






“Things happen, Logan. Things hurt us when we least expect.”



He didn’t respond, just ran his hand over his face then stuffed his hands into his pockets. “I’ll understand if you don’t want to continue to work with my son.”

 

Because Logan had kissed her? Because there might be more to that spark of attraction? Gina had returned to Sagebrush to finish something with Logan. She had to see it through.

 

“I want to work with Daniel. He’s making progress, and one of these days, he’s going to take steps without even realizing he did. I’d like to be there to see that.”

 

Logan gazed out the window over his expertly manicured estate. Then he swung around to face her. “Are you doing this to make up for leaving?”

 

There were so many reasons to help him and his child…and not all of them had to do with guilt. “I do feel I owe you something. But for now, I just want to help Daniel walk.”

 

Maybe by the time she did that, she’d figure out if Logan could ever forgive her. Maybe she could tell him at least one of the secrets she’d kept hidden for way too long….











Dear Reader,

 

“Firsts” are so important to parents. Most moms and dads remember a baby’s first smile, first word, first step. I can remember our son toddling from sofa to chair in our small apartment before he managed his first step.

 

In The Texas Billionaire’s Baby, my hero, Logan Barnes, is worried about his son Daniel because his first steps seem slow in coming. Only Gina Rigoletti can help Logan with Daniel. But Logan and Gina were each other’s first love, and the hurt from their sudden parting so many years ago is a barrier to the bond they shared when they were young. Gina and Logan finally realize they have to take the first step by trusting each other so they can set aside what went before to reach what can happen ahead—true and everlasting love. Their romance is book four in my BABY EXPERTS series, and I hope you will look forward to books five and six! Readers can learn more about THE BABY EXPERTS at www.karenrosesmith.com.

 

Have a wonderful spring,

 

Karen Rose Smith
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Chapter One



Gina Rigoletti’s heart pounded as she followed the sounds of deep male laughter and happy baby squeals to a child’s playroom in the Barnes mansion. She’d been here before…years ago. Back then, this room had been a sitting area attached to Logan Barnes’s bedroom. Fate had brought her here again.

On the threshold of the playroom, she shut down the memories before they paralyzed her altogether to focus on Logan Barnes. He was sitting on the floor in front of an easy chair. With ease, he lifted his fourteen-month-old son high in the air. Little Daniel giggled and his dad laughed again.

The love between father and son was palpable as Gina took a step toward them, swallowing her anxiety. She called softly, “Logan?”

The tall, muscled, tawny-haired Texan stilled. Then he got to his feet and slowly turned—his son in his arms—and faced her.

“I should have called you after your pediatrician set up this appointment with me for Daniel. But I knew the conversation would be awkward. And Tessa gave you my name so if you’d wanted to cancel—”

“I did my homework on you after Dr. Rossi made the appointment,” he cut in, stopping her.

Though he had been relaxed before she’d entered, now his shoulders were straight, his stance taut and determined as he went on, “You’re the only expert near Sagebrush with your credentials—an M.A. in pediatric physical therapy and a Ph.D. in infant and toddler development. When did you move back here and open the Baby Grows practice?”

Yes, he had done his homework. She should have expected that.

She moved into the playroom, settling her bag of evaluation materials on the round coffee table, then nervously pushed her tangle of curly black hair behind one ear. “I returned to Sagebrush about six months ago.”

When she’d learned the Family Tree Health Center in Lubbock—fifteen minutes from Sagebrush—was looking for a baby development practitioner, she’d impulsively submitted her résumé. It was the first impulsive decision she’d made in a very long time.

In the palpating silence, her heart beat hard and fast, and words seemed to jam in her throat. She had to act perfectly normal. She had to act as if years and distance and memories didn’t make any difference.

“I’m living in the Victorian where Tessa used to live,” she added, “sharing it with another doctor from Family Tree.”


Logan’s son, Daniel, was staring at her, just like his dad. Now the little boy tilted his head, laid it on Logan’s shoulder and gave her a smile.

She’d take whatever she could get. “And you must be Daniel.”

The toddler straightened again and babbled a combination of “Da da” and “Dan Dan” with a few other syllables thrown in. His hair was sandy-brown like his dad’s, his eyes the same shade of green. He was adorable in his cargo pants and red T-shirt, much more casual than his father who was still wearing a white shirt and dress slacks.

“Do you do all your clients’ evals?” Logan asked, patting his son’s back. “You couldn’t have sent someone else?”

“I do the evaluations. I have therapists who work with the children, but they follow my plan.”

Although Logan had been confident and assured from the day she’d met him in the estate’s barn when she was eighteen, now he seemed to be debating with himself.

