fault was that, Dad? There was no selling of Delacourt secrets. You set Jeb up because you wanted him to fall for Brianna.”

“That’s not the point.”

“What is, then?”

“That not a one of you show any gratitude at all for what I’ve built for you.”

“I repeat, Michael is here a thousand percent. Can’t you be satisfied with that? It’s no wonder he works himself to death. You take what he does for granted, and it’s never enough.”

“That’s absurd.”

Tyler leveled a look straight at his father. “Is it?”

“Okay, okay, you’ve made your point. You sound like your mother. She’s always on my case about showing more appreciation for the job he does.”

“It couldn’t hurt.”

“Well, once you’re back here full-time, you’ll pick up some of the slack, take a little of the pressure off Michael.”


“I’m not coming back,” Tyler responded, quietly but emphatically.

His father reacted as if he’d uttered blasphemy. “Why the hell not?”

Tyler gave a resigned sigh. “You know why not, Dad. How many times do we have to have this conversation? I tried to do it your way. I’ve worked in every department in this place. The job I love, the one I’m suited for, is on the rigs.”

“That’s Corrigan’s influence talking,” his father said impatiently. “I knew it was a mistake letting you go over there and work for him.”

“This has nothing to do with Daniel.”

“It has everything to do with him. If the man had an ounce of gratitude in him, he’d follow my wishes and send my son packing.”

Tyler grinned ruefully. “Yeah, I heard you’d told him I wasn’t coming back.”

“And he couldn’t wait to run to you, could he?”

“Gee, he seemed to think it might be my decision to make. Now there’s a crazy notion, isn’t it?”

“Don’t get sarcastic with me, boy. I’m still your father.”

“I know that.”

“Then give me a little credit. I know what’s best for you.”

“No, Dad, you don’t. You know what you want for me, not what I want.”

“If it’s money you’re after…”

“Don’t be absurd, Dad. This isn’t about money. I know what you pay your top executives. It’s more than I could make working eighty hours a week for Daniel, and that’s saying something.”


“Then I just don’t get it.”

“I like the physical work, the challenge, being outdoors. I’d suffocate being cooped up in here all day.”

“Dammit, Tyler, working those rigs is dangerous. There was a time when I was learning the ropes that I did it, too. Came damned near to getting killed in a fire on one of them. Your mother would never forgive me if anything happened to you.”

Tyler saw the ploy for exactly what it was, a pitiful attempt by his father to shift the blame for his own hardheadedness onto his wife by suggesting that she was the one who feared for Tyler’s safety.

“Then I’ll just have to see that nothing happens.” He met his father’s gaze evenly. “And if you want me to, I’ll explain my decision to Mother. I’ll assure her you did your absolute best to keep me right here in Houston.”

For just an instant his father looked so thoroughly bewildered and defeated that Tyler almost relented. Then he stiffened his spine and his resolve. This was the way it had to be.

“Dad, this is for the best. Someday I’ll be too old to work the rigs. If I’m lucky, there will be a nice desk job waiting for me then.”

“Don’t count on it.”

Tyler matched his father’s scowl. “Would you rather I went to another company?”

Red patches darkened his father’s cheeks at the suggestion. “Maybe that would be for the best. It would get you away from the influence of that hooligan.”

Tyler wasn’t sure which of them was the most shocked by the response. “If that’s the way you really feel—”

His father’s anger dissolved. “Blast it all, Tyler, that’s not what I want! You’re a Delacourt. What would people think if you turned up working for one of our competitors?”

“That you and I had a falling out,” Tyler said readily. “They wouldn’t be off the mark, either.”

“Well, I’m not going to be fodder for anyone’s gossip. If you insist on risking your life, then you’ll do it on one of my rigs. They’ve got the best safety record in the business—Corrigan’s seen to that. The man costs me an arm and a leg with all his precautions.”

“Do you begrudge him the money he spends so that you can boast about your safety record?”

“Of course not,” his father retorted impatiently. “Do you have to twist everything I say?”

Tyler laughed. “Just imagine what I’d do if you had me underfoot every day.”

Slowly a reluctant smile tugged at the corners of his father’s mouth. “I suppose there is a positive side to this ridiculous decision of yours. At least we won’t be butting heads on a regular basis.”

“Just holidays and special occasions,” Tyler suggested wryly.

“Better make it more often than that, or your mother will have my hide,” his father countered.

It was as near as Bryce Delacourt was likely to come to an admission of affection, and Tyler found it oddly moving. “We definitely can’t have that, can we?” he replied lightly. “Thanks for seeing it my way, Dad.”


“You didn’t give me much of a choice, did you? Go on, now, before Corrigan calls up and accuses me of stealing his best worker.”

“If you don’t mind, I think I’ll stick around till the weekend, let Mother fuss over me a little. Daniel can manage without me a few more days.”

“That’ll make your mother happy,” his father agreed. “To tell you the truth, I won’t mind seeing you around the house a little more myself.”

His words surprised Tyler. It was the closest he’d ever come to admitting that he missed one of his children. Instead he chose to grumble about their desertion of the family business. For the first time Tyler realized that what his father might mean but couldn’t say, was that he hated the fact they’d drifted out of his life. Nor was he ever likely to admit that he might be the one who’d driven them away through his attempts to control them.

“Dad, you do know that we all love you, don’t you?” Tyler said. “That hasn’t changed just because we’ve chosen to go our own ways.”

For a fleeting instant he thought he detected the sheen of unshed tears in his father’s eyes, but before he could tell for sure, his father bent over the stack of paperwork on his desk.

“You be sure to stop by and see your mother,” he said. “I’ve got work to do.”

Tyler hesitated, wanting to say more but not knowing exactly how. He settled for pausing beside his father’s desk long enough to give his shoulder a squeeze before leaving the office. As he closed the door behind him, he thought he heard Bryce sigh.

“You’re still in one piece. Everything must have gone okay,” his father’s secretary said, surveying him intently.

Tyler nodded. “Surprisingly well,” he told her.

So why was he leaving with the terrible sense that he had let his father down in some way he might never fully understand?








Chapter Four



A few hours after her morning encounter with Tyler, Maddie picked a sidewalk café in the same block as Delacourt Oil to have lunch. With any luck at all, perhaps Tyler would pass by and she could snag his attention. If not, maybe some Delacourt employees would sit at a nearby table and she would be able to overhear some juicy bit of corporate gossip. It was a long shot, but she had to admit she was losing patience with the snail’s pace of her investigation. She’d been at it for two weeks, and had little to show for her efforts other than a vague feeling that Tyler had fathered an illegitimate child, something she would likely never use.

Used to the immediacy of daily reporting, Maddie concluded she was not cut out for the slow, tedious work of gathering material for an exposé. Nor was she certain just how long Griffin Carpenter would be willing to fund her fishing expedition. He hadn’t said, and she didn’t want to test him.

Hoping to come up with something—anything—she had spent most of the morning making calls to Baton Rouge trying to pick up any sort of lead on how Tyler spent his time there. She’d come up empty. The man didn’t even have a listed phone number, and the Delacourt Oil offices had firmly declined even to confirm that he worked there. It looked as if she was going to have to go to Louisiana herself if she wanted to pursue that angle of the story. Maybe her time would have been better spent at the library going through old articles on Delacourt Oil in the Houston papers. She vowed to get busy at that first thing tomorrow—maybe even after lunch today if her plan to hook up with Tyler failed.

“Okay, who’s responsible for that look on your face? Tell me and I’ll beat them up for you.”

Just the sound of that deep, slow-talking voice was enough to send goose bumps dancing down her spine. She glanced up into Tyler’s twinkling blue eyes and felt another jolt of electricity. Even though his arrival was exactly what she’d hoped for, she obviously hadn’t steeled herself against his thoroughly masculine effect on her.

“Thanks all the same, but I can fight my own battles,” she retorted lightly, pleased that her voice was steady.

“Mind if I join you? Or would I be taking my life in my hands?”

She conducted a blatant survey of him from head to toe. “Oh, you look tough enough. I think you can probably take care of yourself. Have a seat and tell me what’s put you in such a good mood. A couple of hours ago you looked as if you were heading off to war.”

“In a manner of speaking I was. Battle’s over. I won.”

“Was there ever any doubt?”

“For a few minutes, there, it could have gone either way. Now let’s get back to you. Any luck with the job hunt?”

“I spent the morning making calls,” she said honestly. “No leads.”

“Why don’t you let me help you out? If you don’t want to work for Delacourt, I know a lot of other people in this town.”

“I’m sure you do, but I need to do this myself.”

He nodded, his expression oddly irritated. “Pride’s a funny thing, especially if you let your desire for independence overshadow common sense. It can cost you in unexpected ways.”

She regarded him curiously. Had pride been an issue with him before? “Such as?” she prodded.

“Sometimes it keeps the people who care about you at arm’s length at the very time when you need them the most.”

“Has that happened to you?”

His expression clouded over. “In a way. Enough about pride, though. What’s your game plan?”

Since her game plan was in a state of flux and had nothing to do with job hunting, she forced a brilliant smile. “I’m taking the afternoon off. How about you?”

“As it happens that’s exactly my intention, as well.” His gaze locked on hers. “So, Maddie Kent, want to do something impulsive?”

“Such as?”

“It’s not impulsive if you have to know all the details ahead of time,” he teased.

Her pulse promptly kicked into overdrive. It appeared that this lighthearted, victorious Tyler was even more dangerous than the brooding, vulnerable man she’d first met. No wonder he had a reputation. That smile of his could lure a woman into going against every sane, rational bit of advice she’d ever been given—to say nothing of severing the last fragile thread by which she was clinging to her ethics.

However, his mood played straight into her own agenda to worm her way into the heart of the Delacourt clan. “Name it. I’ll go along.”

“Come with me, then.”

“I haven’t even eaten.”

“Don’t worry, short stuff, you’ll get to eat. In fact, I’ll promise you the best seafood you’ve ever eaten, along with buttered corn on the cob and the perfect dessert for a steamy day like this.”

“Lead me to it,” she said.

He held out his hand, and after a second’s hesitation she placed hers in it. The instant she did, she knew it was a mistake. His touch sent heat sizzling through her veins and set her every nerve to tingling.

Slow down, she warned herself. This was very thin ice, and given the temperature of her thoughts at the moment, it wouldn’t take long to melt right through it.

“Where are we going?” she asked, then sighed when he frowned. “Sorry. Force of habit.”


“You do ask a lot of questions.”

“Can you think of a better way to get answers?”

“Well, just this once, stuff a sock in it. You’ll get all your answers in due time.”

He led her to a sporty, classic convertible from the sixties, its brilliant-blue exterior the exact same shade as his eyes. She laughed when she saw it.

“And here I thought you’d have a rugged sports utility vehicle all covered in mud. Something practical and sturdy.”

“I do. It’s in Louisiana. This is the car I keep to impress the ladies.” He regarded her with a grin. “Is it working?”

“It will if you let me drive.”

“Not in a hundred million years,” he said fervently. “I’ve worked like a fiend to restore this car. Nobody touches it but me.”

“Then I’m not impressed.”

He held open the passenger door. “Still coming?”

“Of course.”

She realized within minutes that they were heading out of town and minutes after that, concluded that they were going to the beach. Still, she dutifully kept all of her guesses and her questions to herself and settled back against the soft, buttery leather to enjoy the ride.

When Tyler finally pulled to a stop in the driveway of a beachfront house, Maddie looked around with undisguised curiosity.

He chuckled at her struggle with restraint. “Okay, go ahead. You can ask.”

“What?”

“I can see you’re dying to know where we are.”


“I know where we are,” she retorted. “We’re at the beach.”

“At my family’s house, to be precise.” A boyish expression washed over his face. “It’s been a while since I’ve been here.”

She studied him intently, then concluded, “But you love it, don’t you?”

“Every weathered shingle of it,” he confirmed. “My brothers and I replaced those a few years back, after we bought it from our parents. My sister, Trish, says it’s about the only work we ever did here. We tended to party a lot. Now the rest of them are married, so if there’s any partying to be done, I guess it’s up to me.”

He held out his hand again. “Come on. I’ll show you around.”

He conducted the tour with evident pride, pointing out every change he and his brothers had made to the structure. The rooms were filled with sunlight and comfortable, worn furniture. The wood floors had been worn smooth by sandy feet. Ceiling fans, which he turned on as they went, kept a salty breeze stirring through the rooms. Finally he gestured toward a deck that faced the Gulf of Mexico.

“Have a seat and relax. I’ll run to the store and pick up what we need for a feast.”

The chaise lounge, deep in the shade, looked tempting. “Are you sure? I could come along and help.”

“A polite, dutiful offer, but unnecessary. I’ve got it covered. If you want something to drink, there may be a few beers or soft drinks in the refrigerator—help yourself. And there are paperback novels scattered everywhere if you feel inclined to read.”


“I’ll be fine.”

He studied her intently for a heartbeat, then grinned. “Thanks for coming with me, Maddie Kent.”

Only after he’d walked away did she whisper, “Thanks for inviting me.”

And for leaving her alone so she could snoop, she thought with some degree of guilt.

As distasteful as the thought was, the opportunity was too good to pass up. And so the minute she heard the sound of the car’s engine begin to fade, Maddie began exploring.

Unfortunately, there didn’t seem to be much to find, she decided ruefully after completing her inspection of the second floor. The bedrooms were simply decorated. The drawers held an anonymous assortment of bathing suits, shorts and T-shirts. The closets were virtually empty except for the occasional pair of old sneakers and discarded socks. No secrets here, she concluded with regret. Just evidence of a houseful of bachelors who passed through whenever the mood suited them.

Back downstairs she found cupboards filled with playing cards and board games, stacks of CDs and old magazines, and the promised supply of dog-eared paperbacks. Far more enticing was the collection of old snapshots she found in a drawer. She took them with her to a chair and studied them with fascination.

The photos seemed to span at least ten years or more, beginning when Tyler was maybe twelve. She recognized his smile, as well as the fact that he was the smallest of the boys and the only one whose hair was the color of straw. She recalled various newspaper photographs of his parents, both of whom had darker coloring, more in keeping with that of his brothers and his sister.

None of the pictures appeared to be more recent than his college days. Other than his sister, Trish, who was in the family photos, there didn’t seem to be any women, not even as the boys grew into men. Whatever bachelor parties they threw, apparently no one wasted time taking snapshots.

Oddly, there didn’t seem to be any pictures of their parents. Had Bryce Delacourt been the one behind the camera? Or had he and his wife not spent time here? She was still pondering the implications of that when she heard the purr of the car as it pulled into the driveway. Hastily she put the pictures back where she’d found them and walked outside just in time to see Tyler emerge from the car with an armload of groceries.

“Did you buy out the store?” she asked, chuckling at the amount of food he’d apparently bought for their supposedly simple meal.

“Once I got started, I couldn’t seem to stop.” His gaze settled on her face. “Maybe we’ll have to stick around a few days so it won’t go to waste.”

Maddie’s heart thumped unsteadily at the teasing suggestion. Staying here, alone with Tyler, was not an option. Alarm bells clanged from so many different directions, her head ached from the clamor.

“Let’s stick to our late lunch, shall we?”

He regarded her with disappointment. “What’s wrong, Maddie? No sense of adventure?”

“I’m as adventurous as the next person,” she assured him. “But I’m also out of work. I need to keep looking for a job. I can’t keep playing hooky.”

“It’s not hooky if you don’t have a job to begin with,” he reminded her as he carried the groceries inside and set them on the kitchen counter. “It’s seizing the moment.”

“Well, maybe you can afford to seize the moment, but I can’t.”

He paused while taking food from the bags to level a look at her. “If you’re in a bind—”

“I’m not,” she said hastily. “Not yet, anyway. I have some savings. I didn’t just impulsively take off with nothing to fall back on. But it won’t last forever.”

“Well, if your situation changes, you can come to me. I want you to remember that,” he said with apparent sincerity.

She stared at him in astonishment. “You hardly know me. Why would you be willing to loan me money?”

He shrugged. “Because I can.”

She suspected he meant exactly that. She also had the feeling that he would make the same impulsive offer to anyone he ran across who offered up a convincing sob story.

“Tyler, you can’t go around passing out money to everyone who seems down on his luck.”

“Why not? What good is having money if you can’t help other people?”

“It’s not that,” she said, frustrated by his inability to recognize the possibility that people might abuse his generosity.

“What then?”


“People will take advantage of you,” she said, ignoring the fact that in her own way she, too, was doing exactly that, though not financially.

“I suppose. But I’d rather risk that than ignore someone who might really need a helping hand.”

“Then give money to charities. Take a tax write-off.”

“I do, but this isn’t about getting a good deduction on my income taxes. It’s about stepping up to the plate, even when there’s nothing to be gained in return.”

“Are you for real?” she asked, unable to imagine him as the offspring of the hard-hearted Bryce Delacourt. Who had taught him such a standard? Surely not his father.

“You think there’s something wrong with doing a good deed every now and then?” he asked, studying her.

“Of course not, but people like you can get taken to the cleaners by con artists.”

He laughed. “I’d like to think I’m a better judge of character than that.”

Maddie wasn’t so sure. Take her, for example. She wasn’t at all what she appeared, but he didn’t seem to suspect it, not anymore, anyway. Whatever suspicions he’d held when they’d first met seemed to have vanished. He seemed to be accepting her at face value now. He’d invited her here, hadn’t he?

Was he truly beyond cynicism and suspicion where she was concerned? Or was she the one being deceived? Was this just his way of getting her to let down her guard so she’d slip up?


Maddie sighed. What a tangled web this was turning out to be.

“Why the sigh?”

“Just thinking about the fact that it must be nice not to be as distrusting and jaded as I am.”

“Who made you that way?”

She wondered what he would say if she told him it had been his father. Instead, she shrugged off the question. “Just life.”

“You’re way too young to sound so cynical.”

“Twenty-six is not that young. I’ve lost both parents, and to all intents and purposes I’ve lost my brothers. That’s enough to change your perspective on the world. You wouldn’t know, though. You’ve apparently never lost anything or anyone important.”

No sooner were the words out of her mouth than she realized her mistake. Even as Tyler’s eyes became turbulent, his expression turned bleak. Before she could apologize for making such an assumption about his life, he whirled around and headed outside. The groceries lay forgotten on the countertop.

Maddie started to rush after him, then hesitated. Obviously she’d said something terribly wrong. She needed to give him a minute alone before she went after him and badgered him with questions he probably wouldn’t want to answer.

She took her time and put the food away, then popped the tops on a couple of beers before venturing onto the deck.

Tyler was standing at the railing, staring out at the sparkling water. Something told her he wasn’t just appreciating the scenery. In fact, his expression was filled with such sorrow it almost broke her heart. What memories had she unwittingly unleashed with her careless remark?

Without saying a word, she went to stand next to him and held out the cold drink. He accepted it without comment, without so much as a glance in her direction.

“I’m sorry,” she said finally.

The apology was greeted by more silence.

“Tyler, I truly am sorry. I had no right to say such a thing.”

“No,” he said coldly. “You didn’t. You know nothing about me, nothing at all about what I have or haven’t lost.”

“Then tell me,” she pleaded. For once, the request had nothing to do with the story she was trying to piece together and everything to do with understanding this man who was turning out to be far more complex than she’d been led to believe by the media reports.

He shook his head. “No. It’s not something I discuss. Not ever.”

“Keeping that kind of pain bottled up inside can’t be good for you,” she said softly.

“Drop it, Maddie. I want to forget, not dissect it to death.” He turned to her then, reaching for her as he did. “There’s only one way I know to do that.”

Before she could anticipate his intentions, his mouth covered hers in a hard, punishing kiss that had her senses ricocheting wildly and had her clinging to him. There was nothing gentle or tender, just fierce, primal need. She was gasping for breath by the time he pushed her away, his expression miserable.


“Now I’m the one who’s sorry,” he said, his gaze avoiding hers. “I had no right to do that.”

“It’s okay,” she stammered, touching a finger to her still-tender lips. She had deserved some sort of retribution for her insensitivity, though a punishing kiss hadn’t been what she expected. Worse, she had liked it. She had wanted more. No man had ever demanded so much of her with a mere kiss. The wild racing of her pulse was frightening yet exhilarating.

The fear, of course, stemmed from Tyler’s identity, nothing more. On some level she had known he would never hurt her, never go beyond that dark and dangerous kiss unless she invited him to. The problem was, she couldn’t feel this much with him, couldn’t want so much, not from a Delacourt.

“Maybe we should go, though,” she whispered, and this time her voice was unsteady.

Tyler dragged a hand across his face and muttered a soft curse under his breath. Then his gaze locked with hers.

“Maddie, I truly am sorry. What I did was unforgivable. If you want to go back, we will, but I promised you a seafood feast, and I’d very much like it if you’d stay and let me fix it for you.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure. In fact, I’m starving.”

She offered him a tentative smile. “To tell you the truth, Tyler, so am I.” She took a deep breath and came to a decision. “What can I do to help?”

“Stay out from underfoot,” he suggested. “Great chefs need space. We can’t have a beautiful woman diverting us from the task at hand.”

Even though she knew she shouldn’t be, she was pleased that he considered her a beautiful distraction. “Then by all means, let me make myself scarce. I want you to be entirely focused, if that means we’ll get to eat sooner.” She gestured toward the chaise. “I’ll be right over there, tucked safely out of your way. Just don’t forget all about me and eat everything yourself.”

“Don’t worry, Maddie. You’re not exactly forgettable.”

His words lingered after he’d gone inside. Despite all the warnings, the alarms, the stern lectures, she couldn’t help replaying them, a smile on her lips.

She moaned softly. You are in such big trouble, Madison Kent.

 

When the blackened snapper was ready and the corn was dripping with melted butter, Tyler went outside to call Maddie. She was curled up where he’d left her, sound asleep. For a moment he stood where he was, studying her.

Though she’d admitted to being twenty-six, he couldn’t help thinking that she looked like little more than a girl with her tousled hair and a face devoid of makeup, except for a hint of pink on her lips.

She might look like a sweet innocent, but she kissed like a woman, with all the passion and intensity and hunger that could make a man forget all of his own rules. Though he’d set out to take greedily when he’d kissed her earlier, she had given all he asked and more. The responsiveness had shaken him more than a little. He could have taken her then and there, but it would have been a terrible mistake for both of them. He couldn’t give her what she needed, couldn’t be as open and honest as she deserved.

Even so, he’d started to feel things he hadn’t felt in a very long time, things that went beyond sex and into the depths of emotions he’d vowed never to risk again. It was good that he was leaving soon for Baton Rouge.

Maddie stirred, drawing his attention back to bare legs and tempting curves.

“Bad idea,” he muttered, tearing his gaze away. He took a few steps back, then said loudly, “Maddie, dinner’s ready.”

She came awake at once, bright-eyed and smiling. “Did you say something about dinner?”

He grinned at her eagerness. “It’s on the table.”

She bounded up and headed inside without sparing him a backward glance.

“I guess I know what your priorities are,” he called after her.

She waited for him, grinning impudently. “It’s important to set goals and stay focused.”

“Is food your only goal?” he taunted.

For an instant a shadow seemed to pass over her face, but then the smile was back. “Hardly. Just the most immediate one.” She looked over the table. “Oh, my, this looks heavenly. How did you learn to cook?”

“Self-taught. The rule in our house when it came to fish was that whoever caught them had to clean and cook them. I didn’t mind the catching or the cooking, but I hated the cleaning. Now I buy mine at the fish market, ready for the skillet.”


“Isn’t that cheating yourself of some male ritual or something?”

“I prefer to think of it as time saving.”

“What about the corn?”

“No mystique to that. It doesn’t take a lot to soak it and cook it on the grill. The grill is man’s best friend, next to his dog, of course.”

“Do you have a dog?”

“No, which is why I’m so fond of my grill.”

The conversation stayed light and general during dinner and cleanup. When the last dish was back in the cabinet, she turned to him.

“Hey, I thought you promised me dessert.”

“I did.”

“Something perfect for a hot, sultry night, as I recall,” she said, her expression bright with anticipation.

Tyler reached into the freezer and retrieved two Popsicles. “Lime or grape?”

“Shouldn’t a gourmet meal end with sorbet at the very least?” she said, seizing the grape Popsicle, anyway.

“Same thing in more convenient form,” he retorted, then watched as her mouth surrounded the icy treat. His body promptly hardened in response to the slow, provocative swirl of her tongue across the tip. What the hell had he been thinking? This was sheer torture. His own Popsicle melted in his hand. Only when he felt lime turning his hand sticky did he snap back to the present, abandoning the wicked direction of his thoughts.

“Something wrong?” Maddie inquired, eyes full of mischief.


“Damn thing melted on me,” he retorted, heading for the sink to wash his hand.

Maybe while he was there he ought to take a little soap to his thoughts as well. Maddie Kent was getting under his skin in ways he hadn’t anticipated.








Chapter Five



Maddie was playing with fire and she knew it. Even now, two days later, her face flamed when she thought of the way she’d taunted Tyler with that provocative little game with the grape Popsicle. What had she been thinking? Hadn’t she warned herself only an hour or so before, that she was taking a huge risk with this man who was so critical to her investigation of his father?

Because she recognized the dangers, she had vowed on the ride back to Houston to limit her contact with Tyler to very public places and very innocuous situations. No more flirting with disaster.

No more flirting, period.

Fortunately he had mentioned that he’d be heading back to Louisiana in a few days. If she could stay out of his path, it would be for the best. She would find some other way to get the information she needed.


She had actually stuck to her guns for two whole days now. She’d spent them at the library, culling clip after clip about Bryce Delacourt from old newspapers. To her increasing annoyance, all of the stories were glowing testaments to his generosity and business acumen. If there were bodies buried in his past, the media offered no hints of it.

She made a list of every merger and acquisition mentioned, then resolved to contact the owners of the businesses to see if any of the deals had been shady or hostile. Perhaps the previous owners had been persuaded by Delacourt’s wealth and power—or even threats—to remain silent at the time of the takeover. Perhaps the intervening months or years would have loosened their tongues.

Eventually she worked her way back to the year her father had committed suicide. As she scanned the issue in which his death was reported, her gaze was inevitably drawn time and again to the small headline buried among the other death notices, an insignificant mention of something that had been of life-altering importance to four people, and especially to one fifteen-year-old girl.

“Frank Kent died suddenly at his home…”

Tears stung Maddie’s eyes as she read it again and again. She had forgotten the way it had been phrased. There had been no mention of suicide, no hint of the years of depression and anguish that had preceded it.

On the very same day in another part of the paper, there was a banner headline extolling Bryce Delacourt’s donation to a local children’s charity. The inequity of the coverage brought more tears welling up and stiffened her resolve. Maybe she could handle one more meeting with Tyler, after all.

 

It was late afternoon by the time Maddie finally left the library. For the first time in days she deliberately headed for O’Reilly’s, convinced she had managed to harden her heart toward any Delacourt. She sat at the bar and ordered a ginger ale, then scanned the happy-hour crowd.

“Looking for someone?”

The seductively uttered words made her shiver. She glanced up into familiar, twinkling blue eyes. Her resolve took a hard hit to the solar plexus, but she managed a bright smile even as she reminded herself that this was exactly what she’d hoped for, another supposedly chance encounter.

“Fancy meeting you here,” she said.

“Are you sure you didn’t plan it?” Tyler teased.

Of course she had, but she wasn’t about to admit it. “You’re not the only man in here.”

“Just the only one you’ve ever spoken to,” he reminded her, sliding onto the stool next to hers and ordering a beer. “Where have you been?”

“Why? Did you miss me?” The flirtatious remark slipped out before she could control it.

“Desperately,” he said lightly. “So what’s the deal? Have you started a new job?”

Actually she’d been concentrating on the old one, but she could hardly share that little tidbit with him. “No. I’ve just been busy.”

“Doing?”

“This and that.”


“Are you being deliberately mysterious, Maddie Kent?”

“It’s a woman’s best weapon,” she informed him.

“I didn’t know we were at war.”

“We’re not. I was speaking generally.” She grinned at him and ignored the alarm bells blaring in her head. Unfortunately, she was getting used to the sound. It didn’t have the power to shake a little sense and restraint into her as it once had.

“So, did you really miss me?” she asked again. “Tell the truth.”

He matched her grin. “Nope. Too busy.”

She tried not to feel deflated. “Doing what?”

“This and that.”

She laughed. “Okay, touché.”

“Have dinner with me. We can catch up.”

“You make it sound as if we’re long-lost friends who have years of separate lives to share.”

“Sometimes even a couple of days can seem like a lifetime,” he said, his tone serious while his eyes sparkled with amusement. “Besides, we just met. We have been apart for years. There’s a lot to catch up on.”

“You are an outrageous flirt, Tyler Delacourt. Any woman who takes you seriously needs to have her head examined.”

“Then don’t take me seriously,” he advised. “Just dinner, a little conversation. Nothing dangerous in that, is there?”

If only he knew, she thought, even as she nodded an acceptance.

“Not here,” he said, tossing some bills on the bar to pay for their drinks. “It’s too noisy. There’s a little Italian place around the corner that makes a lasagna that will bring tears to your eyes.”

She laughed at that. “I almost never cry over my food. It ruins the flavor.”

“Nothing could ruin this. Anna Maria deserves to be canonized for her lasagna.”

As it turned out, he wasn’t exaggerating. The huge square of lasagna was by far the best pasta Maddie had ever put in her mouth. She didn’t have room for even half of it. Not that it went to waste—Tyler happily nabbed the remainder.

“Do you have a bottomless pit for a stomach or something?” she asked, moaning. Her own stomach felt stuffed.

“I’m not the one who filled up on garlic bread before the meal came,” he retorted.

“It was too good to pass up.” She’d also had some crazy idea that the garlic might ward off any amorous advances, something similar to its effect on vampires, perhaps.

She propped her chin on her hand and met his gaze. “How come you haven’t gone back to work? Didn’t you tell me you were planning to head back to Baton Rouge anyday?”

“I was, but something came up at the office, and Dad coaxed me into pitching in here until my brother Michael gets back from his honeymoon.”

“When will that be?”

“It seems to change from day to day. I spoke to my brother just yesterday. He’d talked to Dad, who’d told him that I had everything under control. Michael was considering extending their trip for another week or ten days. Dad had already assured him that their kids are having a blast staying on the ranch with Trish.”

“My, my, he is good, isn’t he?”

“Who?”

“Your father. Sounds like he found a very clever tactic to get you to stick around indefinitely. Stir up a little crisis here, a little emergency there. Keep your brother conveniently out of town. Are you so sure you won that particular battle, after all?”

He appeared to take the suggestion in stride. “Dad’s certainly devious enough to try something like that, but this was a real crisis. Believe me, I checked it out thoroughly just to be sure. As for Michael, he said he’d be on the next plane home if I gave him the word.”

“Why didn’t you, then?”

“How could I do it? Michael works too hard. We’ve badgered him for years about not taking any vacation time. In fact, we’ve pulled some very sneaky tricks to get him to take a little time off. So I’m willing to pitch in for a week or two if it gives him a much-deserved break. Who knows when he’ll get around to taking another one, though Grace seems to be a good influence on him. She’s fiercely determined to put some balance into his life.”

Maddie looked at him in silence.

He shrugged. “Bottom line? I’m stuck here for a few days, and for once it wasn’t something my father did deliberately to sabotage my plans to leave.”

Maddie was surprised that he took her comment so seriously. “I was actually kidding. But you really don’t trust your own father, do you?”


“No farther than I could throw him,” he admitted candidly.

“Why not?” she asked, trying not to sound too eager. She could get a lot of mileage out of a rift in the family.

“Because when it comes to getting his way, he is a very sneaky man, especially where family’s concerned. His heart’s always in the right place, but you wouldn’t believe some of the stunts he’s pulled.”

“Tell me.”

Tyler shook his head. “Family secrets. You’ll have to ask Jeb and Trish and the others when you meet them. They love telling tales on Dad.”

The thought of meeting other members of the Delacourt family filled her with more trepidation than she’d expected. If the rest of them were as kind and decent as Tyler, how would she ever bring herself to write a story that might wreck their lives?

“I doubt we’ll meet,” she said eventually.

Tyler’s gaze locked on hers. He looked as if he were waging some sort of an internal struggle. Finally he said in a tone she couldn’t quite interpret, “Oh, something tells me you will, Maddie Kent.”

 

Tyler finally came to accept that Maddie was going to pop up whenever and wherever he least expected her. In fact, he was beginning to enjoy her unexpected appearances.

There was something about her that got to him. The woman had a million and one questions, but she listened attentively to each response in a way that was extremely flattering. No one except Jen had ever listened quite so closely to anything Tyler had to say.


Heaven knew his father didn’t pay any attention. Even after they’d reached their agreement about Tyler’s return to Baton Rouge, his father was still taking every opportunity to keep him in town. Maddie had been right about that. The crises did exist, but even with Michael away, his father could have handled most of them on his own. Tyler had given in and stayed, at least in part because doing so gave him a little more time to get to know the mysterious Maddie.

There was no doubt the woman fascinated him as no one had since Jen. Despite her resilient, ever-cheerful, ever-perky demeanor, there was an unmistakable sorrow lurking in the depths of her eyes. That hint of vulnerability brought out all of his protective instincts.

Then, too, there was the disturbing memory of that bone-melting kiss on the deck at the beach. Even though he was ashamed of the way he’d taken advantage of her, he couldn’t seem to forget how her mouth had felt under his, how her body had responded. He spent a lot of time fantasizing about how that night could have ended. One day, when the time was right, he expected to turn that fantasy into reality. Then he would discover once and for all if that moment had been a fluke.

The phone on his desk rang, shattering the tantalizing illusion. Just as well, he thought as he reached for the receiver.

“Yes?”

“Tyler, is that any way to answer the phone? I’m sure I taught you better manners.”


He grinned at the scolding. “Hello, Mother. How are you?”

“I’d be considerably better if you would come to see me. You’ve been in town for weeks, and other than our anniversary party I’ve hardly seen you. Your father assured me you were going to stop by.”

“I intended to, but you know how it is.”

“I know exactly how it is. You’re just like your brothers and your sister. You never come home unless I badger you into it, which is precisely why I’m calling.”

“To badger me?”

“Yes. I want you here for Sunday dinner. Louise Talbert’s daughter, Mary Claire, is home for a visit. I’m going to invite her as well.”

Tyler had a vivid memory of a child with thick glasses, limp brown braids, buckteeth and a disconcerting tendency to bite when she didn’t get her way. “How old is she now?” he asked suspiciously.

“Twenty-two. She’s in graduate school in finance. A brilliant woman. Your father and I are quite fond of her. I think the two of you would make a perfect match.”

Tyler shuddered. A woman with a calculator for a brain? No way. “Not in this lifetime,” he muttered.

“What was that?”

“I said that I’d rather pick out my own women, Mother.”

“I haven’t seen any evidence that you’re doing that. Besides, if you met a nice woman here in Houston, you might be happier staying here.”

He thought of Maddie. “Actually, I have met a nice woman here. I’ll bring her to Sunday dinner.”


“But what about Mary Claire?”

“That’s up to you, but I’m bringing my own date.”

His mother sighed heavily. “You were always a difficult child.”

“Then I’m acting right in character, aren’t I? I’ll see you on Sunday,” he promised, then added hopefully, “Unless you’d prefer I not come, after all.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Be here at noon. We’ll eat at one.”

“As always,” he murmured.

“I heard that. Routine is important, you know. Not that it was easy to manage, given your father’s work habits, but I prided myself on trying to adhere to one for the sake of you children. Perhaps you should consider developing a routine.”

“I have one that suits me just fine,” he responded.

“Whatever. I just hope you’ll find a way to include your family in it a little more frequently. I don’t like you being so far away, and I truly don’t approve of you doing such dangerous work. It’s bad enough…” Her voice trailed off.

“What, Mother?”

“Nothing. I’ll see you on Sunday,” she said, and hung up abruptly.

Only after he was off the phone did Tyler realize that he’d promised to produce a date for Sunday and he had no earthly idea where to track Maddie down. If he showed up without her, he would never hear the end of it.

That was all the excuse he needed to flee the stifling atmosphere of the office and head for some of the places where he had run into Maddie. It was too late for lunch and not quite early enough for O’Reilly’s, but that didn’t stop him from checking out both the sidewalk café and the bar.

Once he was at O’Reilly’s, he decided to stick around and hope Maddie would put in an appearance. He also vowed to find out how he could get in touch with her so he wouldn’t have to go through this again. While chance encounters appealed to his take-what-comes nature, they were a damned nuisance at a time like this.

“Waiting for your friend again?” Kevin O’Reilly asked after bringing him an icy mug of beer.

Tyler nodded. “What do you know about her?”

“Less than you do, I imagine. Her name’s Maddie. She’s new in town. Beyond that, not a thing. I don’t pry into the lives of my customers.”

“Since when?”

Kevin gave him an indignant look. “I never pry. People just tell me things. But Maddie hasn’t told me anything much.”

“Does she seem a little down on her luck to you?”

“Doesn’t tip as if she is. Surprised me the first night she was in here. She’s not what you would call a heavy drinker. Didn’t order a bite of food, either, but she left a hefty tip just the same.” He regarded Tyler with amusement. “Of course, now that you’ve started paying for the drinks, the tips aren’t nearly as good.”

“Watch it or I’ll stiff you completely.”

“You do and I’ll introduce you to my bouncer.”

“Seriously, Kevin, you’re a good judge of human nature. What do you think of her?”

“Nice kid. A little nosy. Asks too blasted many questions.” He shrugged. “That’s about it.”


“What kind of things was she asking you about?” Tyler asked, wondering if they’d gotten a similar third degree.

“Mostly about you,” Kevin said at once.

“You mean after the night she and I met?”

Kevin hesitated, his expression thoughtful, then shook his head. “No, it was before. In fact, she asked me to point you out if you came in.”

Tyler’s heart sank. Their first meeting hadn’t been a chance encounter at all. She had planned it. But why? What was she after? All of those initial suspicions he’d had about her—the ones he’d conveniently squelched—came roaring back.

But rather than warning him away, they simply made him more determined than ever to figure out what Maddie Kent was all about. While taking her home to meet his parents was risky, it was also the ideal opportunity to gather more information. His mother knew how to ferret out every little detail about someone in the guise of friendly chitchat. She’d had years to hone her technique. Maddie’s reticence wouldn’t stand a chance against his mother’s skill.

“Speak of the devil,” Kevin said with a gesture toward the door.

Maddie hesitated just inside, probably to let her eyes adjust to the bar’s dim interior. Then, as if she felt his gaze, she looked in Tyler’s direction. A smile spread slowly across her face.

“Hey, you,” she said, sliding onto the stool next to him. “You’re here early.”

“Looking for you, actually. You really have to tell me how I can get in touch with you without sitting on a barstool all afternoon. Kevin’s worried I’m turning into a lush.”

She laughed. “On one beer? I doubt that.”

“How do you know I haven’t had ten?”

“You never do,” she said simply. “Now tell me why you were looking for me.”

“I wanted to invite you to Sunday dinner with the folks.”

For an instant her expression faltered. “Your parents?” she said. “You want me to meet your parents?”

“Sure. They don’t bite. Are you game? Besides, I need cover. If you don’t show up, Mother intends to matchmake. Her only consideration tends to be blood-lines, as if she were breeding a prize Thoroughbred.”

“How did you explain me?”

“I just said I had my own woman, thank you very much.”

“Then if I don’t come, I make a liar out of you,” she said, her expression thoughtful, but her eyes glinting with merriment.

“Something like that.”

“Who’s the alternative candidate?”

“As I remember her, she had bad teeth, bad hair and a nasty temper. Of course, she wasn’t much more than twelve the last time I saw her.”

“That type usually turns into a ravishing beauty. Are you sure you don’t want to take a chance on her?”

“No way. It’s you or a quick trip out of state.”

“Then I’ll come, by all means.”

“You’re a lifesaver.”

“Which means you’ll owe me one, right?”


“Absolutely. Anything you want.”

She grinned. “I’ll have to give that some real thought. I’m sure I can come up with something that will make you regret not going with the alternative.”

“It’ll never happen. I’ll pick you up on Sunday at eleven-thirty. Where do you live?”

“Why don’t I just meet you here? It’s convenient for both of us.”

Tyler regarded her curiously. “Is there some reason you don’t want me to know where you live?”

“Of course not. This will just be easier. I’d better run now.”

Her uneasiness only fueled his suspicions. “What’s the rush?”

“I’m…I’m meeting friends.”

“Really?” Last he’d heard, she didn’t have any.

“From out of town,” she said hurriedly, as if she’d read his mind. “They’re just here for the one night.”

He nodded. “Okay, then. Have fun.”

She bolted from the bar. Tyler stared after her, bemused. She was lying through her teeth. But why?

 

Tyler was stilling trying to figure out Maddie’s evasiveness when he pulled up outside of O’Reilly’s on Sunday morning. To his surprise Maddie was standing by the curb waiting for him. He’d almost expected her not to turn up.

“I have to tell you this whole thing makes me nervous,” she said as she slid into the car. “I mean these are the Delacourts.”

Tyler chuckled. “I’m a Delacourt. Do I make you nervous?”

“More than you know,” she retorted, then grinned, totally disarming him. “Just don’t let it go to your head.”

“Not much chance of that. How was your evening with your friends?”

She stared at him blankly. “What? Oh, those friends,” she said as if there were so many that his question had confused her. “They’re great. We had a wonderful time.”

“Where’d you go?”

“My place. We ordered pizza, gabbed the night away. You know how women are when they haven’t seen each other for a while.”

“Did my name come up?”

“No,” she said at once. “Why would it?”

He gave her a bland look, then echoed her earlier comment, “I know how women are. They love to talk about the men in their lives.”

“You aren’t…I mean it’s not as if…”

“Isn’t it really?”

Her gaze narrowed. “Tyler, what is it that you think we’re doing?”

“Going to dinner with my parents at the moment.”

“Beyond that?”

“Getting to know each other?” he suggested.

“Exactly. Not dating. Just getting to know each other,” she said very firmly.

“I’m not sure I see the difference. Isn’t the purpose of dating to get to know each other?”

“Yes, but…”

“But what?” he asked when she didn’t finish the thought.

“Nothing.” She fell silent.

Tyler let it go, because they were pulling into the long, curving drive to his parents’ home. Out of the corner of his eye he tried to gauge Maddie’s reaction to the impressive grounds and even more impressive home. She looked just a little stunned.

By the time they went inside, though, she had gathered her composure. She greeted his mother graciously, but to his surprise she stiffened ever so slightly when she was introduced to his father. There was an unreadable expression on her face, but it was gone in a heartbeat, replaced by a smile that was polite, if clearly strained.

The uncomfortable moment passed because his mother stepped in and took over, leading them into the library for a predinner drink and her usual inquisition. Maddie withstood all of the embarrassingly intimate questions with good grace and surprisingly few details.

About the best Tyler could say for the endless afternoon was that Maddie’s presence kept the attention off him. For once, he and his father avoided verbal bloodshed. And his mother had apparently “uninvited” Mary Claire.

When the torturous dinner finally ended, Tyler couldn’t wait to escape. He made their excuses, claiming a prior commitment that clearly took Maddie by surprise, but she seized the opportunity to leave with an eagerness matching his, even if he didn’t entirely understand her reasons.

Outside again, Tyler crawled in thankfully behind the wheel of his car, then turned to meet Maddie’s gaze.

“I am so sorry,” he said at once.


She laughed. “Your mother is really, really anxious to see you married, isn’t she?”

“You have no idea.”

“I’m not sure she found me up to her usual standards,” Maddie said.

“You’re female. You’re available. You’ll do,” he said.

Then, because he’d been wanting to do it all afternoon, he drew Maddie to him and kissed her. Thoroughly. More gently than that other sizzling, memorable kiss, but this one turned out to be equally devastating.

At her stunned expression, he said lightly, “Just giving mother something to think about. She’s bound to be watching out the window.”

“Oh, sure,” Maddie replied, still looking bemused. She swallowed hard, visibly fighting for composure.

They had been on the road for several minutes when she turned to him. “You know, I get the feeling you’re her favorite child.”

Tyler was startled by the observation. “Only because I was the only one there. Mother doesn’t play favorites.”

“No,” Maddie insisted. “It was in her eyes when she looked at you. I can’t quite describe it. It was as if she were looking at a memory. I know that sounds fanciful, but it’s the only way I can explain it.”

“You’re imagining things.”

She finally shrugged. “Maybe,” she said, but she didn’t sound convinced.

“What did you think of my father?” he asked, hoping he could prod her into revealing why she’d seemed so distant with him.


“He’s a little intimidating.”

“Really? He was on his best behavior today. He obviously liked you.”

She regarded him with a startled expression. “He did? He hardly said two words to me.”

“If he hadn’t liked you, he would have made mother’s cross-examination seem like a casual chat in the produce section at the market. Now that would have been intimidating.”

“Men who wield their power like that make me sick,” she said fiercely.

Tyler stared at her, startled by the intensity of her response. “Hey, what brought that on?”

“Sorry. It’s just a sore point with me. It has nothing to do with your father,” she added hastily.

Not for the first time Tyler realized he didn’t believe her. How could he possibly be so fascinated by a woman, so attracted to her, when he knew with everything in him that she was lying through her teeth practically every time she opened her mouth?

He also knew he wouldn’t rest until he got to the bottom of it, though his precise motivation for that was beginning to be a little murky.








Chapter Six



When Tyler suggested stopping by his place for a drink, Maddie threw caution to the winds and agreed eagerly. She wanted to take another look around, maybe get another chance to question him about that baby picture. She would just have to make sure there were no more kisses. That one in the driveway had come darned close to melting her into a puddle. She’d thought it wasn’t possible to be any hotter than Houston in the summer, but apparently it was.

Upstairs in his apartment, Tyler flipped on one soft light, poured them each a drink—beer for him, ginger ale for her—then led the way to the small balcony with its incredible view of the Houston skyline. The setting was romantic, the glint in Tyler’s eyes equally amorous. The fact that he’d stocked up on her drink of choice touched her. The yearning inside her was dangerous.


“Maybe we should go inside,” she said when she felt her already weak resolve disintegrating.

“Any particular reason?”

“It’s…umm…it’s a little warm out here.”

“There’s a nice breeze, though,” he said in an amused way that indicated he knew perfectly well that the heat she was feeling had nothing to do with the weather.

“Maybe so, but I’m a big proponent of air-conditioning.” Just to be sure he went along with her, she stepped back inside as she said it. Tyler followed.

Intending to keep some distance between them, she looked around for a chair, then realized that other than some small chairs that went with the dining room table, the only seating available was the large sofa and the far-too-intimate love seat. She opted for the sofa. When he chose the love seat, she breathed a sigh of relief.

“Are you nervous for some reason, Maddie?”

“Of course not. Why?”

“You seem a little jittery. I thought maybe you were thinking about that kiss in my folks’ driveway. Like I said, it was no big deal, just a little something for my mother’s benefit.”

Maybe it wasn’t a big deal to him, she thought with a touch of indignation. All the more reason to be sure there were no more. Apparently he went around dispensing kisses as casually as handshakes.

“It was nothing,” she agreed. “I’d completely forgotten about it till you brought it up just now.”

His eyes twinkled. “Had you?”

“Are you making fun of me?”

“I wouldn’t put it that way. I’m just trying to get you to lighten up a little. You’ve been far too serious all day.”

“I’ve had things on my mind.”

“Such as?”

“Finding a job,” she blurted, seizing on the most believable excuse she could think of.

“I’ve told you before, I can help with that. Or if you don’t want me to make any contacts for you, I could loan you some cash till you’re back on your feet.”

She would sleep on the streets before she accepted a dime from a Delacourt. “That’s very kind,” she said stiffly. “But this is my problem.”

He held up his hands. “Okay. I’m not going to give you another lecture on false pride. Just know that both offers are there if you decide you need anything.”

Suddenly restless, Maddie stood up and began pacing, glancing idly at the photos as she moved about the room. Tyler watched her silently. When she came to the spot where the baby picture had been, he seemed to tense even as she realized it was missing. There was a faint mark in the dust on the tabletop confirming precisely where it had been.

“Something wrong?” he asked, his voice strained.

“Nothing,” she said, reaching randomly for another picture. She grabbed a photograph of his parents that had evidently been taken many years earlier. “Your parents look very happy here.”

“They were on their honeymoon. That was probably the last real vacation my dad took,” he said with a laugh. “Maybe that’s why he’s encouraging Michael to stay away. Perhaps it’s sentiment, rather than an attempt to keep me here.”


“What happened to the other picture that was here?” she asked casually. “Did you move it?”

He met her gaze evenly. “Was there another picture there? I don’t remember.”

Should she push him on it? What did she have to lose? “Wasn’t it a baby picture? You never did say who it was.”

He stood up so abruptly, the movement threw her off balance, and she stumbled slightly but recovered quickly. She put her hand on his arm, felt the muscle jerk beneath her touch.

“Tyler?”

“Drop it, Maddie,” he ordered, not meeting her gaze.

“But—”

“I said to drop it. Let’s go. I’ll walk you back to O’Reilly’s so you can get your car.”

She sighed heavily. It was clear she wasn’t going to get a straight answer. What disturbed her even more, though, was that she couldn’t quite decide if her disappointment was professional or personal. The line was getting more blurred all the time.

 

“Tyler, Tyler, Tyler, you’ve been holding out on us,” his brother Jeb taunted on Monday morning. He strolled into Tyler’s office, poured himself a cup of coffee, then planted himself on the corner of the desk as if he intended to linger awhile.

“Go away,” Tyler snapped. He was in no mood to discuss Maddie, or much of anything else, for that matter.

“Is that any way to talk to your big brother?”

“In your case, yes. Go bother your wife.”


“Brianna’s away checking out some prospective drilling site that is going to make us all fabulously wealthy.”

“And you’re at loose ends? Go investigate something.”

“I am.”

“What?”

“Your love life. Fascinating stuff to hear Mother tell it. She liked your young woman, though she wasn’t entirely sure she was—and I quote—one of our kind.”

Tyler’s gaze shot up. “She said that?”

“You know Mother, always concerned about the Delacourt image. She really had high hopes for you and Mary Claire.”

“Blast it all, I told her that wasn’t in the cards. The last thing I want is Mother choosing my dates for me.”

“Which explains the unexpected arrival of Maddie,” Jeb concluded. “Was she a decoy or someone you’re really serious about, suitable or not?”

“Maddie is just…Maddie,” Tyler responded, unable to find a designation that didn’t make too much or too little of what he felt for the infuriating woman.

Her poking and prodding about that picture of his daughter had annoyed him so much that, after delivering her safely to her car the night before, he had vowed he would never see her again. He didn’t need a woman around who was dedicated to reopening old wounds. Unfortunately, this morning he couldn’t seem to get her out of his mind, though until Jeb’s arrival he’d been making a valiant attempt.


Jeb studied him curiously. “And Maddie being ‘just Maddie’—is that a good thing?”

“Hard to tell. We’ve just met.”

Jeb settled on a corner of his desk. “Then tell me about her. Cute and perky was about all I got from Mother.”

“Leave it to Mother to make that sound derogatory. Maddie is cute. She’s also a perpetual optimist. And annoyingly mysterious. New in town. Looking for work. Beyond that I don’t know a lot.”

“How did you meet?”

“At O’Reilly’s. She turned up there a couple of weeks ago. One night she introduced herself. We got to talking. I said good-night and that was that.” He grinned. “Until she turned up on my doorstep with Rodney.”

Jeb regarded him incredulously. “Your doorman?”

“Seems she was concerned because she hadn’t seen me for a couple of nights. She managed to work the unflappable Rodney into a frenzy until the two of them came sneaking up to check to see if I was dead or something.”

“Oh, boy,” Jeb murmured.

Tyler glowered at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“That was when you fell for her, wasn’t it?”

“I haven’t fallen for her. I’m intrigued, yes, but I’m also suspicious as hell.”

“Why?” Jeb demanded. It was obvious that every investigative instinct had instantly gone on full alert.

“Because she dropped into my life out of nowhere. And there was something Kevin said, too,” he admitted reluctantly. “She’d asked about me before we met.”

“That’s not so unusual. Maybe she’d been checking you out for a couple of nights and wanted to be sure you were available before she approached you.”

Tyler shook his head. “Before that, before she’d set eyes on me.”

“Uh-oh, I don’t like the sound of that. She’s after something, little brother. Want me to poke around a little, see what I can find out about her?”

“Absolutely not. If she’s up to no good, I’ll figure it out for myself.”

“Look, Ty, I know you’re a good judge of character, but that’s when your hormones aren’t involved.”

“Who says my hormones are involved?” He sighed heavily. “Never mind. It had to be Mother. I gather she saw the kiss.”

Jeb grinned. “She did indeed. Made her toes curl, she said. She considered coming out and hosing you two off.”

“She never said that.”

“Not in those exact words, maybe,” his brother agreed with a chuckle. “But she was definitely convinced that all her dreams for you and Mary Claire were going up in smoke, pun intended.”

“Then I accomplished exactly what I set out to accomplish,” Tyler said with relief. “I got Mother off my back.”

“Not exactly.”

He felt a little flicker of alarm. “Meaning?”

“She’s wondering if you’ll have a summer wedding or wait until the holidays.”


“She isn’t,” Tyler protested.

“This is Mother we’re talking about. She most definitely is.” Jeb winked at him as he stood up. “If I were you, I’d go ahead and book the church and get it over with. Unless Maddie turns out to be an ax murderer, your goose is cooked, my friend.”

“You don’t have to sound so blasted happy about it.”

“Hey, Dylan, Michael, Trish and I have been taking bets on when you’ll get to the altar. Thanks to these recent revelations—which I have no intention of sharing with our siblings—my money’s on August. Your Maddie strikes me as an impatient woman.”

“She is not my Maddie. She is not my anything.”

“Tell it to someone who’ll believe you,” Jeb taunted. “In the meantime, if you change your mind about checking out the bride-to-be, let me know. I don’t have anything important on my plate right now.”

“Maybe I’ll pass the word on that to Dad. I’m sure he could think of something for you to do. Maybe a little stint in accounting. Hell, maybe you could just take over here, and I could get back to Louisiana and away from all the plotters and schemers in this family. And now that I think about it, does Mother have any idea that you’re all placing bets on my future? She’ll be praying for your sorry souls. You know how she feels about gambling. She had her fill of that back when Daddy was wildcatting to get his stake to start up Delacourt Oil. She considered that gambling enough to last a lifetime.”

“Okay, okay, you’ve made your point. It’s your life. You won’t hear another peep out of me.”


“I wish,” Tyler muttered. “You are genetically incapable of keeping your nose out of other people’s business.”

“Just the Delacourt genes, bro. You have ’em, too. Maybe it’s time you put ’em to use.”

Maybe it was, Tyler thought, after Jeb was gone. Maybe it was time he tried to get a fix on just exactly what Ms. Maddie Kent was up to.

Unfortunately, when he went looking for her, she was nowhere to be found.

 

If the weather was steamy in Houston, it was downright oppressive in Baton Rouge. Maddie sat on a park bench and blotted ineffectively at the perspiration on her face. She could do nothing about the dampness trickling between her shoulder blades and down her back.

This whole trip, made impulsively after the disappearance of that baby picture and Tyler’s reaction to her questions about it, was turning out to be as much of a bust as her earlier phone queries.

She’d tried every way she could think of to find out where Tyler lived when he was in Baton Rouge—utility companies, phone directories, real estate records. She’d butted up against tight-lipped bureaucrats at every turn. Even public records yielded nothing.

Now she was trying to work up the courage to go to the Delacourt Oil offices and see if she would have any better luck in person than she had when she’d called. Surely she could think of some believable ruse that would weaken their precious rules.

The risk, of course, was huge. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind that someone would alert Tyler that a woman had been asking questions about him. He was a smart man. It wouldn’t take him two seconds to conclude it was her. She doubted he would be happy about it.

Was it worth it? Was she likely to glean any significant information that could offset Tyler’s usefulness as her entry into the Delacourt clan? She would never know the answer to that until she tried.

Maybe if she played the role of an old girlfriend trying to locate him just to say hi, no one would suspect anything. Old girlfriends probably popped up all the time in the life of a man as gorgeous as Tyler. Of course, that still didn’t mean that no one would alert him about her search.

She sighed, then concluded that since she was here, she might as well go for broke. She checked her notes for the address, then headed toward the waterfront. She found the Delacourt offices in a converted warehouse that looked as if it had been around since the 1800s at least. Inside, however, the facilities were thoroughly modern and computerized. She wondered for a fleeting second if she was capable of breaking into the system, and if so, what corporate secrets she might discover.

Forget it, she told herself sharply. She was a reporter, not a thief. A file turning up right under her eyes was one thing. Hacking into a computer was quite another. She wanted to get information to nail Bryce Delacourt, not land in jail herself.

“Can I help you?” a woman in her early twenties asked with a friendly smile. Her Southern accent was as thick and slow as molasses.

“You surely can,” Maddie said, falling comfortably into a similar speech pattern. “I am an old and very dear friend of Tyler Delacourt’s, and I am wondering if you can help me locate him.”

The woman’s friendly expression wavered ever so slightly. “Sorry. I can’t help you. It’s against our policy to give out any information on employees.”

“He does work out of this office, doesn’t he? I could swear that’s what his mama told me when I called there the other day. She said I’d find him in Baton Rouge, and since I was on my way over here, I thought we could catch up. It’s been ages since we’ve seen each other.”

“And I’m sure Tyler would love to see you,” the woman said politely. “Unfortunately, he’s in Houston at the moment. I’m surprised his mother didn’t mention that.”

“Oh, dear, maybe she didn’t understand that I was already on my way.”

At that moment a tall, broad-shouldered man in jeans, work boots and a chambray shirt strolled out of an office. He gave a nod in Maddie’s direction.

“Is there a problem, Gwen?”

“This woman’s looking for Tyler.”

He turned then and surveyed her more intently. “Is that so? Why did you want to see him?”

“We’re old friends.”

“And your name is?”

“Mary Claire,” she said, seizing on the name of the woman Tyler had done all he could to avoid back in Houston.

“Well, now, Mary Claire, I’m real sorry, but I’m sure Gwen explained that Tyler’s out of town.”

“Do you know when he’ll be back?”


“Now that’s the million-dollar question. Soon, I hope.”

“Maybe you could tell me something,” she said, regarding the man hopefully. “Is he involved with anyone just now? I’d hate to make a fool of myself by trying to catch up with him if he’s serious about someone. His mama said she didn’t think he was.”

The man’s gaze narrowed suspiciously. “Mary Claire, I make it a rule around here not to discuss the personal lives of the people who work for me. Tyler’s no exception, not even if the person who’s asking is an old friend.”

He said it in a way that told Maddie he wasn’t buying a word of her routine. He gestured down the hall. “Why don’t you come with me for a minute, though?”

“Really, I should just run along. I’ve already taken up far too much of your time.”

“No, please, I insist,” the man said in a way that suggested he wouldn’t be pleased by a refusal.

With a sigh, Maddie followed him into his office.

“Have a seat,” he said politely.

When she was perched on the edge of a chair, he stood next to his desk towering over her. It was an intimidating tactic and, unfortunately, it was having the desired effect. Maddie wanted the floor to open up and swallow her. Obviously, she was not cut out to be a brazen liar.

“Why don’t you tell me what this is really about, Mary Claire?” He gave her a penetrating look. “If that is your real name.”

“Okay, Mr….?”

“Corrigan. Daniel Corrigan.”


“Here it is,” she said, making it up as she went along and sticking at least in the same ballpark as the truth. “I really am a friend of Tyler’s. And I really do need to see him. I got the runaround when I called, so I decided to stop by and try my luck in person.”

“Here’s the best I can do. I’ll give him a message and let him decide if he wants to speak to you.” He picked up a pad of paper and handed it to her. “You can write the information yourself and I’ll see that he gets it.”

Maddie accepted the paper, jotted down a phony telephone number, then signed it Mary Claire. Daniel Corrigan looked it over, then reached for his phone. Her stomach plummeted.

“What are you doing?”

“Calling Tyler.”

“Now?”

“I figure if you went to all this trouble, it must be important, right?”

“It’s not that important,” she stressed. “It can wait till he gets back from wherever he is.”

“Will you still be in town then?”

“Probably not.”

He smiled. “Then there’s no time like the present.”

As he began to dial, Maddie silently called herself a series of nonflattering names, beginning with fool and ending with idiot.

“Tyler,” Corrigan said, his voice booming. “I’ve got a pretty little lady sitting right here in my office who says she’s looking for you.”

Maddie cringed.

“Her name? She says it’s Mary Claire,” he said in a way that clearly conveyed his doubts. He handed the phone to Maddie. “He’s all yours.”

“Thank you,” she mouthed silently, then said a cheery hello.

“Maddie?”

There was no mistaking the shock in Tyler’s voice or the fact that he’d recognized hers. Why bother denying it? “That’s right,” she admitted reluctantly.

“What the hell are you doing in Baton Rouge? And why did you tell Daniel you were Mary Claire?”

She sighed. “It’s a long story.”

“Well, why don’t you sit tight?” he said, making it an order, not a suggestion. “I’ll be there in a few hours, and you can explain it to me.”

“There’s no need for you to go to all that trouble.”

“Oh, yes, there is,” he said fiercely. “Let me talk to Daniel again.”

Reluctantly she passed the phone back to the man whose gaze had never once left her face. He listened to whatever Tyler had to say, then nodded.

“Not a problem,” he said eventually. “She’ll be right here when you get here.” His gaze locked with hers. “You can count on that.”








Chapter Seven



Tyler fought to control his temper all the way to Baton Rouge, then finally gave up and allowed it full rein.

What the devil was Maddie up to? Why was she poking around in his life, pretending to be someone else? Was this feminine interest in him that had run amok? A fatal attraction, as it were? Or something far more sinister, some sort of tangled plot she’d dreamed up to get to his parents through him? All of his early suspicions returned in spades, but none of the scenarios he came up with fit what he knew about Maddie.

Then, again, what did he really know about her? Not much, except that she was all but impossible to resist. She was sexy and smart and mysterious.

And devious, he reminded himself. Best not to forget that.


He sighed heavily. Why was it that the first woman to get to him since Jen had to be up to something? Why couldn’t she have been exactly what she appeared to be—friendly, sweet and innocent?

Maybe she was. Maybe this was all some huge misunderstanding. Maybe she’d asked perfectly innocuous questions and the highly protective Daniel had overreacted. Which, of course, didn’t explain what the heck she was doing in Baton Rouge in the first place or why she had flat-out lied about her identity.

Whatever the truth, Tyler was in a rotten mood by the time he finally stormed into the Delacourt Oil suite of offices long past closing hour.

“Where is she?” he demanded, cutting off the receptionist in midgreeting. “And what are you doing here so late?”

“Daniel asked me to stay. And your friend is in Daniel’s office.”

“He’s with her?”

She nodded. “You know Daniel. Where you’re concerned, he gets his back up if he thinks for a second that someone’s out to hurt you. He hasn’t let her out of his sight. Except when she went to the ladies’ room, of course. He sent me with her then. I imagine that was why he wanted me around, in case something of a delicate nature came up.”

She regarded him worriedly. “Should I call the cops or something? I’d hate to do it, because I kind of liked her. I don’t know what she’s really after, of course, but she seems like a nice person.”

“No need to call the cops just yet. Not until I’ve had time to strangle her,” he said, only partly in jest.

He drew in a deep breath, then opened the door to Daniel’s office. His boss was sitting behind his desk, chair tilted back, feet propped up. The casualness of his pose was belied by the glint in his eyes. His gaze was pinned on the woman seated on the edge of a chair across from him. At the sound of the door, two pairs of eyes shot to Tyler. There was relief in Daniel’s, but Maddie’s filled with something he interpreted as resignation.

“Thanks, Daniel. You can take off now. I’ll handle Ms. Kent.”

His boss regarded him uneasily. “Maybe I should stick around until we know what she’s up to.”

Tyler shook his head. “Not necessary.” He allowed himself a slight smile. “I assume you frisked her to see if she was armed.”

Daniel stared. “Armed? Are you serious?”

“No. It was a bad joke. I think Ms. Kent’s weapons are of the less deadly variety,” he said, his gaze locked with hers. She turned pale at the taunt.

As Daniel left, Tyler pulled a chair away from the conference table at the far end of the room, turned it around and straddled it, facing Maddie. She jerked slightly when the door clicked closed behind Daniel. Under Tyler’s relentless scrutiny she swallowed hard, but she didn’t look away. He had to admire her for that. She was a gutsy little thing.

“So, Maddie, what’s up?”

“I can explain,” she began.

“I certainly hope so, because from where I’m sitting this doesn’t look good. In fact, if I were a suspicious man, I would think you were up to no good.”

Color flamed in her cheeks, but her gaze remained steady. “I like you, Tyler. I really do.”


“You have a funny way of treating someone you supposedly like.”

“I know it must seem that way, but I can tell that something’s happened to you in the past, something to make you extremely cautious when it comes to women. I thought if I could figure out what that was, I could help you get past it.”

She spoke with utter sincerity, but he almost laughed at the pathetic explanation. “You’re a psychologist, then?”

“No, but I—”

He shook his head. “Try again.”

“It’s the truth. I just wanted to know about your past.”

“You could have asked me.”

Her gaze clashed with his then. “Would you have told me? I don’t think so. Every time I came close to asking about something that hit on a raw nerve, you clammed up.”

“That should have been enough to convince you to leave it alone, then.”

“Maybe so, but I couldn’t.”

“Why?”

“I told you—because I like you.”

Again he listened for a false note, but he didn’t hear it. At the same time he couldn’t bring himself to trust a word she was saying. There was more to this than she’d confessed. Women didn’t take off to dig around in a man’s past just because he wasn’t forthcoming about it. They nagged until they got at the truth or they gave up in frustration and moved on to someone easier to get along with.

What if he simply told her? What would happen then? Would she be satisfied? Or would she use the information in some way that hadn’t occurred to him? And why did her dishonesty seem to matter to him so much? Why not write her off and move on to some less complicated relationship himself?

One glance into her beautiful, vulnerable eyes gave him the answer to that. He wanted her. Maybe even needed her, if he was ever going to get Jen out of his head.

Reaching an impulsive decision, he stood up abruptly. “Let’s go.”

She didn’t budge. “Go where?”

“You want answers. I’m going to give them to you, but we’re doing it my way. I just hope to hell we can both live with the truth once it’s out in the open.”

 

Maddie reluctantly followed Tyler out into the oppressive night air. Rather than feeling exhilarated that she was about to learn whatever secrets had been tormenting him, all she could think about was the bleak expression on his face when he’d promised to tell her everything.

How could she do this to him? What kind of person was she turning into? Was her revenge worth the kind of pain she was inflicting on a man who had been nothing but kind to her?

He needs to get it out, she told herself staunchly. It would be good for him to talk about it—whatever “it” was. Just because she was the sounding board didn’t mean she had to use whatever he told her to hurt him. That decision was down the road. Maybe it was one she would never have to make. It was Bryce Delacourt’s secrets she was really after, not Tyler’s, which made her presence in Baton Rouge all the more difficult to explain. Maybe she had been driven to come here precisely for the reason she had given him, because she’d grown to care for him and wanted to understand him in a way that his having a secret hadn’t allowed. It was a troubling possibility.

Tyler ushered her into his car, then headed through downtown to a neighborhood of small, cookie-cutter houses. When he pulled into a driveway, she stared around at the unkempt yard, the bedraggled garden that had suffered from neglect. For once in her life she had no idea what to say, what question to ask. She simply stared at him and waited for an explanation.

He hadn’t moved since he cut the engine. His hands rested on the steering wheel—clutched it, really—and sweat broke out on his brow.

Maddie regarded him miserably as the depth of his anguish finally sank in. Stirring up things to get Bryce Delacourt had been one thing when it had been nothing more than an abstract concept of getting even. Now, face-to-face with his son’s heartache, she was awash with regrets. She knew this kind of pain. She had lived it. Right now she was no longer a journalist after a story. She was a woman, aching for a man whose pain she had caused.

She reached over and touched his arm. “Tyler, we can forget this. I’m sorry. I had no right.”

He shook his head. “No, we’re here now.” He shuddered. “It’s the first time I’ve been back.”

“You lived here?”

“For a time.”


“Alone?”

“No.” His voice was barely more than a shattered whisper. “This was her house, Jen’s.”

Maddie felt something cold settle into the region of her heart. “Was she your wife?”

“No, though not for lack of asking on my part. She was everything else, though—lover, friend…” He drew in a deep breath. “The mother of my little girl.”

“The baby in the picture,” Maddie said with sudden, horrified certainty. “Oh, Tyler, what happened?”

For a minute, then two, he didn’t say a word. He just sat there staring ahead, dazed, lost in the past.

“Tyler,” she prodded gently.

“They were killed in an accident,” he began slowly. “I’d finally convinced Jen to come to Houston to meet my family, but they never got there.”

“Oh, Tyler,” she whispered, her eyes stinging with unshed tears. “I’m so sorry.”

“If only I hadn’t insisted,” he said in a voice laced with guilt and sorrow. “I should never have forced the issue. She didn’t want to come. She was so sure they would disapprove of her and us. Nothing I said could convince her otherwise. I think she decided to come as much to prove me wrong as anything.”

“When did it happen?”

“Six months ago.” His gaze shifted back to the house. “Let’s go inside.”

Maddie didn’t want to go inside. She didn’t want to see the home where he’d been happy. She didn’t want to be there when he dealt with the memories of a woman he’d obviously loved very deeply. This was an intensely private moment.


And she was jealous, wildly, bitterly jealous of a woman who was dead. Wasn’t this exactly what she deserved for poking her nose in where it didn’t belong?

“Tyler, are you sure? Maybe it’s better to let it be.”

“It’s taken me six months to come here. I’m going in,” he said with finality.

Like it or not, she couldn’t let him face it alone. “Then, I’m coming with you.”

As they neared the front door, Maddie got a closer look at the garden that had obviously once blazed with color. Clearly it had been tended with love.

Tyler put the key into the lock, then turned the handle. Inside, he flipped a switch, and a light came on in a tiny foyer. The living room was on the right. A hallway straight ahead apparently led to the bedrooms. Tyler stood right where he was, frozen in place. Maddie put a hand on his arm.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“I’ll survive,” he said, sounding surprised. He walked into the living room and turned on a lamp that cast soft light over a worn sofa and scarred tables.

“She wouldn’t let me replace anything,” he said defensively. “This house was her pride and joy. She’d had nothing as a kid and was so excited to finally have a place of her own. She put her whole heart into this house.”

Maddie compared it to the home in which Tyler had grown up and had to wonder how he had felt when he had first stepped inside here. Bright paint was a startling contrast to the subdued elegance of the wallpaper in his parents’ mansion. Junk store castoffs, though polished lovingly, were no comparison to the Delacourt antiques.

Yet this had been a home. There was no mistaking it. Everywhere there were framed snapshots of Tyler, of that same baby who had aroused Maddie’s curiosity and of a lovely young woman with the slender elegance of a dancer and huge brown eyes that shone with love. A glass filled with long-dead wildflowers sat atop a small table in what must have been a dining area. Beyond it, the ancient appliances in the kitchen still sparkled from the loving attention of a woman who took pride in her surroundings.

Tyler walked from room to room, his expression stoic, his shoulders rigid with tension.

A knock on the front door startled them both. Before they could move, an elderly woman opened the door and called out.

“Tyler, is that you?”

A smile broke across his face as he went to meet her, Maddie trailing behind. “Mrs. Andrews.” He swept her up in a hug that had her laughing.

“Put me down, young man, before I take a ruler to your knuckles.”

“You know they don’t let teachers rap their students’ hands anymore for misbehaving.”

“Which is why it’s just as well that I retired twenty years ago,” she said. She rested a hand against his cheek. “How are you? We’ve missed seeing you.”

“I’ve missed you, too,” he said. “But I couldn’t come back. Thank you for looking after the place for me.”

“I haven’t done much. The yard’s a disaster. I can’t tend flowers the way your Jen could. The house needs to be lived in. Are you coming back? Is that why you’re here?”

“No,” he said at once.

“Have you left Baton Rouge for good, then?”

“No. I’ve been working on the rig, staying closer to the job.”

“You should be here, Tyler. Jen would have wanted that.” Her gaze settled on Maddie then. “Forgive me, my dear. I didn’t see you over there in the shadows. My eyesight’s not what it used to be. I’m Martha Andrews. I live next door.”

“This is Maddie Kent,” Tyler said.

“I’m very pleased to meet you,” Maddie told the older woman, who was clearly in her eighties, though she appeared to have the energy of someone much younger.

“I’m glad to see you’re moving on with your life,” Mrs. Andrews told Tyler. “We’re not meant to go through life alone.”

“He’s not…” Maddie began.

“I’m not…” Tyler said at the same time.

Mrs. Andrews chuckled. “Awfully quick to protest, aren’t you both? Well, whatever the case, it’s nice to see you here again. Tyler, you let me know if there’s anything you need. I made your Jen a promise, you know.”

He regarded her with surprise. “You did? What sort of promise?”

“She always asked me to look out for you.”

“Why would she do that?” he asked.

“Why, because she loved you, of course.”

“But why would she think she wouldn’t be around to do it herself?”


Mrs. Andrews seemed startled by the question. “Now that you mention it, it does seem an odd thing to say at her age. It seems to me, though, that so many things had gone wrong in her young life and she was so happy with you that she never expected it to last. I used to scold her about that. It was clear to anyone who saw the two of you how deeply you loved her. I was so relieved when she finally agreed to meet your family. I thought that might be the beginning of the future you both deserved.”

“But if she hadn’t—”

“Don’t you think like that,” she said sternly, cutting him off in midsentence. “The accident was a terrible thing, but the Lord has His reasons for what He does. We just have to accept that.”

Tyler sighed. “Your faith is stronger than mine. I can’t find any reason for a woman like Jen and a precious baby girl to die.”

“His reason will come to you in time,” she said gently, then smiled at Maddie. “Perhaps it already has.” She stood on tiptoe to kiss Tyler’s cheek. “Good night, dear. God bless.”

“Good night, Mrs. Andrews,” he said softly, staring after her.

When she had gone, he turned slowly to meet Maddie’s gaze. “Could she be right?”

“About?”

“You and me. That I had to lose Jen so I would be ready when you came along.”

“Absolutely not,” she said at once. Her plotting for revenge against Bryce Delacourt could hardly be part of some divine plan. It was merely a very human act, and it was that, not God, that had brought her into Tyler’s life. “I’m with you. I don’t think I understand anything that costs a very young woman and an innocent child their lives.”

He seemed startled by her vehemence, but he nodded. “Yeah, you’re right.” His expression filled with sorrow, he took one last look around, then flipped off lights. “Let’s get out of here.”

Only after they were in the car did Maddie ask, “Will you ever live here again?”

“I honestly don’t know. But I haven’t been able to bring myself to sell it.”

“Then the house is yours? You paid for it?”

“Oh, no,” he said with a rueful laugh. “Jen bought it and paid the mortgage while she was alive. She wouldn’t take a dime from me, not ever. But because of the baby, she had made a will leaving everything she had to be held in trust for our daughter. I’m the executor. Since there are no other heirs, it’s up to me to decide what to do with it. I’ve paid off the mortgage and I take care of the taxes, so there’s no rush. Maybe one day, when it doesn’t hurt so much, I’ll go back there.”

“It’s not exactly what you’re used to.”

“You mean compared to my parents’ house or my condo?”

She nodded. “Or the beach house.”

“No,” he agreed. “It’s nothing like those places. But I was happier in this house than I’ve ever been in my life.”

Maddie had to swallow hard around the lump in her throat. How could she—how could any woman—compete with that? And why did she suddenly want to so desperately?


“Your Jen was a very lucky woman,” she said quietly.

Clearly taken aback, he stared at her. “How can you say that?”

“Because she was loved so very much. That’s the greatest gift a man can give a woman, and you gave that to her. It’s the intensity of the passion that matters, not the longevity.”

“If that’s the standard, then I was the lucky one,” he protested. “Because she brought me nothing but joy.”

Maddie couldn’t help contrasting that to her own goal. What would he say months from now of the woman who was destined to bring nothing but anguish into his life? And how would she live with herself once she’d done it?

She glanced over at Tyler. “Thank you for telling me about her and about your little girl.”

“I should probably be the one thanking you for forcing me to face this,” he said. He reached over and touched a hand to her cheek. His expression registered surprise. “You’re crying. What’s wrong, Maddie?”

“Nothing,” she insisted. She was just crying for what was…and for what would never be.








Chapter Eight



Tyler still wasn’t thoroughly convinced that Maddie had been honest with him about her reason for being in Baton Rouge, but he couldn’t help being grateful to her for more or less forcing him to face the past. Maybe he’d just been waiting for someone to come along who could.

He felt an amazing sense of relief now that he’d been back to the house he and Jen had shared. Seeing Mrs. Andrews again had given him solace, as well. She had been like a grandmother to Jen. If she could forgive him for his part in that fateful trip, then he knew he had to learn to forgive himself. Though he was far from there yet, he was beginning to believe it was possible.

Because he’d been too wired to sleep, he and Maddie had driven back to Houston that same night. To his continued frustration, she insisted that he leave her in front of O’Reilly’s when they got to town.

As he pulled to a stop in front of the bar, he studied her with a narrowed gaze. “Maddie, what’s with the secrecy about where you live? I know you’re not working, so you’re probably watching every penny. I’m sure you had to choose some place where the rent was low. You know I’m not a snob, so it can’t be that you’re ashamed of it.”

“I’d just rather leave things as they are,” she said.

Because he was too exhausted to argue, he gave in. “We’ll discuss this over dinner,” he warned her.

“In that case, maybe it would be better if we didn’t have dinner,” she said wryly.

“I’ll be here at six,” he said with determined finality. “If you’re not here, I will find you. You can count on it.” He brushed a thumb across her bottom lip and felt her tremble slightly at the touch. “If I can’t find you on my own, I have two brothers who are investigators. Believe me, you are no match for them.”

The reference to Dylan and Jeb seemed to make her uneasy for some reason, but it served its purpose. She nodded agreement.

“Six o’clock,” she said.

“I’ll look forward to it.”

“You will?” she said, clearly surprised.

Tyler chuckled at her expression. “Why do you find that so astonishing, Maddie?”

“Because I’ve caused you a lot of trouble. You had to take off and come all the way to Baton Rouge. I’ve poked my nose into things that were none of my business, stirred up a lot of painful memories.”


He was silent as she paused.

She shrugged. “Worse, I honestly can’t promise I won’t do it again. Asking questions is second nature to me.”

Now that his only secret was out in the open—with her, anyway—Tyler had nothing more to hide. “You can ask me anything you want to, as long as I can reserve the right not to answer.”

She nodded solemnly. “Deal.”

She held out her hand to shake on it. Tyler ignored it and leaned closer to press a kiss to her lips. He fought the temptation to linger and savor the sensations that the simplest touch stirred in him.

“What was that for?” she asked.

“Our deal was too important for anything less than a kiss to seal it.”

“Kisses have a way of getting us in trouble,” she reminded him.

He grinned. “Then we’ll just have to practice until they’re no longer any danger.”

Maddie responded with a low chuckle. “I don’t see that happening, Tyler. Not in this lifetime.”

“What? The practicing?”

“No, making them less dangerous.”

He regarded her evenly. “You may be right about that, darlin’. You definitely may be right about that.”

In fact, that was only one of the reasons why he couldn’t bring himself to cut her out of his life, even now that he knew she was capable of lying straight to his face. Whatever her real reason for that journey to Baton Rouge, she was still the most intriguing woman he’d met in ages. He simply had to remember to keep his guard up at all times and learn to slip in a few clever questions of his own. One of these days he was going to discover exactly what made Maddie Kent tick. He just had to be darn sure he didn’t risk his heart in the process.

 

Maddie expected to spend the rest of the day sleeping. She was emotionally and physically exhausted after the trip to Louisiana. Unfortunately, nightmares plagued her. In them her father seemed to be taunting her for her failure to get back at his old nemesis. And there was always Tyler, watching her with an expression of deep sorrow on his face.

She awoke shaking, filled with an awareness that no matter what she did she was going to let one of them down, leave one of them bitterly disappointed in her.

Since she couldn’t sleep, she decided to go back to the library and conduct more research. Scanning clippings didn’t require the concentration she didn’t have. It was a mindless if necessary task, perfect for a rainy afternoon. And it would keep her occupied until she had to meet Tyler.

She had stopped the last time when she had found her father’s death notice. Today she began working back from that date, methodically looking for any mention of Delacourt Oil, no matter how brief, no matter how seemingly innocuous. A pattern was bound to emerge sooner of later. She just had to find enough pieces of the puzzle.

It was five-thirty when she reached the edition published a few days after her father’s firing and five years before his death. There on the business page was a blaring headline: DELACOURT OIL ROCKED BY EMBEZZLEMENT SCANDAL

A subhead declared: Trusted Accountant Involved.

For a minute, she was unable to bring herself to read beyond those damning words. She knew with everything in her what would come next. She knew that accountant would be her father.

But…embezzlement? It couldn’t be. It had to be a terrible lie. Her family had never had a lot of money. They had barely made ends meet. If her father had stolen from Bryce Delacourt, where had the money gone?

She forced herself to read on, to try to absorb every damning word of the accusations against Frank Kent, a man who had been with Delacourt practically from the beginning, according to a quotation from Bryce himself.

“I am deeply saddened by this,” he said. “I considered Frank a friend as well as a valuable asset to this company, but I could no longer ignore the evidence that was right before my eyes. A hundred thousand dollars is missing.”

Maddie gasped. A hundred thousand dollars? It was absurd. It was crazy. Her father had never had that kind of money. Never! No wonder he had gone into such a depression when he had lost his job. To be accused of a crime like this must have been devastating, especially when he hadn’t had the resources to fight it, to clear his name. No wonder her mother had refused to go out in public, had stopped seeing her friends. She had been humiliated by the lies. Naturally neither of them had wanted their children to know the kind of libelous claims being made about their father.


Maddie’s indignation mounted. It fed the rage that had festered for years. She was glad to see precisely what had driven her father over the brink. It fueled her determination to clear his name and to get revenge. No man, not even the powerful Bryce Delacourt, should be allowed to slander an honest man in this way and get away with it.

Despite her anger, a niggling doubt taunted her. Bryce Delacourt wasn’t stupid. Nor were the editors of the newspaper. Would any of them have risked a suit if the charges weren’t true? If they didn’t have hard evidence?

Maybe Delacourt was arrogant enough to believe that he could say what he wanted with impunity, but no responsible journalist would do the same. She noted the byline on the article, jotted it in her notebook. She would find Lawrence Timmons and see just who his sources had been, demand to know what evidence had been provided.

Even though it was bound to make her late for her dinner with Tyler, she checked the phone book and found a number for a Lawrence Timmons. Hands shaking, she fumbled for coins for the pay phone and dialed. When a man answered, it was all she could do not to slam the receiver back in the cradle.

“Mr. Timmons?”

“Yes. Who is this? If it’s a telephone solicitation, I can tell you right now I’m not interested,” he said in a scratchy, irritable voice.

“It’s not,” she said hurriedly. “I’m looking for some information, and I was hoping you might be able to help me.”

“Go on.”


He still sounded wary, but at least he was willing to listen. “Were you a reporter for a Houston paper about sixteen years ago?” she asked.

“I was.”

“Would you mind talking to me about a story you covered back then?” she asked, praying he was like other journalists and had a steel trap for a mind when it came to stories he’d covered.

“Why would you be interested in something that far back? Who are you?”

“My name is Maddie and I’m looking for some answers to an old puzzle.”

“An old puzzle, is it? Well, I can’t swear I’ll recall the details, but I can try,” he said, sounding a little more open. “Which story is it?”

“I’d rather not get into it on the phone. Could we meet? Maybe for coffee or for breakfast tomorrow? This is extremely important to me.”

“I suppose. I usually have breakfast at a little restaurant around the corner from my place. You could come by.” He gave her the name of the place and the address, then added, “I’m not as much of an early bird as I used to be before I retired, but I’m usually there by nine.”

“I’ll see you in the morning, then.”

“What’s your name, young lady?”

“Maddie, sir. Thank you for agreeing to see me. You’ll never know how much it means.”

“I’ll look forward to meeting you, Maddie. I hope I’ll be able to help you.”

She hung up slowly, heart pounding. She had a source. An honest-to-goodness source who could tell her exactly what happened years ago. She had deliberately avoided mentioning her last name because she wanted Lawrence Timmons to give her an uncensored version of things, something he might be reluctant to do if he realized her connection to that story. Hopefully he wouldn’t press her for the name in the morning. Though, in his place, if she had his reporting background, she might, she acknowledged to herself.

She was still reeling from her discoveries when she finally reached O’Reilly’s a half hour later than she’d promised to be there. She saw the look of relief that swept over Tyler’s face when she walked in and wondered if he would be so glad to see her if he knew that she was very close to nailing his father as a liar.

“You’re late,” he said lightly.

“I overslept,” she said easily, proud of herself for not allowing any of the emotions she was feeling into her voice.

“Really? You don’t look all that rested.”

She forced a smile. “Now that’s what every woman wants to hear.”

“Even exhausted, you’re still more beautiful than most women,” he said.

She laughed at that. “Better, but you won’t win me over with audacious flattery.”

His expression sobered. “What will win you over, Maddie?”

The truth, she almost blurted, but bit her tongue. It was doubtful that Tyler knew the truth. He hadn’t been much more than a child himself when all of this happened. Would he recall the scandal? If she asked and he did, would he remember the name of the man at the center of it? She didn’t dare chance it. If he recalled that the accountant was Frank Kent, it wouldn’t take much for him to guess that she was Kent’s daughter, for him to speculate about what she was really doing in Houston.

“It’s hard to say,” she said evasively, then added more truthfully, “I’ve been so worried about work for so long now that I haven’t given any thought at all to a relationship.”

His gaze locked with hers, made her toes curl.

“Maybe it’s time you did,” he said.

“Maybe so,” she agreed. Just not with him. Never with him, she thought sadly.

“My mother was asking about you today,” he said.

“Oh?”

“She’s been leaping to all sorts of wild conclusions ever since our visit.”

“How wild?”

He grinned. “Wild enough. She made me promise to bring you by again.”

“Perhaps I could schedule a lunch with her sometime,” Maddie suggested. If she could see Helen Delacourt alone, perhaps she could dig for some answers from her without arousing suspicion.

“She’d love that,” Tyler said. “Just let me warn you that she might insist on taking you to pick out china.”

“Why on earth would she do that?” she asked, worried that she was beginning to grasp the sort of wild speculation in which his mother had been engaging.

“Like I said, the speculation has gotten pretty out of hand.”

“What have you done to set her straight?”

“Not a lot,” he admitted.


“Why?”

“For the moment it’s actually keeping her off my back about my social life. But if you’re not up to her thousand-and-one questions, I’d steer clear of her, if I were you, unless you have me around to provide cover.”

Maddie chuckled. She had a feeling his reasoning was pretty self-serving. “I think I can handle your mother. After all, there’s nothing to tell, so she won’t get the wrong idea from me. In fact, I can set her straight and tell her I wouldn’t have you on a bet. She’d probably pick up the phone and call—who was it, now? Mary Claire?—before I got out the front door.”

Tyler regarded her with indignation. “You would do that?”

“In a heartbeat.”

“Then you’re not the least bit interested in me?”

“Not a bit.”

“Is that so?” he said, his tone registering disbelief.

“Yep.”

“I could make you change your mind.”

Maddie realized then that she’d made the terrible mistake of uttering what amounted to a challenge. “But why would you try? Just for the fun of it?”

Eyes twinkling with mischief, he nodded. “It would be fun.”

“But then what, Tyler? You’re not over Jen. I’m not in the market for any kind of commitment. It would be a disaster.”

“Not necessarily. Maybe we’re both more ready than we realize. I know I haven’t been able to get you out of my mind.”


“That’s very flattering…”

“I didn’t say it to flatter you. I said it because it’s true.”

Somewhere deep inside, Maddie felt her resolve begin to crack. Under other circumstances she would play the game, see where it led. But not under these. She couldn’t—for Tyler’s sake and her own.

“What’s new on the job front?” he asked, throwing her off-kilter with the change of subject.

She thought of the article she’d discovered. “I think I may have a lead,” she said.

His gaze searched hers intently. “Why don’t you sound happier about that?”

“It’s not exactly what I was hoping for,” she admitted, skirting as closely as possible to the truth.

“Then forget about it. You’ll find what you’re looking for. And if it takes longer than you were counting on—”

“Don’t go there again, Tyler. I won’t take money from you.”

He held up his hands. “Okay, okay, I’ve gotten the message.”

“I doubt that. You’ve just accepted that you’re wasting your time tonight. Tomorrow’s a whole new ball game.”

He grinned. “You know me so well already.”

“I know your type,” she agreed. “Pushy, arrogant, determined.”

He laughed. “Exactly the kind of man you love,” he said.

“Hardly.”

“Why else would you be here?”


“Because you threatened to hunt me down like an animal,” she suggested lightly.

He winced. “That sounds so…”

“Rotten?” she supplied.

“Extreme,” he countered. “I merely wanted you to know that I wouldn’t give up easily.”

She regarded him curiously. “What would it take to make you give up?”

“Discovering that that little trip you took to Baton Rouge wasn’t the only deception you’ve pulled with me,” he said readily.

Maddie felt her heart begin to hammer in her chest. Now she knew that it would be only a matter of time before Tyler walked out of her life. She’d been deceiving him from the moment they’d met, and he wouldn’t forgive her for it.

Even though she’d known from the beginning that he could be nothing more than a means to an end, hearing him state so flatly that he would cut her out of his life for lying to him saddened her.

“Hey,” he said. “Why so sad? You look as if you’re about to lose your best friend.”

Not yet, she thought. But it wouldn’t be long. She just had to postpone the inevitable for a little longer, until she could get closer to his parents, dig a little deeper for Delacourt secrets.

“I hope not,” she said softly. “Friends are hard to come by.”

“I hope you consider me one of yours,” he said.

That was the trouble. She did. In the end would this exposé she was planning cost her more than she gained? Would it cost her the friendship and respect of a man she was coming to care for a great deal?


At that modest house in Baton Rouge, she had seen the kind of man Tyler Delacourt was, the powerful emotions of which he was capable.

Would her determination to avenge her father’s death cost her a chance at a deep and abiding love most women spent a lifetime praying to find?

Because the answer to that was too disconcerting to contemplate, she forced a smile. “I thought you promised me dinner. I’m starved.”

“Let’s go to my place,” he suggested. “I’ll cook.”

“You cook? More than that fish you prepared at the beach?”

“I’m so good, you’ll swear I must have been a chef in another life,” he declared.

“Then by all means, let’s go to your place.”

When they walked into the lobby a few minutes later, Rodney greeted her with a grin. “Nice to see you again, Ms. Kent.”

“You, too,” she said, then nodded toward Tyler. “This time you won’t have to help me break in.”

“That’s very good, miss.” He held open the door to the elevator for them. “Have a nice evening.”

Just as the door was about to close, he grabbed it and held it open. “Oh, Mr. Delacourt, I almost forgot. Your brother was here. If he comes back shall I send him up or tell him you’re not in?”

“Jeb?” he asked.

“Yes, sir. He says he’s at loose ends since his wife is still out of town. He had their daughter with him. I believe they were going to have ice cream, then stop back. Miss Emma said he’d promised her a hot-fudge sundae.”


Tyler laughed. “I wonder if Brianna knows how he spoils that child when she’s away.”

“I imagine not, sir, but it would be hard to resist giving Miss Emma anything she wants.”

“Isn’t that the truth? The girl is an angel.” He glanced at Maddie. “What do you say? Are you up to another Delacourt inquisition? Jeb has an insatiable curiosity, and he’s been prepped by Mother. You’ll love Emma, though. She’s had a very tough time of it, but she’s a remarkable child.”

The thought of withstanding an investigator’s scrutiny, no matter how well intentioned it might be, made her tremble, but she couldn’t think of a single gracious way to say no.

“By all means, let them come up.”

“You heard the lady, Rodney.”

“Yes, sir. Shall I ring first?”

“No need.”

As the elevator doors slid closed, Tyler met her gaze with an amused grin. “You’re a brave woman, Maddie.”

“Oh?”

“If you’ve got a secret, Jeb will worm it out of you, so I advise you to be on your guard.”

“No problem,” she said. She had already planned on doing exactly that.

“Does that mean you have no secrets, or that you’re prepared to withstand any inquisition?”

“Do you honestly think I’d tell you that?” she said lightly. “It might be all the incentive you need to get your brother to bring out the rubber hoses and water torture.”

“Oh, I think his techniques are more subtle than that. When he starts mining for secrets, you won’t even see it coming.”

Maddie doubted that. She was pretty sure she’d recognize a sneak attack the instant it was launched. After all, she was pretty darn good at them herself.








Chapter Nine



Tyler wasn’t nearly as relaxed as Maddie appeared to be when the doorbell rang an hour later announcing Jeb’s arrival. He knew what his brother was capable of. Maybe Emma’s presence would keep him on his best behavior.

“You were mighty late getting home tonight,” Jeb said when he came through the door, slowing his pace to accommodate Emma’s halting gait. “The munchkin and I were going to buy you ice cream.”

Tyler knew the precise moment when Jeb caught sight of Maddie, because a glint of anticipation lit in his eyes. For once Rodney had been discreet. The doorman apparently hadn’t said a word to Jeb about Tyler’s company.

“You must be Maddie,” he said at once. “I’m Jeb, the handsome one. And this is Emma, my princess.”


Maddie smiled and held out a hand to Jeb’s stepdaughter. “I’m very happy to meet you, Emma.”

Jeb turned to Tyler. “She didn’t say she was happy to meet me. What have you been telling her?” he asked with feigned indignation.

“Just the truth, big brother.”

“Don’t listen to a word he says,” Jeb advised. “I’m innocent of all charges.”

Maddie grinned. “I suppose that remains to be seen.”

Emma listened attentively to the exchange, then turned to Tyler, obviously bored by the grown-ups’ conversation. “Uncle Tyler, can I go play with your video games? Jeb promised.”

“Oh, he did, did he? He always did like to give away my toys. Go on, darlin’. If you want to get your socks beat off, call me.”

Emma laughed delightedly. “It’ll never happen. You’re pitiful.”

“And you’re entirely too smart.”

“Mama says a woman can never be too smart,” Emma said primly.

“Not when dealing with a Delacourt, that’s for sure,” Maddie agreed.

“Hey,” Tyler and Jeb protested in unison.

Emma and Maddie shared a grin.

“Maybe you should come play with me,” Emma suggested to Maddie. “I’ll bet you’re really good at video games.”

“Maybe I will, if these two get too obnoxious. But the truth is, I’ve never played a video game.”

“See you in a few minutes,” Emma said confidently. “I can teach you everything you need to know.”

Jeb regarded her with a wounded expression. “I think my little angel just insulted us.”

“She did. It hasn’t taken her long to get to know you, has it?” Tyler watched as Emma hobbled off, amazed by her fierce determination to overcome the injuries that had threatened her ability to ever walk again. Then he turned to Maddie. “Emma is Brianna’s little girl and Jeb’s stepdaughter. She was in an accident a couple of years ago. She’s just learning to walk again.”

“Forget walking. She’s running me ragged,” Jeb said. “She gets stronger every day, thank goodness.”

Tyler watched his brother as he deliberately turned his attention to Maddie.

“So, Maddie Kent, tell me all about yourself. When’s the wedding?”

“Very funny,” Tyler said. “I told you Mother got that all wrong.”

“You told me,” Jeb agreed. “Have you told her?”

Tyler shook his head. “Not a chance. It’s serving my purposes. But Maddie’s threatening to tell her.” He gave an exaggerated shudder. “Which is fine by me as long as I’m not close by for the explosion.”

“How exactly did he maneuver you into doing his dirty work?” Jeb asked, his expression incredulous as he stared at Maddie.

“I wasn’t maneuvered. I volunteered. Somebody has to set her straight,” she said, shooting a pointed look in Tyler’s direction.

“Brave woman,” Jeb declared.


“That’s what I told her when she agreed to let you come up here tonight,” Tyler said.

“You warned her I’d ask all sorts of impertinent, personal questions?”

“Absolutely,” Tyler said.

“Well, that certainly spoils all the fun,” Jeb said. “I guess I’ll have to wait to catch you off guard, Maddie.”

“I’ll look forward to it,” she said with a laugh.

Tyler was startled by Jeb’s apparent decision to back off. “Giving up so soon?” he inquired.

“How can I trip her up when you’ve warned her what I’m up to?” Jeb countered.

“Forewarned is forearmed,” Maddie agreed.

Despite the light response, Tyler thought he detected a hint of relief in her expression. Were there secrets she was afraid that Jeb might ferret out? It was the second time that night that she’d hinted at as much, but he hoped to heaven he was wrong. He wanted very badly to believe that Maddie Kent was the woman who could bring something that had been missing back into his life.

 

Maddie breathed a sigh of relief when she got back to her apartment that night. She had a feeling she had indeed dodged a bullet with Jeb Delacourt. He was an amiable scoundrel on the surface, but she’d seen the intelligence in his eyes, the concern for his brother’s well-being. It was the same sort of protectiveness she’d seen in Tyler’s gaze when he looked at her. These were men who took seriously their commitment to look out for anyone about whom they cared.


She had also seen the love and tenderness Jeb had displayed toward his stepdaughter. It was obvious that Emma adored him. Maddie had known then that he had a soft spot, even though she had recognized that it wouldn’t be wise to count on it when it came to her. She had a hunch Jeb would show no mercy if he thought she was about to hurt his younger brother.

As if to remind her that that was exactly what was likely to happen, she spotted the blinking light on the telephone answering machine. Only one person knew this number. She hit the play button. There were three messages, all from Griffin Carpenter, just as she’d anticipated. He sounded increasingly impatient as he demanded updates.

Even though it was late, Maddie called him back. It didn’t surprise her that he answered on the first ring.

“It’s about time you called. What the devil has been going on over there? I expected news by now.”

“I’m getting close,” she said. “I have an interview in the morning that could break things wide-open.”

“Tell me,” he demanded eagerly.

“I’ll call you afterward,” she promised. “Let me see if it pans out.”

“Don’t put me off, young lady. I’m spending a bundle on this. I think I have a right to know what’s going on.”

“Of course you do. I’ll be in touch before noon.”

“See that you are,” he barked, then slammed down the phone.

His curt attitude was a wake-up call. She needed to remember that she might be on a personal vendetta, but Carpenter had his own agenda and his own way of doing things. The normal rules didn’t apply. If she didn’t produce something that would satisfy him, he could easily yank her financial resources and her forum for any exposé. Though no deadline had ever been discussed, it was apparent that hers was fast approaching. He was clearly anxious to get something about Bryce Delacourt into print.

She had that looming deadline on her mind when she arrived at the designated restaurant precisely at nine the next morning eager for her interview with the retired business writer for the Houston paper.

“Table for one?” the hostess asked.

“Actually I’m meeting someone, Lawrence Timmons. Is he here?”

The woman frowned. “Now that you mention it, no. He’s usually here by now. I hope he’s okay. He hasn’t been feeling up to snuff lately. We worry about him. Too many years of smoking have taken their toll. His lungs are a mess. Why not have a seat. He could turn up yet.”

“Thanks, I will,” Maddie said, swallowing her disappointment.

What if his failure to show up had nothing to do with feeling poorly? What if he’d regretted agreeing to meet with her? What if Bryce Delacourt had gotten to him?

Slow down, she warned herself. Not even she believed that Delacourt was a murderer, not in that way. She might blame him for her father’s death, but he hadn’t pulled the trigger on that gun.

She waited until ten o’clock before finally accepting that Lawrence Timmons wasn’t going to show up. She had his address from the phone book, and he’d said it was in the neighborhood. Maybe the hostess could direct her to it.

“You gonna see if he’s home?” she asked after she’d given Maddie very precise directions. “Good. Let us know if there’s anything he needs, okay? We think of him as family. He doesn’t have anyone else. We try to look out for him, at least as much as he’ll let us.”

“I will,” Maddie promised.

She walked the three blocks to his address in a small development of town houses. The grounds were well kept, but the homes were showing their age. There was a car parked in front of Timmons’s place. She went up the sidewalk and knocked on the door.

An elderly man who had the rigid bearing of an ex-soldier opened the door and regarded her with a sigh. “I figured you’d turn up here sooner or later. You’re Maddie?”

“Yes.”

His gaze was sharp as he studied her. “Maddie Kent, I imagine.”

The statement, made with absolute confidence, threw her, but it was proof that his reporter’s instincts were still sharp. “How did you know?” she asked.

“I pulled my notes and the clippings I had from the time period you mentioned. It didn’t take much to tie you to the story I did about Frank Kent. Your name was in my notes, even though I didn’t use it in the article.” He gestured inside. “Now that you’re here, you might as well come in.”

“Thank you.”

Maddie preceded him into a tidy living room furnished with so much chintz it made her dizzy. Timmons caught her expression and gave a hoarse chuckle.

“My wife loved flowers,” he explained. “Didn’t matter to her if they were in the garden, in paintings, on dishes or on the upholstery. Believe it or not, I’ve toned it down some since she passed on, but it didn’t seem to make sense to get rid of perfectly good furniture just because it’s too fussy for my taste.”

Maddie smiled. “I imagine this would seem cozy in the English countryside.”

“Which is exactly where she came from,” he said. “Always said the flowers could make her forget it was a rainy day. She made a great pot of tea, too. She managed to make a convert of me. Haven’t had coffee in years. I have some Earl Grey I just brewed if you’d like a cup.”

“If it’s no trouble,” she said.

“None at all. Have a seat. I’ll bring it in.”

While he was gone, Maddie noticed the file folders that had been jammed with yellowed newspaper clippings and narrow notebooks that would fit in a reporter’s pocket. The folders and notebooks had been neatly dated. All of those on the table were from the year her father had been fired from Delacourt Oil.

When Timmons returned, he handed her a cup of tea, then set sugar, lemon and cream on the table next to her. He was wheezing slightly from the exertion and sank heavily into an easy chair opposite her.

“I imagine you want to talk about your father.”

Confronted with all those folders, presumably packed with facts, she swallowed hard but nodded. “Until yesterday I had no idea he had been charged with embezzlement. I can’t believe it. It had to be a lie. We never had any money, certainly not a hundred thousand dollars, which is what your story said was missing.”

“All I know is that Bryce Delacourt didn’t make that charge lightly. I interviewed him in person. He was tormented by it. He had considered your father his friend, as well as an employee.”

“What evidence did he have?”

“Check stubs, altered deposits, padded bills, that sort of thing.”

“And my father was the only one who could have been responsible? Surely there were other people in the department.”

“Only one at the time, a young woman.”

“Couldn’t she have been the one?”

“I checked that out thoroughly myself. She was a numbers cruncher, nothing more. She didn’t have the same access to the accounts that your father did. Remember, this was the early days of Delacourt Oil. It was a small operation. Computers were still to come. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind after my investigation that Delacourt had the evidence to back up the charge. Whether your father would have been convicted is anyone’s guess.”

“Because he died before a trial,” she said slowly.

“No, because Delacourt worked out an arrangement with him. Your father vowed to make restitution.”

“How?” she asked, shocked. “He was barely earning minimum wage. It would have taken forever.”

“I don’t think that was a consideration for Delacourt.”


“Because he just wanted to watch him suffer,” Maddie said angrily.

Timmons looked shocked by her conclusion. “Absolutely not. It was because he didn’t want him to go to jail. He knew he had a wife and children. He thought you had suffered enough.”

Maddie refused to believe that. If Bryce Delacourt had been so concerned about their suffering, he would have found some way to help them, she thought angrily. He would have kept her father on the job so he could earn a decent enough living to make restitution.

Even as she reached her own conclusion, a part of her could see that she was being irrational. If her father was guilty of embezzlement, Delacourt could hardly have kept him on.

If. That was the key word. She still didn’t believe a word of this preposterous accusation. Timmons, however, clearly did, so questioning him any further would be a waste of her time.

“Do you remember the name of the woman who worked in the department?”

“Not offhand, but I’m sure it’s in my notes,” he said. “Give me a minute.”

He flipped through several notebooks before stopping at a page. “Pamela Davis, that’s it. In her early twenties, then, so she might still be working there.”

“Thank you so much,” Maddie said.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you what you wanted to hear. It’s a sad thing when a parent a child has idolized turns out to have had feet of clay. I’m sure your parents thought they were doing the right thing by keeping the truth of what happened from you.”

“Yes,” she agreed. She just didn’t happen to believe that her father was one of those parents who wasn’t as honest as she’d believed him to be. Especially since not even a single dime of that stolen money had ever turned up at their home.

An hour later she was back at her apartment and on the phone to the personnel office at Delacourt Oil.

“I am trying to contact a woman I was told works for your company or did at some time in the past,” she told the receptionist who answered the phone. “Could you help me with that information?”

“You’ll need to speak to a supervisor. One moment, please.”

Maddie waited.

“Hello, this is Mrs. Lockhorn. May I help you?”

“Yes.” She repeated her question.

“Normally we don’t give out information on our employees, past or present,” she said.

Maddie reached for a credible excuse and came up with one that she’d heard usually worked. “I’m working for a lawyer handling the estate of a relative. This woman has inherited quite a bit of money. I’m sure she’d want to know about it. Couldn’t you at least tell me if she is still employed there?”

Mrs. Lockhorn hesitated, clearly torn by the promise of large sums of money for someone she might know. “Tell me the name,” she said finally. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Pamela Davis. I believe at one point she might have been in the accounting department.”

There was a soft gasp on the other end of the line. “Oh, dear, how terribly sad. Ms. Davis died about a year ago. She had cancer. It was a terrible pity. She was head of the accounting department at the time.”


Maddie bit back her disappointment, murmured the appropriately sympathetic comments, then asked, “Is there anyone who could tell me a little more about her? Did she have a family?”

“No, she was unmarried at the time she died. I know because we handled all of the arrangements for her funeral. Mr. Delacourt insisted. He was quite fond of her. She had been with the company for a good many years.”

Maddie immediately seized on the offhand remark. Was there a story there? Was that why her father had taken the fall, because Bryce Delacourt had wanted to protect a woman of whom he was “fond”? Was that the real reason he had never filed formal charges against her father, because he knew that Frank Kent was innocent?

“Really?” she said. “She and Mr. Delacourt were close?”

“Oh, dear, I didn’t mean to imply anything,” Mrs. Lockhorn said, sounding genuinely appalled by Maddie’s interpretation. “She was an attractive woman, but I’m certain they were nothing more than employer and employee. Mr. Delacourt would never cross that sort of line, not in this day and age of sexual harassment suits around every corner.”

Maddie let it drop. Such suits had probably been less prevalent back when any relationship between the two might have begun. Besides, there was always the possibility that both had been consenting partners. She knew one person who could tell her that, perhaps without even realizing she was being asked for such a personal revelation about her marriage: Helen Delacourt. Maddie resolved to schedule that lunch with her within the next few days.

“Thank you, Mrs. Lockhorn. You’ve been very helpful,” she said and hung up.

Maybe more helpful than she’d ever intended to be.

That night when she met Tyler at O’Reilly’s, she was feeling more optimistic than she had in days. She’d even managed to communicate that to Griffin without giving him specifics. Maybe that upbeat feeling was why Tyler managed to catch her completely off guard.

“I’ve been thinking,” he began slowly, as they sat in a booth in a darkened back corner of the bar eating thick, juicy hamburgers.

“Should I be worried?”

“Funny.”

“Okay, what have you been thinking?” she asked with more suitable solemnity.

“You still haven’t found work, have you?”

“No, but I had two very promising leads today. Something should pan out very soon.”

“That’s great. Tell me.”

“Not just yet. I don’t want to jinx them. So what was your idea?”

Blue eyes regarded her evenly. “I think you should move in with me.”

Maddie felt the burger slide from her fingers. Fortunately it landed on her plate. “Excuse me? Where did that come from?”

“Come on, Maddie,” he said, leaning toward her, his expression earnest “Think about it. It makes perfect sense. In another week or so, I should be heading back to Baton Rouge anyway. You’d have the place to yourself, rent-free, until you’re back on your feet.”

She didn’t like the way her heart fell at that reminder. She warned herself to stay focused on the fact that getting any closer to Tyler—long-term or short-term—was a very bad idea.

“I can’t do that,” she blurted at once.

“Why on earth not? If you’re not ready for us to have a relationship, that’s okay. I understand. Well, maybe I don’t understand, but I can accept it. Not that I’d turn it down if you were interested in something more, but there is a guest room. We could keep it strictly platonic.”

Maddie had serious doubts about that. Tyler was a very virile man. She was already having trouble keeping her attraction to him in check. Proximity would be a very dangerous risk. And even worse than the physical closeness was the possibility that their emotional bond, already strong, would deepen.

“It’s not that,” she said, at a loss to explain what it was. She could hardly tell him that she had already let him get too close, that she was in danger of losing whatever shred of objectivity she might have for the exposé she was trying to piece together.

“Just think about it. You don’t have money to throw around, and I’m not crazy about the fact that you won’t even tell me where you live. It can’t be safe.”

“It is,” she assured him. If only he knew just how pricey the apartment was that Griffin had rented for her. “It’s right in this neighborhood.”

“Parts of this area are better than others,” he countered. “It’s in transition, Maddie. You know that.” He reached across the table to touch her cheek. “Maddie, I don’t want anything to happen to you. I couldn’t bear to lose someone else I care about.”

She understood how devastated he’d been by losing Jen and their child. That he even considered her to be half as important in his life was amazing. Under other circumstances…She sighed. How many times would she come back to those unfortunate words?

“Nothing is going to happen to me,” she insisted, resting her hand over his. “I promise. I am very careful whenever I go out. The neighbors look out for me, too. It’s not as if I came here from a small town. I’m used to a big city, Tyler. I know how to protect myself.”

From everything except him, anyway.

He frowned. “I’d feel more confident about that if you were at my place,” he said stubbornly.

“I’ll think about,” she said finally, though she had no intention of doing any such thing.

 

Despite her intentions, though, the thought was never far from her mind in the coming days. In fact, she thought about little else. A part of her desperately wanted to accept. A part of her even wished she had never started this blasted investigation, because in the end, no matter what she turned up, it was going to ruin her relationship with Tyler forever. She had deceived him from the beginning, and eventually, like it or not, she would betray him. How could either of them live with that?

In the end, though, after butting up against another dead end in trying to get information on Pamela Davis and Bryce Delacourt without having to go to Tyler’s mother, she concluded that none of that mattered. She managed to convince herself that moving in would be a smart way to keep him and the rest of the Delacourts under constant surveillance. It would also give his mother even more reason to trust her. It would fuel her already wild speculation about Tyler’s plans for a future with Maddie, maybe cause her to drop her guard with Maddie when they eventually got together.

With that as her avowed motive, Maddie was able to reassure herself that she hadn’t yet lost her focus. She even managed to convince herself that she could keep her hormones on a tight rein.

Within days she knew it had been the right decision. As they grew closer, Tyler spoke more freely of Jen and the baby he had lost. He talked about his family, giving her insights that would one day be invaluable when she sat at her computer and wrote the story that brought Bryce Delacourt down.

Just thinking about that day sickened her, though. She couldn’t help wondering if she’d have the stomach for it when the time came. Already she knew that she would never print a word about Tyler and his illegitimate baby. That was Tyler’s private pain, and it had nothing at all to do with Bryce Delacourt.

Realistically, though, Maddie knew that when the headlines about his father broke, her reticence about Jen and the baby would bring Tyler scant comfort. He would hate her, anyway, and that prospect was getting harder and harder for her to bear.








Chapter Ten



“Maddie, what’s wrong?” Tyler asked, regarding her with concern as they settled in for the evening after meeting for a drink at O’Reilly’s.

Tonight they’d gone on to their favorite Italian restaurant for lasagna, but Maddie hadn’t been able to work up much enthusiasm for her meal. Now she was equally listless, and she could tell Tyler was becoming increasingly puzzled by her behavior.

“Nothing,” she insisted. “Just a long day.”

“None of those job leads have panned out yet?”

She shook her head. It was far worse than that, though she couldn’t explain to Tyler. When Griffin Carpenter had discovered that she’d left the apartment he’d rented and moved in with Tyler, he had blown a gasket. None of her excuses had satisfied him.

“You’ve fallen for him, haven’t you?” he’d demanded. “I knew that was going to happen the minute you told me you planned to use him to get close to the family.”

She hadn’t been able to deny it, not with the vehemence that might have satisfied him. “My feelings for Tyler aren’t important,” she’d said. “I’m here to do a job and I will do it. I am every bit as highly motivated as you are.”

“Why is that?” Carpenter had asked suspiciously. “You never said why this story is so important to you.”

“And you’ve never told me why you want Bryce Delacourt brought down, either,” she pointed out.

“I own this publication,” he all but shouted. “My reasons don’t matter.”

Maddie had forced herself to remain calm. “Any more than mine do. We’re both after hard facts, right?”

“Right,” he conceded with obvious reluctance.

“Then leave it to me how I get them.”

“As long as you don’t do anything illegal,” he agreed. “I expect more frequent updates, Maddie. I won’t be kept in the dark on this.”

“You’ll have them,” she had promised.

Which meant that now she had to make that call to Helen Delacourt, the one she’d been putting off, the one she would rather eat dirt than make.

“Come here,” Tyler commanded softly, gesturing to a spot on the sofa in front of him. “Sit.”

Because she was too tired to argue, she did as he asked. His hands settled on her shoulders and began to massage away the tension.

His touch felt heavenly. If she closed her eyes and shut off all the alarm systems she’d put into place when she’d moved in, she could almost pretend that she could have a lifetime of this, coming home to a man who would treat her with such tenderness. When his lips touched her brow, she sighed deeply.

“Maddie, you’re driving me crazy,” he whispered in a choked voice.

No man had ever said that to her before. She probably wouldn’t have believed it if they had. With Tyler, though, she knew it was true, because he was driving her just as crazy. The chemistry between them was as volatile as it was…wrong.

His fingers skimmed lightly up her neck, leaving a trail of fire in their wake. Her senses went on a five-alarm alert. When his hands stilled and his mouth covered hers, it was as if a blaze had consumed every single alarm, silencing them and leaving her prey to the uncontrolled heat.

Her mouth opened and his tongue invaded. Within seconds dark, sweet swirls of desire curled through her. Her brain shut down and her senses came alive. Right and wrong flew out the window. All that mattered was here and now and this man whose touch was electrifying.

He broke the kiss only long enough to come around the sofa, scoop her into his arms, then settle onto the sofa himself with her in his lap. There was no mistaking the fact that he was as turned on as she was. The hard bulge of his arousal pressed into her hip.

For what seemed an eternity, he seemed to be satisfied with the devastating kisses alone. Maddie wanted more. She wanted his hands on her sensitive breasts. She wanted his touch between her legs where moist heat was already gathering ahead of a storm of more intense sensations.

When his hand slid under her shirt and grazed bare skin, she jolted at the pleasure of it. Her nipples puckered. By the time he began playing with each sensitive bud, that touch alone was enough to shatter her.

“Let it go,” he murmured against her lips as wave after wave washed over her.

“I can’t…I’ve never…Oh, Tyler.” The last came on a gasp of surprise as she came apart in his arms.

But it wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough. She wanted him to share this with her. She wanted to know the feel of holding him deep inside, wanted to experience a climax that rocked them both simultaneously.

“The bedroom,” she whispered urgently.

His gaze searched hers. “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure,” she said, because anything less, any hint of uncertainty, would have brought his sense of honor into play.

They made it to his bed in awkward, almost laughable fashion, half-dressed by the time they got there, clothes strewn behind them. The urgency hadn’t been lessened by the trip. Maddie’s hands were everywhere, exploring, studying, savoring, even as she delighted in his gasps of pleasure, his protests as he told her she would cost him his control.

“That’s the idea,” she said. Neither of them could take the time for second thoughts, not now when they were so close to having it all, to knowing everything about the delight they were capable of sharing.

“Now,” she pleaded. “Love me now.”

Tyler knelt above her, his gaze steady. Slowly, his eyes never leaving her face, he entered her, stretched her, filled her. She gasped with the wonder of it, even as his strokes intensified, even as her body pulsed around his, demanding more and more of her…of him.

Then the world seemed to spin wildly out of control as the tension shattered in wicked, rippling aftershocks.

Nothing so magnificent had ever happened to her before. She doubted it ever would again. She touched his jaw in wonder.

“I never imagined it could be like this,” she said.

“I don’t think it’s supposed to be,” he teased.

“Oh?”

“Otherwise we’d never, ever stop doing it.”

“Okay by me,” she said, pushing aside the regrets that were already trying to crowd out the joy.

“Talk to me when I’ve recovered,” he suggested.

“When will that be?” she asked, even as her touch stirred him to arousal.

He laughed. “Apparently a whole lot sooner than I imagined.”

It was hours later before exhaustion overtook both of them and sent them into a deep, dreamless sleep. Maddie’s last waking thought was that she needed to remember this tiny glimpse she’d had of heaven, because hell couldn’t possibly be far away.

 

Tyler knew there were things that Maddie was still keeping from him. For the life of him, though, he couldn’t get a handle on what they might be. She ran hot and cold. She would melt in his arms one minute, then freeze him out the next, as she seemed to be doing this morning after a night of electrifying lovemaking.

She had scooted out of bed before dawn, slipped in and out of the shower before he could even consider joining her, and now she was standing at the kitchen counter, barefoot, but otherwise fully dressed, eating a bowl of cereal as if she had no more than five minutes to spare.

As she bolted down her food, he stood there unobserved, regarding her with amusement and exasperation. “In a hurry?” he inquired mildly.

Her gaze shot up guiltily. “I didn’t know you were awake.”

“Were you hoping to avoid me for some reason?”

Her expression faltered, but then her chin lifted defiantly. “Of course not.”

“Maddie, do we need to talk about what happened last night?”

“I hope not.”

“No regrets, then?”

Her hesitation was enough of an answer.

“Apparently there are,” he concluded with a sinking sensation in the pit of his stomach. “Want to tell me why?”

Ignoring the question, she turned and rinsed her bowl, then set it with careful deliberation on the counter. “No time,” she said.

He caught her wrist before she’d taken two steps toward the door.

“Maddie, what’s going on?”

“Nothing. I’m late.”

“For?”

“An interview, what else?”


“At seven a.m.?”

“It’s a breakfast interview.”

“Then why did you just eat?”

She turned and stared at the cereal bowl as if it had somehow betrayed her. “Because…” She swallowed hard. “Because I’m usually too nervous to eat during an interview.”

He sighed. “Yeah, I’m sure that’s it,” he said, releasing her. “I hope everything goes okay.”

For a moment she looked lost and alone, more vulnerable than he’d ever seen her. Responding to that, rather than his own frustration with her evasions, he kissed her gently. “Just something to put a little color in your cheeks. Good luck, Maddie.”

“Thanks.”

She flew through the door as if she feared he might change his mind and come after her. He heard the front door click quietly closed seconds later.

“What are you up to, Maddie? Who are you really?”

One thing for sure, she was the most complicated, thoroughly enigmatic woman he’d ever known. And even though he didn’t entirely trust her, he realized that he was beginning to fall in love with her. He found the prospect terrifying, especially with all of those unanswered questions.

He finally concluded that he needed answers before he allowed himself to get in any deeper. He could have turned to either Jeb or Dylan for help, since investigating was right up their alley, but bringing in a professional felt too much like a betrayal. There were a few things he could do himself.

He began by going back to talk to Kevin O’Reilly, who was out in front of his bar sweeping the sidewalk.

“You’re here early,” Kevin said. “I don’t start serving for a couple of hours yet.”

“I came for information, not a drink.”

“About?”

“Maddie Kent. Do you know anything at all about her?”

“Hey, you’re the one living with her. Isn’t that a question you should have asked before you invited her to move in?”

“I didn’t come by for a morality lecture, just for a little background information.”

“Sorry. I can’t help you.”

“Any idea where she lived when she first got here?”

Kevin stopped sweeping, his expression thoughtful. “Come to think of it, she said she lived in the neighborhood. She said she’d just moved to town.”

“That’s all she told me, too.”

“Well, there aren’t a lot of choices. This area’s still in transition. There’s a very pricey building in the next block.”

“Which is where she lives now with me,” Tyler reminded him.

“Oh, yeah. Okay, there’s an older building that’s being gentrified, but prices in there are skyrocketing. There are a few older tear-downs that will go as soon as some developer realizes what a gold mine this area is going to be. Most of those are vacant and condemned.”

He snapped his fingers. “Wait a minute. There’s a boarding house two blocks up. A woman named Kate Porter runs it. Keeps it clean, but I can’t say much else for it. It might be just right for somebody new in town who’s trying to save while looking for a job. Kate looks out for her tenants.”

That had to be it, Tyler concluded. “Thanks, Kevin.”

“Tell Kate I said hello. Let her know I have a beer on tap for her if she helps you out.”

Tyler laughed. “I’ll do that.”

Unfortunately, Kate Porter had never heard of Maddie Kent. She suggested a few other small places nearby where someone could rent a room or an apartment cheaply, but after hours of going door to door, Tyler hadn’t found a single soul who knew Maddie Kent or anyone fitting her description. It was the single most frustrating day he’d ever spent in his life.

It was topped off by a call from his mother, cheerfully announcing that she and Maddie were having lunch. What the hell was that about? he wondered. It only added to his awareness that he didn’t understand Maddie Kent at all.

When he waited for Maddie that evening at O’Reilly’s, he was in no mood to hear any more of her lies. He intended to get to the bottom of her tight-lipped secrecy once and for all, even if he didn’t like the answers.

But Maddie never showed up.

 

Maddie knew that time was running out. Even if Griffin Carpenter hadn’t been pressuring her, what had happened the night before between her and Tyler would have been warning enough. She couldn’t let that happen again. It had been too magical, too perfect. If she allowed a relationship to continue, to deepen, she would lose her nerve. She would do everything to hold on to Tyler, instead of trying to seek justice for her father. For the first time in her life, her loyalties were divided.

She had had to get out of the apartment first thing in the morning, because lingering was too dangerous. She wanted to stay in Tyler’s arms too badly. The frustration in his voice, the sparks of anger in his eyes, had almost destroyed her, but there had been no other way. If it was this difficult now to lie to him, what would it be like for her when she betrayed him and printed an exposé of his father?

It was midmorning before she found a pay phone and forced herself to make the long-delayed call to Helen Delacourt. This was a make-or-break meeting. If Mrs. Delacourt couldn’t tell her what she needed to know, then she would have to confront Bryce Delacourt directly. It was not a position she wanted to be in, not without more facts than she had at her disposal now.

“I would absolutely love to have lunch with you,” Mrs. Delacourt said at once. “I’m looking forward to getting to know you better, since you are clearly so important to my son.”

“Tyler and I are just…” She hesitated, at a loss to describe what they were.

“Don’t tell me you’re just friends, my dear. I know better. I could see the sparks flying when you were here and you’d only just met. That sort of spontaneous chemistry is as rare as it is wonderful.”

Maddie couldn’t argue with her about that. She would give anything to be able to hold on to it…anything except the justice she sought for her father.

“I’ve been worried about my son for some time now,” Mrs. Delacourt said, snagging Maddie’s attention.

“Why?”

“He’s seemed terribly sad to me, but of course he won’t talk about whatever’s bothering him. Typical of a man, don’t you think? They suffer in silence or expect us to guess what’s wrong with them. At any rate, there was a sparkle back in Tyler’s eyes when he brought you here.”

“Please don’t make too much of that,” Maddie said, feeling miserable at getting this woman’s hopes up when she knew she would only dash them at some point in the very near future.

“We’ll discuss it some more over lunch. Perhaps whatever reservations you’re feeling I can put to rest. Believe me, when it comes to Tyler, I can’t say enough good things.”

Once more Maddie sensed a special bond between Mrs. Delacourt and Tyler. She sighed, dreading what was to come. Even so, she made arrangements to meet Tyler’s mother at her country club at noon. With any luck by midafternoon she would know if Bryce Delacourt had been involved in a relationship with Pamela Davis and if that could be why he had accused her father of embezzlement, to cover up the acts of his lover.

 

The country club dining room was tastefully furnished in the style of an English tea room. The atmosphere was cozy, perfect for sharing confidences. Or so Maddie hoped.

She and Mrs. Delacourt sat across from each other, sipping iced tea and eating chicken Caesar salads, making small talk. The food was delicious, but Maddie was having a hard time swallowing.

“I am so delighted to have this chance to get to know you better,” Helen Delacourt said again. She was dressed in a smart designer suit in a deep blue that perfectly matched her eyes. “I spoke to Tyler earlier. He seemed surprised that we were meeting.”

“I didn’t mention it to him,” Maddie admitted. “I called on impulse.”

“Well, I am so glad you did. Tell me about yourself, Maddie. How long have you been in Houston?”

“Just a few weeks.”

“You work?”

“I have a lead on a job now.”

“Well, good, I hope you get it, if that’s what you want. Though, of course, once you and Tyler are married, you certainly wouldn’t have to work unless you wanted to.”

Maddie felt lower than pond scum for deceiving Tyler’s mother about their plans. Worse, she was about to turn this woman’s private life into a public spectacle. Bryce Delacourt might deserve such a fate, but Tyler’s gracious mother didn’t. Then she thought of her own family’s anguish, of her mother’s descent into lonely isolation. Those memories made it easier to harden her heart.

“I hear you’ve moved in,” Mrs. Delacourt said casually.


“That’s just temporary,” Maddie said, embarrassed that she knew.

Mrs. Delacourt laughed. “I’m not shocked, if that’s what you’re thinking, though I do hope it’s a prelude of things to come.”

“What things?” Maddie asked, afraid that she already knew.

“A wedding, of course. Perhaps later this summer?”

“I don’t think so, but perhaps you should discuss that with Tyler,” Maddie said. “To be perfectly honest, I don’t know what to make of your son.”

Helen Delacourt looked genuinely perplexed by the comment. “How can that be? Tyler has always been a very straightforward man, at least until recently.”

Maddie knew exactly what that was about, but it wasn’t up to her to enlighten Mrs. Delacourt about Tyler’s loss. She shrugged the comment off, then used the topic to slide toward her goal of discussing the Delacourts’ marriage. “Perhaps it’s just me. I don’t have a lot of experience with relationships. I haven’t had the time.”

“No past loves?”

She shrugged. “None of importance.”

“Well, you couldn’t do better than my son. Tyler is a unique man,” she said, clearly prepared for an enthusiastic hard sell of her son. “He has a mind of his own, much to his father’s dismay, but then all of our children do. They blame that on their father, but the truth is, I am capable of my share of stubbornness when something matters to me. Seeing Tyler settled down is one of those things that matters.”

Unfortunately, Maddie knew that all too well. She decided the time had come to get into a sensitive area. She just prayed she had the finesse to carry it off without arousing suspicion.

“You’ve had a long and happy marriage,” she said to the older woman. “That’s so rare these days. How have you managed it?”

When her question drew an evasive look, Maddie sensed that she was, in fact, onto something. Perhaps it was no more than uneasiness at discussing something so personal with a virtual stranger.

“I’m sorry,” she said sympathetically. “Have I said something I shouldn’t have?”

“Of course not,” Helen Delacourt said with a rare display of testiness. “All marriages have their ups and down, I suppose. Mine no more than others. If you’re committed to the marriage, you work things through.”

“Surely it was never anything serious?”

“I’m not sure what you mean by serious. Even little annoyances can take on a life of their own unless they’re nipped in the bud.”

“I suppose I was thinking more of the really big things that can happen, a genuine betrayal, for instance. I can’t imagine what I’d do if my husband cheated on me.”

A faraway look came into the older woman’s eyes, then she blinked and it was gone. “I suppose that would depend.”

“On?”

“How important the marriage was to you,” she said at once. “Betrayal can knock the wind right out of you, but if your family matters at all, you pick yourself up and make peace with it. You put your family first before your own feelings. That requires tremendous strength, but in the end it’s well worth it.”

Was that what she had done? Maddie wondered. Found a way to make peace with her husband’s affair?

“Then you never thought of separating?” she asked, then covered quickly for her insensitive bluntness. “I’m sorry, that’s far too personal. I have no right to ask. I have this terrible habit of poking my nose into other people’s business. If your husband cheated on you, I’m sure it’s all in the past.”

Mrs. Delacourt turned absolutely ashen. “Why would you even say such a thing?” she demanded indignantly.

“I’m sorry,” Maddie said again. “It was rude of me. It’s just that I’d heard…Well, I should know better than to listen to gossip.”

“Yes, you certainly should. My husband is the most honorable man I know. He would certainly never dream of cheating on me,” Mrs. Delacourt told her with surprising vehemence. She put her napkin on the table with trembling fingers, then stood. “I really think I’d better go. Suddenly I’m not feeling well. We’ll do this another time.”

“Of course,” Maddie said, furious with herself for not easing into the topic more subtly. Now she had scared the woman off. She doubted she would ever get another chance to ask such probing questions. She was a little taken aback by the fierce denial that Bryce Delacourt had ever had an affair, but what else was his wife supposed to say? Following the protesting-too-much philosophy, wasn’t such a firm declaration tantamount to an admission?

She regarded Mrs. Delacourt worriedly, a reaction she didn’t have to feign. “You look pale. Shall I come with you?”

“No, you stay,” Tyler’s mother said politely. “Enjoy your lunch, dear.”

Back straight, Helen Delacourt strode from the dining room, nodding politely to her friends, a mask of composure firmly in place. Maddie could only guess at the torment she must be suffering as she relived painful memories.

Memories that Maddie had deliberately resurrected, she thought guiltily. She felt like the sleaziest of tabloid journalists, a media Peeping Tom, seeking headlines at the expense of another’s peace of mind.

What kind of woman was she? Maddie wondered despondently as she pushed the remainder of her salad away. What kind of person had she become? Even for the sake of avenging her father, how could she prey on a woman who’d been willing to welcome her as a daughter-in-law? How could she betray a man like Tyler, a man whom she could love with very little effort at all?

Would Mrs. Delacourt tell Tyler about her uncomfortable meeting with Maddie? If so, Maddie had no doubt that he would be furious. He might even kick her out in a justifiable rage. Maybe that would be for the best, she told herself.

But if it was, why did she feel as lost and alone now as she had when her beloved father had died?








Chapter Eleven



It was nearly midnight when Tyler called Dylan. He’d grown tired of waiting up for Maddie, and he needed to do something constructive to get the answers he wanted. On his own, all he’d accomplished was to stir up more questions. Her failure to turn up at O’Reilly’s—which had become their nightly haunt—unsettled him. And the fact that she still wasn’t home aroused in him an uneasy mix of anger and panic.

Had something happened to her? Or had she run out on him? And what the devil had she been doing with his mother? It might not have surprised him to learn that his mother had arranged to see Maddie, but Helen had made it clear that their lunch was at Maddie’s instigation.

Was Maddie off on another fishing expedition, as she had been in Baton Rouge? By now didn’t she already know everything there was to know about him? Or did she have some other agenda he couldn’t imagine?

“I need you to run a check on somebody for me,” he told Dylan before he had a chance to reconsider.

Even though his brother had obviously been asleep before the phone had rung, Dylan sounded wide-awake at once.

“Name?” he asked with brisk professionalism.

That was what Tyler liked about his oldest brother. Dylan didn’t waste a lot of time asking the kind of questions Tyler didn’t want to answer. Dylan simply knew Tyler wouldn’t come to him unless it was important.

“Maddie Kent,” he said with obvious reluctance.

“Your Maddie?” There was no mistaking the shock in Dylan’s voice. “I thought…”

Tyler sighed. “I know what you thought. I’m sure you’ve gotten an earful lately from Mother and Jeb and who knows who else, but I’m not sure she’s mine,” he said wearily. “To be honest, after today I’m not sure who she is at all.”

“What happened today?” Dylan asked, beginning what was bound to be a litany of questions, now that he knew this involved a woman Tyler cared about. Professionalism had clearly given way to brotherly concern. It was pretty pointless to try to evade the questions.

Resigned to satisfying his brother’s ingrained curiosity, Tyler filled Dylan in on what he’d learned earlier when he’d searched the entire neighborhood where she’d claimed to live and come up with not one soul who’d ever heard of Maddie Kent.

“I see,” Dylan said when he’d finished. “Tyler, are you sure you want to do this? Shouldn’t you talk to her first? Ask her what the hell is going on?”

“I would if I could, but she’s disappeared. Besides, what’s to keep her from telling me another pack of lies?”

“Are you so sure they are lies? Maybe she did live in that neighborhood, just not on the blocks you covered. Maybe she kept a very low profile. That area’s not the best, even though you claim it’s going to boom anyday now. Maybe she didn’t want to get to know her neighbors.”

“Dylan, I covered a lot of blocks. Besides, she was always very careful never to let me pick her up at home. You have to admit that that in itself is suspicious. She had a million excuses, but I think the truth is that she didn’t live anywhere near O’Reilly’s.”

“Why would she lie about something like that?”

“I wish I knew. To throw me off, maybe…keep me from finding out more about her. For all I know, Maddie Kent isn’t even her real name.”

“Are you thinking that she deliberately set you up in some way, that she came to O’Reilly’s specifically to meet you?”

“It’s crossed my mind.”

“It’s possible, I suppose,” Dylan said thoughtfully. “You are one of the most eligible bachelors around and—though I certainly can’t see it—I have it on good authority that you’re handsome as sin.”

Tyler chuckled. “Don’t sound so disgruntled. Kelsey picked you, anyway.” He paused, then added, “Of course, maybe that was because she hadn’t met me yet.”

“Leave my wife out of this. It’s our baby sister who thinks you’re good-looking, and she’s prejudiced. As for Maddie, she wouldn’t be the first woman to try to snag a wealthy man by making it a point to put herself in his path.”

“True, but I honestly don’t think it’s my money she’s after. She’s been having a tough time financially, but she wouldn’t take a dime from me.”

“But in refusing, she stirred all your protective tendencies and, bam, now she’s living with you.”

“It was a platonic arrangement,” Tyler said defensively. “Because she was in a bind. It was all my idea.”

“It was platonic?”

“It’s changed,” he said tightly. “Just stop with all the analysis and do this for me, okay?”

“Whatever you say. It’s your call. I’ll get on it first thing tomorrow. If she gets home, talk to her. Meantime, if you change your mind, call me back.”

“I won’t change my mind,” Tyler said firmly. “I’m not sure of much these days, but I am sure of that. Just do whatever you have to do.”

He sighed heavily as he hung up. That was it, then. He was having a woman he cared about investigated. What did that say about the future potential of the relationship? How much trust could they possibly have if he felt driven to have his brother go digging around in Maddie’s life? Would trust ever be possible once she learned what he’d done?

At least a dozen times he told himself to call Dylan in the morning and tell him to forget it. At least a dozen more times he reassured himself that he had no choice. He had to know the truth about Maddie, even if he didn’t like what he discovered.

If his tumultuous thoughts hadn’t been enough to keep him awake, Maddie’s absence from his bed would have been. Her scent was everywhere. Finally, driven by pure frustration, he got up and changed the sheets, then settled back down, but sleep continued to elude him.

He stilled when he finally heard the front door ease open, then debated going to confront her. When he heard her quietly go into the room across the hall and close the door, he decided to wait until morning when they’d both be rested. Tempers tended to flare out of control when people were exhausted.

When the phone rang just after dawn, Tyler assumed it was Dylan. Instead, it was his father, and he was spitting mad.

“Who the hell is this woman you’ve been seeing?” he demanded before Tyler had managed much more than a groggy hello. “What’s she up to?”

“Dad?”

“Of course it’s me. Now answer my questions.”

“Maybe we’d better start over. Are you talking about Maddie? What’s she done?”

“Are you seeing any other woman?” his father retorted sarcastically. “Of course that’s who I’m talking about. As for what she’s done, that’s what I’m asking you.”

“I haven’t spoken to her since yesterday morning,” Tyler said.

“What do you mean you haven’t spoken to her? I thought she was living there.”


“She is, but she got in after I’d gone to bed. What is it you think she’s done?”

“I’m telling you I don’t know, but she’s got your mother over here sobbing her eyes out. She’s been up half the night. If she keeps it up much longer, she’s going to make herself sick. I don’t know what the hell is going on, but I don’t like it, son. I don’t like it one bit. Nobody messes with your mother and gets away with it.”

“If she was this upset after she saw Maddie, why didn’t you call me sooner?”

“Because your mother told me not to. She insisted she needed time to think. Think about what, I ask you?”

Tyler didn’t like the sound of this. It was one thing for his mother to work herself into a state. It was quite another for his father—the king of calm—to panic like this. More was going on here than his father had said.

“I’ll be right there,” Tyler said. “Don’t worry, Dad. I’ll get to the bottom of this. I’ll see what I can find out from Maddie before I leave here.”

He pulled on his clothes and headed for the door. To his surprise Maddie met him in the hall, looking groggy and more desirable than he wanted her to.

“Come with me,” he said tersely, hauling her toward the kitchen. He put on a pot of coffee as she sat at the table and watched him warily.

“Is something wrong?” she asked finally.

“What was your first clue? The phone call at the crack of dawn or my mood?”

“Tyler, if there’s a problem, just spit it out. Who called?”


“My father.”

Was it his imagination or did her complexion turn pale?

“Oh? Is everything okay over there?”

“Apparently not. It seems my mother has been upset ever since she saw you yesterday afternoon. You wouldn’t have any idea why, would you?”

He poured them both a cup of steaming, strong coffee, then sat across from her. “Well?”

Her gazed clashed with his. “I don’t think I like your implication or your tone.”

“Well, there’s a whole lot right now that I don’t like, but let’s stick to this for the moment. What went on between you and my mother?”

She stared at him silently, and for the longest time he wasn’t sure she was going to respond. Finally she said defensively, “I met her at the country club. We had lunch. She said she wasn’t feeling well and she left. End of story.”

“Did you happen to chat about anything that might have disturbed her?”

“Tyler, what did she say? Did she blame me for upsetting her?”

“No, but my father seems to have pieced that theory together from the timing of her hysteria and from what she has said.”

“I’m sorry. I like your mother, and I really am sorry if I did or said something that made her uncomfortable. It wasn’t intentional.”

Tyler listened for a false note, but he didn’t hear one. She seemed to be sincere. “I want to believe that,” he said.


Hurt registered in her eyes. “But you don’t,” she replied, her tone flat.

“How can I? My father doesn’t tend to overreact, and he’s practically bouncing off walls. My mother’s been crying for hours. I’m just looking for answers.”

“Well, I don’t have any.”

“Dammit, Maddie, you were the last person she saw. I’ll ask you again, what did you talk about? Be specific.”

“You and me. Marriage. That sort of thing.”

“Did you tell her that you and I were just friends, that there was no wedding on the horizon?” he asked, wondering if that would have been enough to set his mother off. She hated to have her plans thwarted.

“I told her she’d have to discuss anything like that with you.”

“You did say you talked about marriage, though?”

“Just in general. What it takes to make a good one, that sort of thing.”

There was nothing in that to set off hysteria, at least not that Tyler could see. This wasn’t getting him anywhere, and it was evident from Maddie’s tight-lipped expression that she didn’t intend to reveal anything more.

“I’d better get over there.”

“Would you like me to come? I’d like to help if I can.”

Tyler shook his head. “I don’t think that would be such a good idea, not until I get to the bottom of this.”

“Tyler, I really am sorry,” she said, looking at him with apparent regret.

He put his empty coffee cup into the sink and automatically filled it with water. Then he slowly turned back to Maddie. “Are you absolutely certain you don’t know what this is about?”

“Even if I did, it wouldn’t be my place to tell you,” she said.

He stared, trying to interpret her response. “What the hell does that mean?”

She returned his gaze, defiance mixed in with obvious misery. “Just go.”

He made it as far as the door before he turned back one last time. “If you and I are going to have any sort of a future, it would be better if you told me everything, rather than make me drag it out of my mother.”

But Maddie just shook her head. “I can’t. It’s not up to me,” she repeated.

There it was again, that same vague hint that more had gone on than what she’d admitted to thus far. “What isn’t up to you? Blast it all, Maddie, what did the two of you get into at lunch? Did you fight?”

“No.”

“What then?”

“Please, Tyler, just go. She obviously needs you.”

Since that was exactly what his father had said, he knew he couldn’t stick around and try to get the truth out of Maddie. Clearly she didn’t intend to say another word.

“I’ll be back,” he said in a tone that could only be interpreted as a warning. He had the uneasy sense, though, that Maddie might not be there when he returned.

 

The quiet click of the front door sent a shudder through Maddie. She pulled her knees up to her chin and stretched her oversize T-shirt over her legs.

“What have I done?” she murmured. Obviously she had opened up a hornet’s nest in the Delacourt household. What confused her, though, was that Bryce Delacourt didn’t seem to understand why his wife was so distraught. Surely if Maddie had ripped the scab off the wound of his old affair, Helen Delacourt would have lashed out at him about it.

Was he genuinely at a loss over his wife’s distress? Had Maddie somehow gotten it wrong about the affair? Tyler’s mother hadn’t actually confirmed that there had been an affair, not in those precise words, though Maddie couldn’t see any other way to interpret either what she did say or her reactions.

“She denied it,” she reminded herself aloud. “In no uncertain terms.”

Was it possible that Maddie really had gotten it all wrong? If so, then why was Mrs. Delacourt so distraught now?

Maddie would have given anything to go with Tyler just to see Bryce Delacourt squirming. It would have been the perfect opportunity to get every last piece of evidence she needed to publicly humiliate him. But she hadn’t been able to bring herself to force the issue when Tyler had refused to let her come along. And the truth was that she wasn’t sure she could stomach it if her presence brought Helen Delacourt any more pain.

When the phone rang a few minutes later, she grabbed it, hoping it was Tyler with an update. Instead, an unfamiliar man’s voice said, “Maddie?”

“Yes.”


“This is Dylan. Tyler’s oldest brother.”

“Oh, hello.”

“Is my brother there?”

“No, he had to go out.”

“At this hour?”

“Your father called and asked him to come over.”

“Why? It wasn’t his heart again, was it?”

“No, I believe your mother was feeling a little under the weather,” she said, proud of the innocuous way she managed to make the early-morning visit sound. “Shall I have Tyler call you when he gets back?”

“No, I’ll catch up with him over at our parents’ place.”

“Okay, then.”

“Wait, Maddie. I’m glad I have you on the line.”

Her heart began to thud dully. Dylan didn’t sound nearly as jovial as Jeb. In fact, she thought she heard something almost dire in his voice. Wasn’t he the hard-core investigator? Was he suspicious of her for some reason?

“Why?” she asked bluntly.

“I have a question for you.”

“Sure.”

“Why haven’t you told my brother that you’re a reporter?”

Oh, God, she thought miserably. Not this. The truth couldn’t come out like this. Dylan couldn’t be the one to tell Tyler.

“Why would you think that?”

He gave a dry chuckle. “Give it up, sweet cakes. I’m on to you. I know that you’ve worked for half a dozen small papers all around the state. I know that you quit the last one about six weeks ago. Wasn’t that when you showed up in Houston?”

“I came here looking for work,” she conceded.

“Really? My information suggests that you already have a job, a very lucrative job working for the sleaze of Texas journalism, Griffin Carpenter.”

“Who told you that?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

Maddie swallowed hard against the wave of panic crawling up the back of her throat. She should have known her ties to the tabloid couldn’t be kept quiet forever, not the way gossip spread among journalists. “Have you been investigating me, Mr. Delacourt? Is that the Delacourt way of welcoming someone new into the family?”

“I think you’re missing the point,” he said mildly.

“Which is?”

“What do you want with my family? My gut tells me it’s not marriage you’re looking for at all. So, a word of warning. If you hurt Tyler, if you hurt any member of my family, you will answer to me. Believe me, Ms. Kent, your career in journalism will be short-lived, at least in Texas. You’ll never work for a legitimate newspaper again.”

“An interesting threat,” she said before she could stop herself. “So typical of a Delacourt. I see the bullying trait is alive and well in the next generation.”

Breathing hard, she slammed the phone down before he could reply. Then she burst into tears. It seemed she was to share the same fate as her father, thanks to a Delacourt. Out of work in her field, doomed to a life of working for second-best weeklies in nowhere towns. Dylan Delacourt could see that it happened, too. She had heard it in his voice.

“Stop it,” she ordered herself, brushing impatiently at her tears. “You knew this could happen when you made the decision to work for Griffin Carpenter, when you set out to bring Bryce Delacourt down.”

She had told herself it would be worth it, if she could just get even with Delacourt for his deliberate destruction of her father. She had enough facts and theories now to do it, or at least to make his life damned uncomfortable. All she needed was an hour of his time, maybe less, to watch his reactions when she laid it all out for him, every stinking rotten thing he had done when he’d destroyed her father to save his girlfriend’s neck. And she had to arrange it now, because once Tyler knew the truth, her access was going to blow up in her face.

She didn’t want to confront Bryce Delacourt at the house, not with his wife already upset and with Tyler on the scene. She would have to go to his office, bluff her way in.

It wouldn’t be easy, not with him already furious with her for her part in his wife’s emotional crisis, but she could do it. She had slipped past tougher security than anything Delacourt Oil had. She had her ties to Tyler on her side, at least for the next couple of hours.

She hurried through a shower, pulled on her best, most daunting power suit, tucked a tape recorder into her purse and headed for her car. She would pick up the rest of her things later, if Tyler hadn’t had her banned from the premises by then. She would find some way to try to apologize to him, some way to explain that she had had to do what she’d done for her father’s sake. Surely he would understand her need for justice, even if he could never forgive her.

When she reached Delacourt Oil, she had no difficulty reaching the executive suite, but the secretary there shook her head when she asked to see Bryce.

“I realize I don’t have an appointment,” Maddie said, trying to cajole her into making an exception. “I wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t extremely important that I speak to him. Couldn’t you at least see if he’s got five minutes to spare?”

“It’s not that I won’t help you,” the woman said. “I can’t. Mr. Delacourt isn’t in.”

“I’ll wait, then.”

“I’m not expecting him today.”

That was a wrinkle Maddie hadn’t anticipated. The man was a well-known workaholic. She hadn’t expected that even his wife’s distress would keep him at home for long. She’d envisioned him bolting the second Tyler arrived to relieve him.

“You’re not expecting him today? When is he due back?” she asked.

“I’m not sure. When he called, he said that he was planning to take his wife on an extended vacation and that he would be in touch later with the details.”

“He’s left town?”

“I doubt they’re on their way just yet. You might try to catch him at home if you have the number there.”

“I do,” Maddie said.

There was just one problem. With Tyler likely to be smack in the middle of whatever was going on over there, did she dare use it?








Chapter Twelve



Tyler found his mother—usually the calmest, coolest woman on the planet—every bit as distraught as his father had described. She was curled up in bed hugging a pillow and sobbing as if her life were over.

“According to the housekeeper, she’s been like this ever since she came home from having lunch with Maddie yesterday,” his father said, drawing him back into the hallway. “She won’t talk to me. She’ll barely even look at me. Did you ask Maddie what happened at lunch?”

“I asked, but it was like talking to a wall. She all but confessed that something had gone on between them, but she refused to give me a clue. She said it wasn’t up to her, whatever that means.”

“What do you know about that woman?”

“Apparently not nearly enough,” Tyler said with a resigned sigh.


He knew that she made his pulse race. He knew that she fascinated him. He knew that his gut told him she was a decent woman, but his gut had been wrong before. He decided not to mention that even before his father’s call he had already asked Dylan to check into her background. In a few hours at most, he should know more.

“Tyler?” His mother’s voice was weak and hoarse from crying. “Is that you?”

“Go on,” his father said. “See if you can get her calmed down. I’m certainly not having any luck.”

As Tyler approached the bed, his mother reached for his hand, then gazed up at her husband who had followed him into the room. “Bryce, leave us alone for a moment, please. Tyler and I need to talk. There’s something I have to tell him.”

Sudden understanding flared in his father’s eyes, followed quickly by obvious alarm. “No, you can’t mean…”

“Bryce, please,” she begged, her face haggard. “I have to.”

“Sweet heaven, is that what this is all about? That woman knows…?”

“Perhaps she knows everything,” Helen said dully. “Or at least enough.”

“But how?”

“I have no idea, but Tyler has to be told.”

Mystified, Tyler looked from his mother’s pale, tear-streaked face to his father’s shaken expression. “Will somebody please tell me what’s going on? What is it that Maddie knows that I don’t?”

“I’ll explain,” his mother promised him, then looked at her husband. “I have to do it, Bryce.”


“Yes,” he said wearily. “I suppose you do.”

He leaned down and gave his wife a kiss. “Everything will be okay, Helen. We’ll make it okay.”

She caught his hand in hers. “I love you.”

A sad smile crossed his father’s face. “And I you, my dear. I always have.”

As his father left the room, Tyler thought he detected the sheen of unshed tears in his eyes, but of course, that couldn’t be. Bryce Delacourt was the strongest man he knew.

“Mom, what’s going on?” Tyler asked when they were alone. “Is Dad right? Is Maddie responsible for upsetting you like this?”

“Come,” she said. “Sit here beside me. And yes, in a way, Maddie is the reason that we’re having this talk.”

“What does that mean?”

“Darling, please don’t rush me. I have to explain this in my own way.”

Tyler bit back an impatient curse and resigned himself to a wait. His mother had always been able to embroider the simplest tale into a complex plot. It had made for wonderful bedtime stories when he’d been young, but now he could only regret the tendency.

“You already know that Maddie asked me to join her for lunch yesterday.”

“Yes.”

“I thought she merely wanted to get to know me better since I’m your mother, but it was clear from the outset that it was more than that. She was asking questions, a lot of questions.”

“About?”

“Tyler,” she scolded. “No interruptions.”


“Sorry.”

“Now that I think back on it, I’m not sure how much she actually knew or how much she was guessing, but I knew it was time. I suppose I always knew this day would come, but as the years passed, I thought maybe there would be no need.”

“No need to do what? Mother, you’re not making any sense. You’re talking in circles.”

“Patience, darling. I know it’s not a trait the Delacourt men embrace easily, but it’s one you should learn.”

“So you’ve mentioned on more than one occasion,” Tyler said wryly.

“Where was I?”

“You were about to tell me whatever it is that Maddie either knows or has guessed, but that I am completely in the dark about.”

“Don’t be snide, Tyler. I am going to tell you everything in my own way.”

Tyler felt a knot form in his stomach. “Everything?” he repeated. He didn’t like the sound of that. It implied there were terrible secrets that had been kept from him.

His mother clung to his hand. Her own was icy. “Years ago,” she began slowly, then faltered and reached for a glass of water on her bedside table. Only after she had taken a sip did she go on.

“Years ago your father and I were having problems, as many young couples do,” she said, her expression sad. “Marriage requires a lot of adjustments, and ours was no different. He was building up the company. I was feeling neglected, as if I were less important to him than some hole in the ground.”


Tyler grinned at her dismissal of the exploration for oil as little more than digging in the dirt, but he managed to keep silent.

“It’s not so unusual, really,” she said. “In fact, it probably happens more than any of us would like to admit.”

Knowing his father’s all-consuming obsession with Delacourt Oil even now, Tyler could easily imagine what it must have been like back then.

“What happened, Mother?”

She closed her eyes for a moment, as if gathering strength, then faced him squarely. “I turned to another man.”

Tyler rocked back on his heels and stared. His mother? An affair? He might have believed it of his father, but her? She was the most devoted wife he knew. Besides, what business was it of his? Why was she telling him such a thing? And why now?

She reached out and brushed his hair away from his face. A half smile touched her lips as she said gently, “That man was your father.”

Tyler heard the words, but he couldn’t seem to make sense of them. Bryce Delacourt wasn’t his father? How could that be? His whole life he had been treated as a Delacourt. He thought of Dylan, Jeb and Michael as his brothers, of Trish as his sister. How could that be a lie?

And yet it explained so much. Why he looked different. Why he had always felt a little like an outsider. Why he instinctively tried harder to be like Bryce Delacourt. Why his mother did treat him differently. She had been protective, as if she needed to shield him in some way. Now he understood why. She had been trying to ensure that he felt like the others, that he never felt excluded or different, but of course her behavior had had the opposite effect.

“Does Dad…?” He nearly choked on the word. “Bryce?”

His mother reacted angrily to his faltering inability to decide what to call the man he’d grown up thinking of as his father. “He is your father in every way that counts,” she said fiercely. “I won’t have you start thinking of him in any other way, Tyler.”

He accepted the rebuke with a nod. “Does he know?”

“He’s known from the beginning and he’s long since forgiven me. In fact, you saw his reaction earlier. It was as if he’d almost forgotten completely that we shared this secret. If anything, our marriage became stronger because he accepted you from the first day he set eyes on you. I loved him so much for that. Please, please, don’t let what I’m telling you ruin the relationship you have. I had to tell you now. I was so afraid Maddie was getting close to the truth.”

“But how is that possible? Why would she even care?”

“I don’t know, but it made me realize I couldn’t risk her being the one to tell you. This had to come from me. I had to be the one to make you understand that Bryce is your father. He’s earned the right to be.”

A million and one questions raced through his brain. He asked the first ones that came to mind. “But my real father? Who is he? Do I know him? Have I ever even seen him? Does he know?”

Tears welled up in her eyes then. “Please, Tyler, don’t do this.”


He hardened his heart against the tears. “Please, Mother, I have to know it all. I can’t settle for half the truth.”

The tears continued to roll down her cheeks unchecked. “Yes,” she said wearily, “I suppose not. It’s only right that it all come out. Then there will be nothing anyone can use against us.”

For an instant he was distracted. “Why would anyone use it against us?”

“Everyone has enemies, Tyler, especially the rich and powerful.”

Could Maddie be such an enemy? he wondered, half-shocked by the thought even as it made a terrible kind of sense. Because it wasn’t a question his mother could possibly answer, he went back to his original point.

“Who, Mother? Who is my real father?”

“Your biological father,” she corrected at once.

He sighed, but nodded. “Of course. Just tell me, please.”

She seemed to be drawing on some inner courage before she spoke, but at last she said in a voice barely above a whisper, “Daniel. Your father is Daniel Corrigan.”

Suddenly everything in his life clicked into place, as if a key piece of a jigsaw puzzle finally made all the rest fit. The bond between him and his boss—his father. The timing of Daniel’s decision years ago to return to the rigs. His father’s—Bryce’s—resentment of Daniel and of Tyler’s obvious affection for him.

“Does he know? Does Daniel know I’m his son?”

His mother nodded. “The moment I realized I was pregnant, I went to Daniel and told him. I also told him that, though I loved him dearly for what he had brought into my life when I desperately needed someone to pay attention to me, I wanted to stay married to Bryce if he would have me, that I needed to keep my family together.”

“And he agreed?”

“He was furious at first, but he knew me well enough to know that I wouldn’t change my mind. And he loved me enough not to fight me. Then I went to your father and told him. Confessing that I had betrayed him and that there was to be a child as a result was the most difficult thing I have ever had to do. Needless to say he was stunned, but being the kind of man he is, he accepted that some of the blame for what had happened belonged to him. And he loved me enough to forgive me, enough to accept you as his own. I’m not saying any of it was easy. It wasn’t, and it didn’t happen overnight, but the three of us sat down and worked it all out.”

Tyler shot to his feet, thinking of them sitting around some stupid conference table, deciding his fate. “How terribly civilized of you, Mother. Did anybody stop to consider me in all of this?”

“You were the only person we considered. We did what we all thought was for the best. Your father and I took a long, hard look at our problems and our marriage and decided we wanted to be together, that our vows meant something, even though I had broken faith.”

“And Daniel—did you consider his feelings at all? Did it matter that you were denying him his son?”

“He knew what we had was an illusion, a passionate interlude that never should have been, except that it gave you to us,” she said, then added emphatically, “to all of us, Tyler. We’ve shared you through the years, albeit without you being aware of it. It’s been a bitter pill for your father to swallow at times, seeing you go off to spend time with Daniel, but we agreed, just as Daniel agreed to keep his paternity a secret. He’s an honorable man, too, Tyler, and for a time he brought me a joy that I thought had gone from my life.”

Tyler struggled to accept the fact that his entire life had been built on a lie. People he had loved and trusted had lied to him about the most essential aspect of his life, his identity. An outsider had somehow picked up on it before he had.

He met his mother’s gaze. “And Maddie knows all of this?”

“I think so—or at least some of it. She was asking about my marriage, if it had always been strong. She asked whether it could weather an affair.”

Maddie had gone to his mother, not him. He wasn’t sure whether to bless her for that or to strangle her. And why did any of this matter to her? Did she intend to use it in some way?

“Mother, she didn’t threaten you, did she?”

“You mean blackmail?” his mother asked, seemingly shocked by the suggestion. “Good heavens, no. It was just that she was so close to hitting on the truth. I knew the secrecy had to end. That’s what I found upsetting. I wasn’t sure how you would take it.”

Tyler wasn’t sure, either. “It’s a lot to absorb.”

“Oh, darling, I know it is. But please don’t hate me. Don’t hate any of us. We did the best we could.”

He walked to the door without responding.


“Tyler, where are you going?”

“I honestly don’t know,” he said.

“Home?”

“I don’t know where that is.” Back to an apartment he had been sharing with a woman he clearly knew no better than he did his own family? Back to Baton Rouge and a job working for a man who just happened to be his biological father?

“Will you speak to your father before you go? Please,” she said anxiously. “It will destroy him if he loses you. Never once, not in all these years, has he treated you any differently than he has Dylan, Michael or Jeb. You’re as important to him as if you were his flesh and blood. Don’t discount that.”

Because even in his confusion he could see that Bryce Delacourt was as much a victim as he was, he nodded. “I’ll talk to him,” he promised.

He was about to open the door when he heard the catch in her throat and turned to see her holding back a sob. He had never been able to bear seeing her in pain. Even now he still couldn’t. He walked back and pressed a kiss to her damp cheek.

“We’ll work it out, Mother. It may take a little time, but we will work it out.”

Then he hurried from the room and went looking for his father. He found Bryce Delacourt in his study, on the phone, making travel arrangements. Bryce barked something into the phone, then hung up the minute he saw Tyler. There was something that might have been a flicker of fear in his eyes.

“She told you, then?”

Tyler nodded.


His father, always glib, seemed to be at a loss for words.

“Thank you,” Tyler said finally, not knowing what else to say.

His father stared at him in surprise. “For what?”

“For accepting me as your son.” Even though he hated that the truth had been kept from him, Tyler knew that what his father had done had been the most unselfish and caring act a man could possibly do. He had given Tyler his name, his home and, most important of all, his unstinting love.

“You are my son,” his father declared fiercely. “Never think that you’re not.” He sank back in his chair. “Though I suppose you’ll want to go to Daniel and tell him that you know. I’ll never get you back to the executive suite now that you know that you come by your love of the rigs naturally.”

“That was a foregone conclusion, anyway,” Tyler agreed with a half smile. “But I won’t be rushing back to see Daniel, not until I’ve grappled with all of the implications.”

“Damn that woman,” his father said heatedly. “If she hadn’t stirred all of this up…”

“Don’t blame Maddie,” he said. Her motives were something he needed to understand, something for which he might never forgive her, but the result of her actions had been that he’d learned a secret that never should have been kept from him for such a long time in the first place. “Whatever she said or did, it only brought out the truth. And the truth was long overdue.”

“Perhaps so,” his father said with a resigned sigh. “What will you do now?”


“I need to think. I need to see Maddie and understand her part in all of this.”

“Will you be okay?” his father asked with obviously sincere concern.

Tyler nodded. “Of course, I’m a Delacourt,” he said at once, then amended, “and a Corrigan. Can’t get much more strong-willed than that.”

His father gave a rueful chuckle. “No, I suppose not.”

“Will you and Mother be okay?”

“We made our peace about this years ago, when I realized that my single-minded focus on work almost cost me her love. But to prove I haven’t forgotten what’s most important in my life, I just got off the phone with my secretary and with the travel agent. I’m taking your mother on a cruise. She’s been clamoring to go around the world for years now.”

If he’d announced a decision to forsake his worldly possessions and become a monk, Tyler couldn’t have been any more shocked. “You’re taking off on an around-the-world cruise? You do know how long they last, don’t you? You can’t have changed that much in the past half hour.”

“Hardly,” his father agreed with a rueful expression. “I figure two weeks in the Greek Isles will get our feet wet. Best to find out if either of us gets seasick before I plan anything longer.” He regarded Tyler worriedly. “We could delay the trip if you’d like us to stay. I know you must have more questions that need answering.”

“Whatever questions I have can wait. I think a cruise will be perfect for the two of you. I need time to myself, anyway.”


“Will you tell your brothers and Trish? It’s up to you. I can guarantee it won’t change the way they feel about you. Through the years, seeing the bond among you proved to me that your mother, Daniel and I had made the right decision.”

Tyler hadn’t even thought of sharing the news, but of course he would have to eventually. Like his father, he didn’t believe it would change his relationship with the others, but what if it did? Would he be able to bear it?

“I’ll wait to tell them,” he said finally. “Not for long, though. I promise.”

“Your decision,” his father said again. His expression turned sly. “Does the fact that you intend to hang around Houston for a bit mean I can leave you in charge of Delacourt Oil for the time being?”

Tyler laughed for the first time in what seemed like an eternity. “Now I know we’ll be all right. Nothing stops you from trying to get me behind a desk.”

“Not while there’s breath in my body,” his father agreed.

“I’ll try to keep things afloat,” Tyler agreed. “Two weeks, though, not a day more.”

“Agreed.” His father’s expression softened. “I love you, son.”

Tyler blinked back tears. In all these years he had never had the slightest cause to doubt that. Even now, he didn’t. “I love you, too, Dad.”

He knew that as well as he knew anything. What he didn’t know, anymore, was who the hell he was.








Chapter Thirteen



Maddie left Delacourt Oil and headed to the family’s estate, determined to have it out with Bryce Delacourt before he left town.

“Please don’t let Tyler be there,” she repeated over and over as she drove.

But as she was parking her car along the edge of the curving driveway, she saw Tyler leave the house, shoulders hunched dejectedly, his expression bleak. His father, hers, the revenge she’d plotted for years, now all of it flew out of her head as she fought the need to go to him. She was forced to face the past versus the here-and-now.

She knew exactly what he must be feeling, because she had been there. Tyler, a man she cared for deeply, was hurting, and it was because she had deliberately stirred up a hornet’s nest in his family. He had to be devastated by the discovery that his father had been having an affair. Once she linked that to the conspiracy to frame her father for embezzlement, his anguish would be even worse. She had set out to prove that his father had feet of clay and, in so doing, she had caused nothing but pain for an innocent man.

Just as Bryce Delacourt’s insensitive actions had caused pain for her and her family, she reminded herself, but she couldn’t take any comfort in that. Not any longer. The old adage about two wrongs never making a right had never seemed more true.

She stepped from her car, and the movement was enough to catch Tyler’s attention. He stared at her as if he’d never seen her before or, worse, as if she didn’t matter at all. That hard, flat look rocked her as nothing else could have. It was hard to believe that only a few days ago she had lain in his arms, and he had looked at her as if she were the most precious thing in his life.

“Tyler…”

He waved her off. “Not now, Maddie. I can’t deal with you now.”

“I need to explain.”

He shook his head. “There is nothing you could say right now that I want to hear. Nothing.”

He turned his back on her, climbed into his car, gunned the engine and sped down the driveway at a rate of speed that sent gravel spewing in every direction.

She leaned against her car and watched him go. “Dear God, what have I done?”

She glanced at the house and knew with sudden and absolute clarity that she couldn’t go inside, couldn’t even knock on the door and demand to see Bryce Delacourt, much less accuse him of destroying her father with his lies. She had spent years looking forward to this moment, and now that it was here, she found no satisfaction in it. In fact, she felt sick at heart.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, even though there was no one to hear, even though the man it was meant for was who-knew-where, suffering all alone.

She doubted that Tyler would ever want to see her again. As powerful as their passion was, she doubted it was strong enough to weather what he had to consider a betrayal. If he didn’t know already that she was a reporter, it wouldn’t be long before Dylan told him. It wouldn’t matter to him that she had done what she had because of loyalty to her own father. All she could do for Tyler at this point was to leave him in peace.

Back at his apartment, she checked to make sure his car wasn’t in his assigned parking space, then went upstairs. She hurriedly threw a few of her things into a suitcase. She planned to leave before he returned, knowing that her actions were cowardly but excusing them by telling herself that she was making things easier for Tyler.

In the living room she paused by the collection of framed snapshots and picked up one of all four of the Delacourt brothers wearing ragged jeans and faded T-shirts. Tyler had told her it had been taken after a tag football game on the beach. They were wet and breathless and covered in sand, but their laughter was contagious. Even now she smiled just looking at them. Tyler’s grin was widest of all as he triumphantly held a football aloft.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered once again as she gently placed the photo back in its place amongst so many happy Delacourt memories.

And then she left, wondering if she would ever see Tyler again.

Back in her car she reached for the key to start the engine, but her hand faltered. She suddenly realized she had no idea where to go, no real destination, no one—with the possible exception of Griffin Carpenter—who cared where she was.

In the end it was the awareness that she owed Griffin an explanation that turned her toward Dallas. She drove for hours, the image of Tyler, devastated and angry, never far from mind.

Once she reached Dallas, she checked into a hotel that she could afford on what truly were paltry savings. Her expense account days were over. She had no appetite. She barely slept.

And for a solid week she did more soul-searching than she’d ever done in her life. She didn’t like the picture that emerged. Her determination to cling to the past had come very close to costing her the one man she thought might be able to make her truly happy. It had stripped her of her journalistic ethics.

Whatever his father was, Tyler Delacourt was a kind, decent man. She couldn’t destroy one without destroying the other. Praying that her father would understand her decision, she concluded that the price was too high. Even if Tyler never spoke to her again, she couldn’t be responsible for putting his family’s private secrets on the front page of Griffin Carpenter’s vicious tabloid.

Finally on Monday morning she picked up the phone and called her boss.

“I need to see you.”

“Where are you? What have you got for me?” he asked at once.

“I’m in Dallas. I’ll be at your office in twenty minutes.”

“You ready to go to press?”

“We’ll discuss it when I see you,” she said, though there was nothing to discuss. Her decision was made and it was final. If an exposé of the Delacourts was to be written, someone else would have to do it.

The moment she arrived at the Hard Truths’ offices, she was ushered in to see Carpenter. He regarded her eagerly.

“Tell me everything.”

She looked him straight in the eye and said, “There’s nothing to tell.”

He stared at her incredulously. “You must be kidding. You’ve been working this story for weeks. Are you telling me there is not one shred of dirt to be had on Bryce Delacourt?”

“None that I could find,” she said evenly.

He slammed his fist on his desk so hard that a coffee cup bounced in its saucer. “Dammit, I don’t believe it.”

“I guess I’m just not as good a reporter as I wanted to believe,” she said. “I’ll save you the trouble of firing me, Griffin. I quit. Here’s a check for my expenses so far.”


She placed the check on his desk, then stood up and headed for the door.

“Hold it right there, missy.”

She paused, sucked in a deep breath, then turned to face him. “What?”

“I don’t buy this, not for one single second. I know there has to be something. No one goes through life without making a few enemies, without cutting a few corners.”

“I didn’t find anything,” she said again. “You can’t print what isn’t there.”

“Oh, it’s there. Maybe you just didn’t have the stomach for finding it.”

“Maybe not.”

“Because of that man, am I right? He got to you. What did he do? Pay you off? Sleep with you?”

Ignoring the accusations with their ugly implications, she looked him straight in the eye. “Tell me something. Why do you hate Bryce Delacourt? Or is it even him? Do you simply hate anyone in the state who has wealth and power? That’s what it looks like, you know. There’s nothing honest or objective about this paper of yours. It’s simply a tool for getting even.”

“You were glad enough to use it when it suited your purposes,” he accused.

“Yes,” she said softly. “I suppose I was. But I learned something. Revenge isn’t nearly as sweet as people say it is. You might want to remember that. Whatever satisfaction you take from your muckraking, it will never be enough to make up for whatever it was that happened in your past.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“Yes,” she said quietly. “I do. What was it, Griffin? What made you hate so many people you don’t even know?”

“Oh, I know the bastards,” he said heatedly. “I’ve made it my business to get to know all of them. I’ve made it my life’s work to prove that they’re no better than the rest of us mere mortals, despite what they’d have you think.”

“Is that what happened? Did someone tell you once you weren’t good enough?”

“They tried,” he conceded grudgingly. “Told me I’d never be good enough for their daughter.” A faraway expression crossed his face. “She was the best thing that ever happened to me, but all her folks could see was that I wasn’t in their social class, that I was a little rough around the edges. It didn’t matter that I would have given her the world or that she loved me. I just wasn’t their kind. They sent her off to Europe, where she had my baby. When she came back, she was engaged to someone else, someone more suitable.”

So that was it, she thought, the defining moment that had changed his life and made him go after not just those people, whoever they were, but all others like them. At heart, she and Griffin were all too much alike, but she wanted to believe she had changed…or at least that she could.

“They were snobs,” she pointed out.

“They were ruthless, power-hungry fools,” he retorted. “Which I was all too happy to point out in my first edition.”

“And Bryce Delacourt was just one more target for you. You had nothing personal against him, did you?”

“No, but you did, and that suited me just fine.”

“Has all this hate and anger, have all these exposés, given you what you need?”

“Of course,” he said, but his expression seemed less certain than it had earlier.

“Do you have the woman you lost?”

“No.”

“Or your child?”

“No,” he said, his eyes filled with sorrow.

“Then it must be a hollow victory,” she said. “I want more. I want to live well. I want to be happy. I want to put the past behind me, where it belongs. Maybe it’s time for you to do that, too.”

Of course, she thought as she left him, he wouldn’t. Publishing Hard Truths defined him, gave him his own form of power, and he wouldn’t sacrifice that easily.

If only she had understood all of this before she had turned Tyler’s world upside down, she thought. But then she would never even have met him. She couldn’t regret that.

Now she just had to find him and see if it was too late to make peace.

 

Tyler wasn’t anywhere to be found, at least not in any of the places that Maddie tried. She staked out his apartment, sitting for endless hours in his living room, listening for the sound of his key in the door. She waited, ignoring Rodney’s sympathetic looks and his insistence that Tyler hadn’t been home for days. Finally she had to concede that the doorman hadn’t just been putting her off.

She called the Delacourt house, the Delacourt Oil offices, then went to Baton Rouge. No one anywhere admitted to having seen him. She even tried the beach house, but it was deserted.

The possibility of Los Pin˜os, where his sister and oldest brother lived, finally came to her. He had mentioned it often, talked about how content they were there. Perhaps he had taken refuge with one of them.

Rather than call and risk a rebuff, and because she had nothing else to claim her time, she drove across the state. She went to Dylan first.

“He’s not here,” he said tersely. “And even if he were, why should I tell you?”

“I know he must hate me,” she began.

“You lied to him. You never told him you were a reporter. I know, because he was stunned when I told him. You deliberately set out to destroy our family and used him to do it. What else would you expect? That he’d forgive and forget?”

“I just want to explain, that’s all. I have to. He might never want to see me again, but he needs to know I didn’t do any of this to hurt him.”

“So when’s the story going to be in the paper, Maddie? Should we brace ourselves?”

“There won’t be a story, at least not by me. I told Griffin I hadn’t found anything, and then I quit.”

“Well, bravo,” he said sarcastically. “But it’s too little too late. Leave Tyler alone. He doesn’t need someone like you in his life.”

Trish’s response was much the same, though even less temperate.


“Stay the hell away from my brother,” she shouted, following Maddie onto the sidewalk in front of her bookstore, oblivious to the stares she was drawing on the otherwise quiet street. “How can you even bear to look at yourself in the mirror after what you’ve done to him?”

“I didn’t do it to him,” Maddie said, blinking back tears. “I know it must seem that way, but it was never about him.”

“If you hurt one of us, you hurt all of us. Now Tyler has to figure out where he fits in our world.”

Maddie stared at her in confusion. “What are you talking about? Have you all ostracized him or something because he brought me into the family?”

“It’s not us. It’s him. How do you think it feels to wake up one day and discover that you’re not who you thought you were? Leave him the hell alone. If you don’t, I won’t be responsible for what I do.”

Maddie had no idea at all what Trish was talking about. Why would Tyler be questioning who he was? Finding him suddenly seemed more important than ever. She had to regroup, though. She’d searched every single place she could think of. Obviously his family had no intention of helping. And, truthfully, she could hardly blame them.

She walked into Dolan’s, a drugstore next to Trish’s bookstore. She sat at the counter and ordered a soft drink and a cheeseburger before she realized that everyone around her had fallen silent. Their gazes were avidly fixed on her. She winced as she realized they must have heard every word Trish had shouted. She was about to change her order to a takeout when an elderly man slid onto the stool beside her. He was a little frail, but his blue eyes snapped with intelligence and humor.

“Don’t mind them,” he said loudly. “They’re just a bunch of old gossips, and nothing this lively has happened around here in ages.” He gave a little nod of satisfaction when the conversations around them picked up again, then smiled sympathetically at Maddie. “I’m Harlan Adams. And you must be the notorious Maddie Kent.”

She regarded him with shock. “How on earth did you know that?”

“In a town like this, word gets around. Trish and Dylan are like family to me. I’ve heard all about the nosy woman who stirred things up for their brother.”

“I never meant to hurt him,” she said for what seemed like the hundredth time. She didn’t expect Harlan Adams to believe her, either, but he nodded.

“So what did you mean to do?”

Choking back a sob at the suggestion that he was willing to listen impartially to what had happened, she shook her head. “There’s no point in talking about it.”

“There’s always a point in getting to the truth,” he said. “Tell me.”

Suddenly she found herself spilling the whole ugly story, from what had happened years ago right on up to what had happened the previous week when she had quit her job with Griffin Carpenter.

“Sounds to me as if you were driven by loyalty to your father.”

“Exactly,” she said.

“Are you certain it wasn’t misplaced?” he asked gently.


“Of course I am.”

“You know for a fact that Bryce Delacourt framed him?”

She realized that she didn’t, not with unassailable certainty. She had a theory and some evidence to support it, but not enough to print, not even enough to condemn the man in her own mind. She had seized on a few facts and twisted them to suit her. Even though she had balked at printing them, what did that say about her skill as a journalist?

“You can’t be faulted for wanting to believe in your father,” he said, clearly guessing that there were doubts she hadn’t admitted aloud or even to herself until now. “But until you talk to Bryce Delacourt and know exactly what happened, you will never be able to put this to rest. It will eat at you.”

“I’ve already decided not to do the story.”

“Because your conscience kicked in, not because you believe Bryce Delacourt might be innocent, am I right?”

She finally nodded slowly.

“Then do what you have to do to get your answers, Maddie. Not for a story, but for yourself. Only when you have them will you be able to put this behind you and face this young man of yours.”

“It’s too late for Tyler and me. As for Bryce, he’s out of the country.”

“It’s never too late for love, young lady, not while you can still draw breath. And if you want to talk to Bryce, I imagine I can wrangle a phone number from somebody. He could be in Timbuktu, but I imagine he’s not out of contact with his office. Probably has a cell phone in his hip pocket.”


She regarded him incredulously. “You would do that?”

“To help a friend, I would.”

Maddie thought about it for no more than an instant. “Thank you, yes. I think I would very much like to talk to him and get to the bottom of this once and for all.”

“Consider it done.” He stood up, started around the counter, then beckoned for Maddie to follow.

“Sharon Lynn, we need to use the phone in the back room,” he announced to the woman behind the counter, though he didn’t wait for permission. He winked at Maddie. “Never could get used to cell phones myself, but who needs one when half the people in this town are related to me?” His gaze shifted to the woman. “Not a one of them will deny me a long-distance call or two, am I right, darlin’ girl?”

“If I didn’t offer it to you, you’d just take it, Grandpa,” Sharon Lynn said, laughing. The look she cast at Maddie seemed a bit friendlier, too, as if her grandfather’s acceptance of Maddie was good enough for her.

In the back room, in no time flat, Harlan Adams had Bryce Delacourt on the line. He was apparently on a cruise ship somewhere in the Mediterranean.

“Oh, stop bellyaching about the interruption,” Harlan Adams said to him. “This is important and it won’t take long. I’ve got someone here who needs to ask you something. And don’t you dare hang up on her, either.”

Though her palms were sweating and her stomach was churning, Maddie had to grin at his imperious tone. She took the phone he held out, swallowed hard, then said, “Hello, Mr. Delacourt. This is Maddie.”

She heard a sharp gasp on the other end of the line. “Please don’t hang up,” she begged. “I promise you that I won’t take more than a minute of your time.”

“Why should I believe anything you have to say?”

“Because I have nothing left to lose. I just need the answer to one question from you and then I’ll stay out of your life.”

“And out of my son’s?”

“If that’s what he wants,” she said, “and I imagine it is.”

“Okay then, ask your question.”

“Did you frame my father for embezzlement to protect Pamela Davis?”

“Embezzlement? Your father?” he asked blankly. “Who are you, anyway?”

“I’m Frank Kent’s daughter,” she responded.

“Dear God in heaven,” he murmured. “That’s what this is about? You came poking around in our lives because of Frank?”

“Just answer me. Did you frame him?”

“No,” he said, his tone suddenly gentle. “I did not. I’m sorry, Maddie, but that’s the truth. And when I get home I can show you every single piece of evidence to prove it, if that’s what it will take.

“If only I’d known that’s what you were after,” he said with a sigh.

She heard the compassion in his voice and the absolute sincerity. He was telling the truth. She felt it in her gut. That didn’t mean she didn’t want to see it in black-and-white. “It’s not that I don’t believe you,” she said finally. “But I would like to see whatever you have.”

“Of course,” he said at once. “Maddie, I truly am sorry. I liked your father. I tried more than once to get him to stop gambling. I did all I could to protect him. You know I didn’t file charges. But I had no choice, I had to let him go. I couldn’t keep him on if I couldn’t trust him.”

“Yes, I can see that,” she said with quiet resignation, shaken by the fact that for all these years she had believed a lie, that rather than being a victim, her father had gambled away thousands of dollars, then stolen to cover the debt.

“I’ll be in touch as soon as I get back. I wish you had just come to me in the first place.”

“So do I,” she murmured, then handed the phone to Harlan Adams and turned away, fighting tears. A moment later she felt his hand on her shoulder.

“Not the answer you were hoping for, I gather.”

She shook her head.

“It’s never easy growing up and discovering that your parents have faults. It’s even harder when they’ve died while you were at an impressionable age and there’s an easy target to blame.” He tucked a finger under her chin. “I never knew your father, Maddie, but I do know Bryce. He’s an honorable man. A bit of a control freak when it comes to his kids, but as honest as the day is long.”

“I think I knew that from the moment I met him,” she said. “I just didn’t want to believe it. It makes it so much worse. I did all this, hurt so many people for nothing.”


“Then you’ll make amends,” he said confidently. “Starting with that young man of yours.”

“I can’t make amends if I can’t find him.”

“Mind if a nosy old man asks one more question?”

“Of course not.”

“Do you love him?”

For all the good it did her, she thought disconsolately. “Yes,” she said in a voice barely above a whisper.

Harlan Adams gave a little nod of satisfaction. “I didn’t think my instincts had failed me. Now here’s what you’re going to do.”

She stared at him incredulously. “You’re going to help me? Won’t Dylan and Trish be furious?”

He waved off the possibility. “They’re used to me meddling and matchmaking. They’ll get over it. You willing to listen to an old man?”

She thought of the stakes and nodded readily. “Absolutely.”

“You get yourself back over to Houston. March yourself into Delacourt Oil and demand to see that young man of yours.”

“He’s there?” she asked, shocked.

“Well, of course, he is. Michael’s on his honeymoon and his father’s traipsing around the Greek Isles with his wife. Who do you think’s running things? Don’t you read the papers?”

“Apparently not the right ones,” she said dryly.

“Well, you can bet that if Bryce and Michael are away, Tyler’s running the ship. No matter what else has gone on, he wouldn’t take off. The man’s responsible. All of the Delacourts are.”

“But I called there,” she protested.


“Talked to some secretary, I imagine.”

“Yes.”

“Who owes her paycheck to a Delacourt.”

“I think I’m beginning to see what you mean. I guess I’d better get to Houston.”

“Good girl,” he said with an approving smile. “One last thing.”

“What’s that?”

“No matter what the outcome there, I want you to consider coming back here and working for the paper right here in town. It’s not a big-city daily, but you won’t be bored. And it seems to me we can always use someone with a conscience keeping an eye on things.”

Maddie was flabbergasted by the suggestion, especially when she had all but admitted that she was a very flawed journalist. “Do you really mean that, even after everything I’ve told you?”

“It’s because of what you’ve told me,” he said. “Good luck, Maddie Kent. I hope to see you again soon.”

“Thank you, Mr. Adams.”

“Call me Grandpa Harlan. Practically everybody around here does.”

Impulsively she pressed a kiss to his weathered cheek. “I’ll be in touch, no matter what.”

She spent the night in a motel on the outskirts of Los Pin˜os, then drove back to Houston in the morning. It was late in the day by the time she marched past a startled security guard and an even more indignant secretary to throw open the door to Tyler’s office. When she actually made it across the thresh-old, she suspected the two employees’ hearts must not have been in the chase.

Tyler’s head snapped up when she entered, and a frown settled on his face, but she noticed he waved off the guard and the secretary.

“Not going to throw me out?” she said lightly, trying not to show her relief.

“Not yet,” he said quietly.

“Good, because I have a lot to say.”

“Why should I listen to it? Why should any of it matter, when it’s coming from a woman who has done nothing but lie to me from the day we met?”

“Because there was a time when I meant something to you,” she suggested, praying it was true, praying that the feelings hadn’t been one-sided.

“That time has come and gone.”

She tried not to let the finality of his tone hurt, but it did.

“Then how about because you still mean something to me?”

A flicker of emotion darkened his eyes, but then his expression hardened. “Heaven protect me from the sort of havoc you could wreak if you hated me.”

“Will you listen?” she asked. “I mean really listen, not just sit there to pacify me?”

“Maddie, you’re here. Talk. I’m not promising anything.”

Unfortunately she couldn’t think where to begin, not with him looking at her as if she were lower than dirt, not with the shadows under his eyes a constant reminder of her betrayal. Overwhelmed by guilt, she lost her nerve. She closed her eyes and sighed, then stood.


“Never mind. I’m wasting my time and yours.”

Her words hung in the air, along with the same thick tension that had been present since the moment she entered. She got as far as the door, had her hand on the knob, when he finally spoke.

“Don’t go.”

She turned at the command, drawn by the ragged sound of his voice. She saw the regret in his eyes that suggested he already wished he hadn’t spoken.

“I can’t do it, Tyler. I can’t put my heart out there and let you trample on it.”

“Then you are a coward,” he said. “I thought so when you ran out without explaining anything, when you hid the fact that you were a reporter from me.”

“There were reasons,” she said defensively.

“Then tell me. I need to know, Maddie. I need to know where my judgment fouled up. I need to know why what we had was so unimportant that you could throw it away by trying to destroy my family.”

Once again she sat down across from him, knowing that whatever she said might not be enough, knowing that this was her last chance to make things right.

And knowing that her heart would break if she couldn’t.








Chapter Fourteen



From the moment she had set foot in his office, barreling past both a security guard and his secretary with a determined jut to her chin, Tyler had known he couldn’t let Maddie walk out, not without answers. He didn’t understand any of it, not his mother’s revelations, nor Maddie’s role in her deciding to make them. All he knew was that it was going to be a long struggle to make sense of it…and to forgive either of them.

Yet looking at the woman seated across from him, bright patches of color on her cheeks, turmoil in her eyes, he also knew that he wanted to find answers he could live with, answers that might justify his desperate yearning to have her back in his life.

“Tell me,” he said again. “I need to know why you stirred everything up. What were you trying to do? Dylan said you work for Griffin Carpenter. I know what a snake he is. I also thought I knew the kind of woman you are. It doesn’t make sense that you would work for him.”

“I thought he was my only option,” she said simply.

Her only option? What was that supposed to mean? “Why? Dylan says you’ve worked for a number of papers, that all of your employers speak very highly of you. You left them. You were never fired. Why would you have to turn to a man like Carpenter for work?”

“Your brother is very thorough,” she said wryly. “No wonder you turned to him, instead of asking me.”

“I already knew you were lying to me,” he said matter-of-factly. “I thought I had no choice.”

“But you think I’ll tell you the truth now?”

His gaze locked with hers. “I’m hoping you will. I need to know why my whole world is turned inside out.”

She regarded him with a puzzled expression that didn’t appear to be feigned. “Trish said the same thing. She said you didn’t even know who you are anymore and that it’s because of me. I don’t understand.”

“How can you not understand? You were about to print it all in Carpenter’s rag, weren’t you?”

“I considered writing what I thought was the truth about something that had happened a long time ago, but even before I learned that things weren’t what they seemed to be, I changed my mind. I told Griffin I hadn’t found anything worth printing.”


“Why?”

“Because of you, because I couldn’t bear to hurt the people you care about the way I was once hurt.”

Now it was his turn to be confused. “Who hurt you?”

“I blamed your father, but it seems I was wrong. It was my own father who was responsible for everything that happened.”

Completely at a loss, Tyler shook his head. “Maddie, maybe you’d better start at the beginning. None of this is making any sense.”

“No, I suppose not,” she said, then sighed. “Okay, from the beginning, and believe me, this is the short version. I told you that my father died when I was in my teens.”

“Yes.”

“He didn’t just die. He committed suicide.” Her gaze met his, then darted away. “I blamed your father.”

Tyler was incredulous. “Why?”

“Because he had fired my father. My father was never the same after that. I suppose a doctor would say he became clinically depressed, but I only knew that day by day I was losing the father I had adored because of a ruthless man.”

“My father?”

She nodded. “I came here to get even for that.”

“Then you did set out to use me to get close to my father,” he said flatly. Even understanding why she had done that didn’t make him feel any better about it. Had there been one, single, honest moment between them? Was there anything about those weeks that he could believe, that he could trust?


Anything on which to build a future?

She twisted her hands in her lap, her expression filled with sorrow. “I hated what I was doing. The better I got to know you, the more difficult it became to go on deceiving you. I kept trying to keep some distance between us…” she said, leaving the rest unspoken.

Tyler filled in for her. “But I wouldn’t let you.”

“And I wanted that closeness,” she insisted. “Not for the story, for me. No one had ever treated me the way you did, as if I really mattered.”

“You did matter,” he admitted reluctantly. He hadn’t wanted her to, but she had. There was no point in denying it to her or himself.

“Not enough to keep my father alive,” she said bleakly. “My mother, my brothers and I weren’t enough reason for him to want to live. Can you imagine what that did to all of us?”

Tyler had told himself that he could never feel anything for Maddie again, but he did. He felt an unbearable sense of pity for that lost young girl whose father had chosen death, even when he had so much to live for.

“It must have hurt terribly,” he said. “And it must have made you hate my father.”

“I was devastated. And getting even with him, finding some way to bring him down, became the single most important goal in my life. That’s what I came here to do, but I kept losing sight of my goal.”

“Why?”

“Because I was falling in love with you,” she admitted.

Tyler didn’t want to believe her, because in some ways that would make what she had ultimately done even more difficult to bear. She had loved him, yet she had betrayed him in an unimaginable way. She had lied to him, not just once, but over and over. How could he ever trust a woman like that again?

“You came here digging for dirt,” he summed up. “And you found it, not in my father’s past, but in my mother’s.”

The disbelief that registered in her eyes appeared genuine. “Your mother? What does she have to do with it?”

“The affair,” he said, hating the tawdry word. But the truth was, he was alive because his mother had slept with another man.

“But it was your father…” she began slowly, then stared at him with dawning horror. “It wasn’t, was it? He was never the one who cheated.”

“No.”

“Oh, my God, why didn’t I see that?”

“Because you weren’t looking for it, I imagine. Who would? I sure as hell didn’t. My mother has made it her life’s work to appear to be the devoted wife. And, as I understand it, ever since that one time, she has been exactly that. She and my father would probably have forgotten all about her lapse, if it weren’t for one constant reminder.”

“Reminder?”

“Me.” Even as the word left his mouth, he saw her eyes widen in shock, much as his must have done as he’d listened to his mother destroy everything he’d believed to be true about his identity.

“You are not Bryce Delacourt’s son?” Maddie asked incredulously.


He watched her closely and knew that not even this woman who had been deceiving him for weeks now could feign such a stunned reaction.

“You honestly didn’t know, did you?”

“No.”

“Then what the hell was this all about? Why were you questioning my mother, if you didn’t know the truth, if you weren’t planning to use this juicy Delacourt scandal to get your revenge?”

“I thought…” She waved off whatever she’d been about to say. “Never mind. Obviously I had it all wrong.”

“Had what all wrong? Maddie, what did you think you knew? I think I have a right to know.”

“I was convinced your father was having an affair with Pamela Davis in accounting, that he accused my father of embezzlement because he was covering for the woman who was really responsible.”

Tyler had thought things couldn’t get any more complicated, but embezzlement? Where had that come from?

“You’re going to have to help me here. I’m lost again.”

“While I was doing my research, I found a clipping in which my father was accused of embezzling money from Delacourt Oil. That was the reason your father fired him, not some simple accounting error, which is what I’d always believed. There was a woman in the accounting department, Pamela Davis, the only other person who would have had access to the missing funds. I asked some questions, then leaped to an apparently faulty conclusion that she and your father were involved. That’s what I was trying to confirm when I had lunch with your mother. That’s why I forced the issue with her, asked a lot of vague questions about betrayal and infidelity. I thought once I had all of the facts to humiliate your father, I could do what I’d come here to do and walk away. Because of my feelings for you, everything had gotten far too complicated.”

“So even though you claim to have loved me, it wasn’t enough to stop your vendetta?”

“Can’t you see? I thought I owed it to my father. I know it was wrong and I’m sorry for the pain I caused you,” she whispered. “This wasn’t personal. If it had been, I could have used what you told me about Jen and your daughter. This wasn’t about you. It was never about you.”

“Well, pardon me if I think that discovering I’ve been living a lie my entire life is damned personal.”

“I didn’t know where this would lead, not when I started. Not even when I went to your mother. I just wanted your father to pay.”

“Well, you certainly got what you wanted, didn’t you? This will make tabloid fodder for weeks to come.”

“No, it won’t,” she insisted. “I couldn’t use anything I had…or thought I had. Even when I had enough information to cause your father and everyone in your family the kind of pain I felt years ago, I couldn’t do it. I quit my job yesterday. And I paid back every penny Carpenter gave me. Now I really am looking for work again.”

“Doing what? Destroying lives?” he asked heatedly.


“Never again,” she whispered. “Not when I’ve seen what it can cost.”

Tyler’s gaze locked on hers. “Why the turnaround? I don’t buy this sudden conversion to honest journalism.”

“God help me,” she whispered, “because I love you, because I didn’t like the woman I had become, obsessed with the past and willing to hurt anyone because of it. I want to be the kind of woman you thought I was, the kind who deserves a life with a man like you.”

Tyler wanted to protest that she didn’t know the meaning of love, but she stepped close and touched a silencing finger to his lips. It was an innocent gesture, but it made him want things he’d sworn never to have again. It made him want her. It required every ounce of self-control he possessed to keep from reaching for her.

“I don’t know if it will ever be possible for you to forgive me, but I want you to remember one thing—in the end I couldn’t go through with any of it, because I love you with all my heart. I knew it the day I saw you walking out of your parents’ house looking as if your entire world had collapsed. You were all that mattered to me then.”

“The damage has been done,” Tyler said, his tone deliberately icy. “My life is a shambles. My parents are devastated. What does it matter that none of it will appear in a headline in Carpenter’s rag?”

“I know, and I’m sorry. More sorry than you’ll ever know.” She looked him in the eye. “It probably doesn’t seem that way now, but isn’t it better that you know the truth? If only I had known the truth about my father years ago, none of this would have happened. Maybe, in the end, that was my father’s worst betrayal.”

Tyler couldn’t deny that a part of him was glad to know about Daniel, even though he had yet to go and see him. It would take some time before he learned how to juggle his emotions when it came to these two very different fathers—the one who had given him life and the one who had raised him.

Maybe it was true what they said, that the truth would set him free—from Bryce Delacourt’s control and from the demands he placed on himself to live up to his father’s expectations. Right now, though, that seemed scant comfort.

“I wish I could let you off the hook that easily, Maddie, but I can’t. There have been too many lies between us.”

“Yes, I suppose there have been,” she said, her expression sad, her eyes bright with unshed tears.

Shoulders squared proudly, she walked to the door of his office, then turned back for one last look. “Goodbye, Tyler.”

This time when she turned to go, he didn’t try to stop her.

 

Maddie closed the door to Tyler’s office, then leaned back against it and let the tears flow unchecked. She had never felt so alone in all her life, not even on the day she had buried her mother and stood beside that grave with absolutely no one to offer comfort.

There had been a hundred moments in Tyler’s office when she had wanted to throw herself into his arms, when she had wanted to comfort him and beg for his forgiveness, but his rigid self-control had stopped her. Tyler might not hate her, but he definitely didn’t want her in his life. That much had been clear.

“Are you all right?” his secretary asked, regarding Maddie sympathetically.

“No,” she admitted candidly, then drew herself up. “But I will be.”

After all, survival instincts were second nature to her. Or were they? She had survived her father’s emotional abandonment and his suicide only by focusing on revenge. How would she cope with the loss of Tyler when there was no one to blame but herself?

She walked out of Delacourt Oil, then paused on the steaming pavement and looked up, trying to guess which was the office from which she had just come. In the towering skyscraper, there was no way to tell one window from another, but she wanted to believe—needed to believe—that Tyler was looking down, watching her walk away. That gave her the strength to keep her chin up and her step brisk.

The tactic was effective until she was all the way down the block and out of sight. Then her shoulders slumped and the tears stung her eyes again.

Just when she thought she couldn’t bear it, her cell phone rang. Surprised because very few people had the number, she fumbled in her purse and pulled it out.

“Hello.”

“Maddie? Is that you?”

She recognized Harlan Adams’s voice at once. “Grandpa Harlan,” she whispered brokenly, trying the name out as he’d instructed, finding comfort in it in a way she hadn’t imagined possible. Even if it was an illusion, she felt as if she had family, after all.

“You’ve seen him, then?” he said, his tone sympathetic.

“Do you have spies everywhere?”

“Just about, but it wasn’t my sources who told me this. I could hear it in your voice. It didn’t go well?”

“No,” she said wearily. “It didn’t go well. I’ve cost him too much.”

“He’ll come around, child. If the feelings were real, he will come around.”

“Maybe they weren’t real,” she said, voicing her greatest fear.

“Then you’ll have lost nothing and you’ll move on,” he said confidently. “So when can we expect you? Janet—that’s my wife—is fixing up a room, even as we speak. And the editor of the paper is chomping at the bit to have you get started.”

On the darkest day of her life, she finally had something that brought a smile to her lips. “Awfully sure of yourself, aren’t you?”

“If you don’t have faith in yourself, who will? Now get yourself behind the wheel and point that car of yours in this direction.”

“I don’t know,” she began, wondering if she shouldn’t stay right here. Maybe force Tyler to deal with her in due time.

“If you’re worrying that Tyler won’t know where to find you, I think you can count on his brother and sister to see that he knows.”

“They won’t welcome me,” she said.


“They’re good people. They will eventually. You have any place you’d rather be?”

“Alaska has crossed my mind, but it’s too darned cold.”

“Then stop arguing with an old man and come on. If you don’t like it over here, you can move on, but for now think of it as a safe haven while you get your bearings.”

A safe haven? Maddie certainly needed one. She had to face the decisions she’d made. There were the mistakes, too. So many of them.

She thought of Bryce Delacourt’s promise to show her the evidence of her father’s embezzlement, then dismissed it as a poor reason to stay in Houston. If the papers existed, she could see them anytime. Now they would be only an excuse to linger as she waited to see if Tyler would ever change his mind about her.

“I’ll be there tomorrow,” she promised Harlan Adams.

“You won’t regret it,” he said. “This is a good place to live and an even better place to heal.”

Maddie hoped so, because healing was what she desperately needed.








Chapter Fifteen



Tyler’s parents had been back from their trip for two weeks, looking rested, tanned and more devoted than ever. He knew he could no longer postpone going back to Baton Rouge, not just to work, but to see Daniel.

As he had when Jen had died, he longed for the hard, physical labor that would tax his energy and keep his thoughts at bay. He was less anxious to see the man who was his biological father. There were too many conflicting emotions.

He was stunned, therefore, when his father called him into his office and asked bluntly, “When are you going back? It’s about time, don’t you think? You can’t put it off forever.”

“I never thought I’d hear you encourage me to go back to working on the rigs.”


“It would suit me just fine if you never set foot on another one,” his father said. “It’s…Daniel you have to deal with.”

“Frankly, I never thought I’d hear you say that, either.”

His father sighed. “I never thought I’d have a need to, but the truth is what it is. There’s no ignoring it and no turning back. To be perfectly honest, it’s a relief having everything out in the open. I’ve spent the past twenty-some years waiting for the secret to slip out, resenting every minute you and Daniel spent together. I think I finally realize that there’s room in your heart for both of us. I just hope you realize that, too. It doesn’t have to be a contest, Tyler, even though for years I tried to make it one. I hope you’ll forgive me for that.”

Tyler heard the regret in his father’s voice, and he trusted that as he’d trusted very little in recent days. “There’s nothing to forgive. No man could have a better father than you’ve been to me.”

“Or a better mother,” his father said pointedly. “You haven’t seen her since we’ve been back. It’s tearing her heart out.”

“I don’t know what to say to her.”

“How about telling her that you love her no matter what?” Bryce suggested mildly. “That would go a long way to easing the tension she’s under. The rest can be worked out with time.”

Tyler nodded. “I can do that.”

“Soon?”

“Today, if it’ll get you off my back.”

His father grinned. “It will, for the time being, anyway.” His expression sobered. “What about Maddie?”

“I don’t want to talk about Maddie.”

“You have to. I’ve done little else the past few days myself. Think about that little girl who lost her father. How can you blame her for wanting to lash out? You’re a grown man, and you want to strike out against your mother and Daniel.”

“I don’t,” he denied, then sighed. “Yes, I suppose I do. But I would never set out to destroy them.”

“Because, despite everything, you knew you always had their love and mine. Maddie lost everything. And her target was me. You just got caught in the cross fire.”

“She used me.” He still couldn’t get over how deeply that hurt him.

“But she also backed away from using what she had on me because of her feelings for you.”

“The way I hear, what she had wasn’t exactly on the money.”

“Perhaps not, but Griffin Carpenter’s not above using half-truths if they suit him. And Maddie didn’t know what she had was only a part of the story. She wanted to believe the best about her father. Then, when she was confronted with what he’d done, she fought like crazy to prove it had been a mistake.”

“I can’t forgive her, Dad.”

“Well, that’s up to you, of course, but in case you change your mind, you might want to know she’s living in Los Pin˜os now.”

Tyler regarded his father in stunned disbelief. “How the hell did that happen?”

“Harlan Adams took her under his wing, the way I hear it. He heard your sister giving her a tongue-lashing on your behalf and went to bat for her. Not with Trish, of course. Nobody would want to tangle with your sister when her protective instincts are aroused, but Harlan spent a little time with Maddie, found her a job on the paper over there and took her into his home till she gets back on her feet. Trish is still spitting mad about it, but she concedes that Maddie’s already doing a good job for the paper. She can’t find a single fault with her reporting, much as she’d like to for your sake.”

“I can’t believe it,” Tyler said. For some reason he’d just assumed Maddie had stayed in Houston. Maybe he’d wanted to believe that she would be nearby whenever he was ready to go looking for her. Obviously, she had taken him at his word, that he wanted nothing more to do with her. Her leaving bothered him more than he cared to admit.

Why? he asked himself. Was it because it was proof that she thought she could make a life for herself without him? Was it because she might meet someone over there in that blasted town where his sister and his brother had both met their soul mates? Harlan Adams was a notorious meddler. If he’d taken a shine to Maddie, it wouldn’t be long before he tried to find someone for her to marry, Tyler thought, feeling thoroughly disgruntled by the prospect.

First things first, though. He had to see Daniel.

“Okay, you win,” he told his father. “I’m taking off.”

“For?”

“The house to see Mother, then out to the rig to see Daniel.”


“And Maddie? I saw the way the color drained out of your face when you heard she was in Los Pin˜os. You afraid of what Dylan and Trish might do, or are you worried about Harlan and his matchmaking?”

“I wish to hell I knew,” he said honestly.

A half hour later he was sitting across from his mother getting a similar lecture about not letting Maddie slip through his fingers.

“What is it with you and Dad?” he demanded. “Shouldn’t you hate her for busting in here and stirring things up?”

“She was just protecting her own, or thought she was. It seems to me that a woman like that would make some man a good wife. She’d be someone he could count on, someone who’d be in his corner no matter what.”

Tyler shook his head. The whole world was going loony on him. He leaned down and gave his mother a kiss and a warning.

“Stay out of my love life.”

“From where I sit, you don’t have one,” she said tartly. She grabbed his hand when he would have walked away. “Tell Daniel…” Her voice trailed off and she sighed.

“Tell Daniel what?”

“What I would have told him if I’d seen him—that I’ll always be grateful to him.”

“For?”

“Why, you, of course,” she said with a tender smile.

Tyler found Daniel in his office, his expression grim as he grappled with a list of figures that apparently weren’t doing his bidding. “Blasted numbers,” he grumbled when he saw Tyler. “Don’t know how I ever let your father talk me into running this operation.”

Tyler met his gaze, then said quietly, “I think I know how.”

Daniel’s expression faltered. “What is it you think you know?”

“The truth.”

“Is that so? How did you come upon this truth you think you know?”

“It’s too complicated to explain, so let’s just leave it that I know you’re an honorable man and you agreed to come back here rather than stay in Houston and stake a claim on your son.”

The color washed out of Daniel’s face. “Stop talking crazy, boy.”

“I know everything,” Tyler said. “Mother told me.”

Of all the shocking statements Tyler had made since entering Daniel’s office that was the one that seemed to shake him the most.

“But why?” he asked, regarding Tyler with total disbelief. “We’d made a promise, all of us.”

“She was afraid it was going to come out in a tabloid. She wanted me to know first.”

“And your father agreed to that? Over the years he’s warned me on a regular basis that we had an agreement. As if I could have forgotten,” he said with a shake of his head. “What changed his mind?”

“Mother didn’t give him a choice.”

He chuckled at that. “Helen always did have a stubborn streak. She and I locked horns on more than one occasion while we were…” His voice faltered.


“Lovers,” Tyler said. “It’s okay, Daniel. I’m old enough to know that’s how I came to be. She said to tell you she’s grateful for that, by the way.”

“No more than I am,” he said. “You’ve made me proud, Tyler. Even though I wasn’t the one who raised you, and have no right to take the credit, I can’t help feeling proud of the man you’ve become. You’re strong and decent and honorable.”

“A part of the credit for that does go to you,” Tyler insisted. “Don’t you know what an influence you’ve been on my life? Don’t you know how much I’ve relied on you, even without knowing that you were my father? Look at Jen. You were the only one I trusted with that.”

“It broke my heart when she and my granddaughter died,” Daniel said. “It broke my heart even more to see you grieving so.” He studied him intently, then said with his usual lack of subtlety, “I thought maybe that young woman who was here a few weeks ago might be changing that.”

Tyler groaned. “Not you, too.”

“What?”

“I’m not discussing Maddie with you. I’ve already had an earful from Mother and Dad.”

Daniel chuckled. “Then I’m sure that was more than enough.” He regarded Tyler with a hopeful expression. “You coming back to work?”

Tyler almost said yes, seizing on the suggestion as a way to put off what he knew he had to do where Maddie was concerned. “No,” he said reluctantly. “Not just yet. There’s one more person I have to see.”


He just wished to hell he knew what he was going to say when he saw her.

 

Maddie was slowly but surely falling in love with Los Pin˜os and the people in it. Harlan Adams and his wife were at the top of the list. They had made her feel a part of their extended family from the moment she had stepped across the threshold.

Her job was…well, it was safe, after the walk she had almost taken on the journalistic wild side. She was getting back to basics, covering everything from weddings to cattle rustling and being meticulously accurate about all of it.

She was also willing to admit that she was content living in Los Pin˜os partly because there were Delacourts living here, and she knew that, sooner or later, Tyler would come to visit. Maybe she would eventually catch a glimpse of him, though not if Trish or Dylan had their way.

Dylan usually muttered a greeting when their paths crossed, but Trish scowled and turned away. They were still treating her as if she were a carrier of the bubonic plague or worse, but she could understand how they felt. She had hurt their baby brother and their parents. Their attitude was simply the price she had to pay for the damage she’d caused to their family.

Whatever happened with Tyler or the rest of the Delacourts, she was determined to make the most of the opportunity she’d been given to start over. She wanted to prove that she could be a different kind of journalist, one who stuck to the facts and—even more importantly—one with heart.


Harlan Adams certainly seemed to think she had it in her. He continued to amaze her. She’d interviewed him on his ninetieth birthday, sprinkling bits of his wisdom on life and love and family through the article. The story had been picked up around the state. She couldn’t help wondering if Tyler had seen it and, if so, what he’d thought, especially about Harlan’s declaration that love should never be squandered but rather seized and savored, no matter how difficult the path sometimes seemed.

“Did you send a copy to your young man?” he’d asked, once he read it.

“Of course not.”

“Then maybe I will. There’s a message in here, if only he’s bright enough to find it.”

“Don’t you have enough people falling in with your plans without going after Tyler?” Maddie asked.

“You changed your mind about wanting him?”

“No, but—”

“No buts about it,” Harlan said emphatically. “Sometimes people need a little nudge.” He folded up the clipping and stuck it in an envelope. He started to hand it to Janet, then snatched it back. “Never mind. I think I’ll put it in the mail myself.”

His wife regarded him indignantly. “Harlan Adams, are you suggesting I can’t be trusted with a piece of mail?”

“Now usually the answer to that would be an unequivocal no, but sometimes you tend to take the shortsighted view when it comes to my matchmaking.” He patted his pocket. “I think I’ll play it safe.”

Janet looked at Maddie and rolled her eyes. “The man’s had a few little successes with getting his grandbabies married and settled down. His ego’s out of control. Lord help the great-grandchildren.”

Maddie met his gaze. “Would it matter if I asked you not to send that clipping?”

“No,” he said flatly. “And it has nothing to do with my ego. I just know a thing or two about love.”

Maddie resigned herself to the inevitable. “I’m out of here.”

Harlan regarded her with alarm. “What do you mean by that? You’re not leaving just because I won’t back down, are you?”

She laughed at his stunned reaction. “No, actually, I’m just going to cover a town council meeting, but I’ll have to remember that threat for another time.”

He scowled at her. “You go, missy, but you’ll thank me in the long run.”

 

The town council meeting was uneventful, but on the walk back to her office Maddie saw a man step out of the shadows. She knew at once who it was, because the jolt of her pulse had less to do with fear than anticipation. He had come, and it hadn’t taken a letter from Harlan Adams to get him here. She considered that promising.

“Tyler,” she said, hoping her voice sounded far calmer than she felt.

“Can we talk?”

“Of course.”

“Where?”

“I was on my way to the newspaper office. There won’t be anyone else around at this time of night.”

“Fine.”

She led the way down the block, then used her key to enter the darkened office. All the while, her pulse was scrambling, her thoughts racing.

“Coffee?” she asked, more for something to do than out of politeness.

“If it’s no trouble.”

She filled the coffeemaker, then turned it on. After that she was at a loss. Her gaze kept straying to the man perched on a corner of her desk. She couldn’t seem to get enough of just staring at him. He looked tired and maybe a little thinner than he’d been the last time she’d seen him.

When she finally poured their coffee and sat down opposite him, he slid a thick envelope across the desk toward her.

“What’s that?”

“It’s from my father. He said you’d understand.”

It was the file he’d promised her, the one she’d concluded she didn’t need to see. Maybe someday she could look at it with objectivity and try once more to understand why her father had done what he’d done, but not now. She tucked it into the back of a drawer.

Tyler seemed surprised by her action. “You’re not going to look at it?”

“I know what’s in it. The evidence of my father’s embezzlement, the proof of his gambling debts.”

“I’m sorry,” Tyler said. “That must be very painful.”

“The pain is going away. I just have to keep reminding myself that what happened was in the past.” Because she wanted to concentrate on the present, she asked him, “Are you back at work on the rig?”

“Not yet. I’ve taken some time to do some thinking.”


“About who you are?”

“That, and about what I really want.”

“Have you reached any conclusions?”

“Just one.”

She studied his face, searching for a clue, but his expression was blank. “Which is?”

“You’re too important to me for me to walk away without giving us a second chance.”

Maddie almost sagged with relief, even though he hadn’t sounded especially overjoyed about his decision. A chance was all she wanted, all she needed. For the first time in weeks she began to have hope.

“I’ve spent weeks trying to see all of this from your perspective,” Tyler said. “I think I understand your motives, but the rest of it, the way you used me, I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to get past that.”

“I know,” she said, because it was true and nothing excused it. She’d been wrestling with that herself.

He regarded her evenly. “To be honest, I was hoping that when I saw you again that would be the end of it, that it would be over, that I wouldn’t feel a thing. That’s why I came here.”

Her heart began to thud dully. “And?”

“It’s not over, dammit. I look at you and I want you.” He sounded angry and confused, not at all like a man in love.

“Wanting’s not enough.”

He rubbed a hand across his face. “I know. That’s the trouble. There’s so much more. I go to sleep and there you are in my dreams. I think about those weeks we were together and I remember all the good times. Even though they were based on a pack of lies, I can’t forget about them. We had something, Maddie. I lost Jen and my daughter. They’re dead. I can never get them back. But you’re here and very much alive. No one knows better than I do how precious and fragile love is. How can I turn my back on it without a fight?”

Maddie heard the doubts in his voice, even as he claimed to want what she wanted, a future for the two of them. “So, what are you saying, Tyler? I’ve told you that I love you. I’ve said I’m sorry. I’m not going to spend the rest of my life apologizing. Either we pick up and go on or we forget about it.”

“Can you do that? Can you forget?”

“No,” she said softly. “I’ll never forget you. No matter what happens you’ll be the man I loved with all my heart, enough to give up everything I thought mattered in my life.”

She forced herself to meet his gaze. “Do you want to know what I learned from you? I learned that family is what really matters. I thought that was a lesson I already knew. I thought it was why getting even was so important to me, but then I realized that family hadn’t mattered at all to my father. If he had cared about us, he wouldn’t have left us. He would have worked harder to make the most of the chance your father gave him by not pressing charges. It also made me realize that I need to find my brothers, mend some fences if that’s possible.”

Tears welled up as she said it, tears for the weak man she had adored, for the strong man across from her she might well be losing. Suddenly she felt Tyler’s hand close over hers.

“Don’t,” he said softly. “It’s going to be all right, Maddie. Somehow we’re going to make it right.”


She lifted her gaze to his. Hope blossomed in her heart. “We are?”

“I’m not saying it’s going to be easy. I’m still trying to figure out exactly who I am, how I fit in.”

“You’re a Delacourt,” she said. She was able to say it emphatically because it no longer mattered to her, but it very much mattered to him.

“So my parents keep telling me,” he said wryly. “And I guess I’ve got the Delacourt stubbornness, even if I only learned it by example. That’s what makes me believe we can make it.” He grinned. “Love and determination, Maddie—we’ve both got more than our share.”

“We do, don’t we?” she said, matching his grin, feeling her heart lighten.

“Shall we put them to the ultimate test? Just plunge in with no safety net? Will you marry me? You can’t very well nurse a grudge against the Delacourts if you’re one of us.”

“I stopped nursing a grudge against the Delacourts months ago—when I fell in love with one of them,” she admitted.

She lifted his hand and brushed a kiss across the scarred, familiar knuckles, felt the heat stir inside her. It was time, she thought, time to put the past solidly where it belonged, in the past, and take the first step into the future. This must be what it felt like to Tyler working on the rig, putting his life on the line—risky and exhilarating.

“What kind of wedding do you think we can have if your sister’s not speaking to me and your mother blames me for all of this?” she asked by way of a response.


“If you’re saying yes, they’ll be there,” he said, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth as he grasped what she was really saying. “Mother’s actually relieved that the secret is out in the open, and Trish will come just to keep an eye on you.”

“Maybe we could elope,” she suggested half-seriously.

“Not a chance. They might forgive you for a lot of things, but not for depriving them of a wedding.”

“And you? Can you forgive me for a lot of things?”

“I think if you were to kiss me, it might be a good start,” he teased, his gaze locked with hers.

“If that’s all it takes, then we’re definitely on our way,” she said, moving into his arms.

It wouldn’t be this easy, of course. Maddie knew that. But he was willing to put his faith in the two of them, on the line. He was ready to make a commitment to her, despite everything.

And because of that she would spend the rest of her life proving to him that his faith hadn’t been misplaced.








Epilogue



The baby squalled all the way through the baptism in the small, crowded church in Los Pin˜os. Tyler glanced over at Maddie, saw the embarrassed blush in her cheeks and winked. Their son already had a mind of his own, and having water sprinkled on his forehead did not, evidently, have his approval.

“I baptize thee, Daniel Bryce Delacourt, in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost,” the minister said, ignoring the baby’s bad temper to bless him, anyway.

Tyler had a feeling that with his heritage, baby Daniel was going to need all the heavenly intervention he could get. His biological grandfather and namesake and his Delacourt grandfather—also his namesake—were already engaged in a tug-of-war over who got to hold him the most. Maddie managed to keep both of them pacified, but she had laid down the law when the gifts started arriving at their new home in Los Pin˜os.

“I will not have a nursery that looks like a branch of FAO Schwarz,” she told Tyler emphatically.

“Hey, I’m not the one doing the shopping on the Internet. Speak to Dad and Daniel. While you’re at it, you might want to speak to Grandpa Harlan, too. He’s the one who had the swing set installed in the backyard while we were still at the hospital.”

Maddie had only laughed. “I’ve already learned that Harlan Adams does what he wants around here. It would be a waste of breath to try to stop him.”

“Then you can’t very well deny Daniel and my father the same right. We’ll have a rebellion. They’ll retire and settle in Los Pin˜os right next door, and we’ll never have any peace.”

The comment had been made only partially in jest. Neither of the men were happy about his decision to leave Delacourt Oil and go to work for Jordan Adams’s oil company.

“You’re doing it to spite me,” his father had declared.

“You’re doing it to keep peace between your father and me,” Daniel had said. “Don’t you think we can manage to be civilized, especially now that the truth is out? Whether you work for him in the office or me on the rig, it’s your call.”

“I’m doing it because Maddie is happy in Los Pin˜os and I want to keep her that way,” he’d retorted to both of them.

It was evident that neither of them had believed him, but it was the truth. If Maddie had wanted to live on an island with absolutely no natural resources that could be mined or drilled for, he would have found a way to accommodate her, especially after she had told him they were expecting their first baby. It was just a side benefit that Los Pin˜os happened to have the headquarters of a reputable oil company.

He gazed down at his son and felt his heart begin to expand in his chest. The boy was a miracle, no doubt about it. Even if his full-volume cries were disrupting the solemn ceremony. Because of him, Maddie had even reached out to her brothers, tracking them down with Dylan’s help to invite them to today’s family celebration. They had declined due to their own family obligations, but their promise to come for a visit had satisfied her for now. Tyler knew if they didn’t back up their words with action, Maddie was more than capable of going after them, now that she’d made up her mind to get them back in her life. She’d been pleased to discover that both had let go of past ill-advised behavior and settled down with wives and children of their own.

When the service ended, Maddie reached for Daniel. “I’ll take him. I need to feed him.”

She slipped out the door, while the rest of the family was busy slapping Tyler on the back.

“Hey, where’d my grandson go?” Bryce demanded.

“Maddie’s gone home to feed him,” Tyler said. “You’ll see him when we get to the house.”

“Here, you can hold your other grandson,” Dylan said, slipping his eight-month-old boy into Bryce’s arms.


“What about me?” Trish’s daughter demanded, looking up at her grandfather and pouting.

“I guess we’re just going to have to move here,” Helen Delacourt said. “That’s the only way we’ll get to spend enough time with the new generation of Delacourts. Even Michael and Jeb’s children love it over here and come to stay every chance they get.”

“No need,” Harlan Adams said slyly. “I’ll look after ’em.”

“Over my dead body,” Bryce retorted. “You’ve got your own family, old man. This crowd belongs to me.”

Tyler left them squabbling and went in search of Maddie and baby Daniel. When he walked through the front door of the house they’d built, a feeling of absolute contentment stole over him at the quiet serenity. In a few minutes, when the others arrived, chaos would erupt, but for now this was his world, his and Maddie’s.

From the moment he’d uttered his proposal, he’d felt the rightness of his decision, but never more so than when he stood in the doorway of the nursery and saw her with his son.

She seemed to feel his gaze and glanced up, a smile on her lips. “Is everyone here?”

“Not yet. I snuck out of the church while they were trying to mark their turf.”

“All of them?”

“Mainly Dad and Grandpa Harlan. It’s killing my father that so many of us have defected into Harlan’s world. Mother’s making noises about moving over here.”

“That would be wonderful,” Maddie said.


“Would it? You wouldn’t mind having Dad underfoot?”

“Of course not. I love your parents.”

He never ceased to marvel at the fact that she really did. As if she read his mind, she chided, “Tyler, I’ve put the past behind me. Thankfully, so have your parents. Can you say the same?”

He sighed. “When I look at you and little Daniel, I have everything I need. The past doesn’t matter, only the present and the future.”

She reached for his hand. “Ditto.”

The front door banged open and three masculine voices called out in unison. Tyler recognized his father and Daniel and Grandpa Harlan, all of them sounding impatient. He grinned at Maddie.

“His royal subjects await. Is he ready?”

“He is,” she said at once, laughing. “Are you?”

“If you’re coming, I’m ready for anything.”

With Daniel snuggled firmly against Tyler’s chest, he and Maddie walked hand in hand to the top of the stairs. Before they could start down, he pulled her to a stop, leaned down and kissed her.

“I love you, Maddie Delacourt.”

“Maddie Kent,” she corrected automatically.

“Are you sure it was professional reasons that kept you from taking my name?” he teased.

“You’ll just have to trust me on that.”

Tyler stared into her eyes, saw the indisputable love shining there. “I do,” he said. And he knew with every fiber of his being that by some miracle, he did. He thought of Jen and Rachel and of what Mrs. Andrews had said to him when he and Maddie had visited, that they had died for a reason, because God had another plan for him. Maddie and his son were in his life because of that loss. They would never replace Jen and his little girl in his heart, but one thing the past months had taught him: When it came to love, there was more than enough room for everyone. And that was a lesson he and Maddie would certainly pass on to the next generation of Delacourts.
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