Suddenly Daniel leaned forward as if to take a better look at her. She raised her hands automatically as she would with any child, and he practically jumped into her arms.

“Hello, there!” she said with a laugh, comfortably clasping him securely. After all, she was used to being around babies.

“You have him?” Logan looked worried, hovering close, his arms practically around her and his son.

Oh, how she remembered the strength of those arms. Oh, how she remembered Logan’s six-foot-two height, his protective consideration that had made her feel like a princess. So near to him again, she could feel his body heat, could feel her own rise.


It had always been that way between them.

Daniel put his tiny hands on her cheeks, one on each side of her face, and looked into her eyes.

She was fascinated by this little boy who, if his records were correct, hadn’t learned to walk yet at fourteen months. He’d been a preemie and she didn’t know the whole story behind that.

Logan seemed to decide she was capable of holding Daniel and stepped away. He pointed to the flannel bag on the coffee table. “A bag of tricks instead of a briefcase?” he asked.

At one time, Logan’s green eyes would have twinkled and there would have been a smile at the corners of his mouth. But now he was making conversation, trying to figure out what was going to come next.

“It’s more interesting than a briefcase, don’t you think?”

The blue flannel bag almost looked like something Santa Claus would carry, only it was the wrong color.

The housekeeper, who had introduced herself as Mrs. Mahoney, peeked in the door. In her late forties, she wore her brown hair in a gamine cut. After a smile at Gina, she asked Logan, “Is there anything you need?”

“No, Hannah.” He glanced at Gina. “You two have met?”

“We introduced ourselves when I came in,” Gina assured him.

Mrs. Mahoney made her way into the room and ruffled Daniel’s hair. “I forgot to tell you Daniel had his supper early so he should be in a good mood until he starts getting sleepy. Logan, you have leftovers in the oven. I’ll be watching TV if you need me.”


Mrs. Mahoney bent and gave Daniel a kiss on the forehead. “I’ll see you at bedtime, big boy.” Then with a wave to them all, she headed out the door toward her quarters.

The silence of the big house surrounded the three of them.

The three of them.

Gina tightened her hold around the warm cuddly weight in her arms. This toddler could have been her life. This child could have been hers. If only she’d turned around and come home. If only she hadn’t gone to that frat party and had her life changed forever.

Too late. Too late. Too late.

The window of opportunity with Logan had passed. Even if it hadn’t, she wasn’t the same woman now that she’d been then. Nothing had ever been the same after her freshman year at college. She’d had to rebuild her world…alone.

Gina shifted Daniel to get a better idea of his weight and balance. When she tickled his tummy, he giggled.

“Maybe we’d better get started.” Logan’s voice was low and husky.

Her gaze met his and what she saw there shocked her as much as what she didn’t see. His eyes used to be expressive—caring, amused, warm, simmering to share what had begun with one chaste kiss. Now they were turbulent, and she couldn’t hold eye contact. That one look had made her feel such guilt. How could he do that without saying a word?

Fortunately Daniel was getting restless, rocking back and forth in her arms, and she could focus on him. “Where does Daniel spend most of his playtime?”

“Here.”


“Good. I want to evaluate him with his own things around him.”

Daniel wriggled more vigorously and Logan reached for him. “Do you want me to take him?”

Her pulse sped up with Logan so close. She noticed the way his cheeks had gotten leaner over the years, though his shoulders had grown more muscled. His waist was still tapered, and she recalled exactly how taut those stomach muscles had been.

Apparently Daniel thought his dad was going to pull him away from her. The baby slid his fingers into her curls and held on tight.

For years Gina had straightened her curls into more manageable waves. But over the past few months, she’d decided to let it curl naturally again. Now her concern was more for Daniel and his desire to hold on to her than her hair. “It’s okay, little one. I’m not going anywhere. We’re going to play for a bit.”

Instead of scolding his son, Logan settled his hands over Daniel’s and loosened the boy’s fingers. When his tall, hard body leaned into her, Gina was overwhelmed with emotion—and memories. Logan’s fingers in her hair reminded her of the time he’d stroked her curls as they lay on the sofa in the poolhouse.

“God gave you too many curls to count so they’d drive me crazy.”

“Crazy?”

“Silky and soft and I want to touch every one of them.”

Now, however, Logan just tickled his son, letting his laughter spill around them. Then he lifted Daniel from Gina, high into the air, causing the little boy to give a cry of joy.

Watching them together, Gina’s heart hurt and her arms felt so empty. She wrapped them around herself, knowing her evaluation had to be objective.

She could do this…she really could.

 

Logan sat straight on the cranberry leather sofa watching his son. Daniel crawled to Gina gleefully as if he’d been doing it ever since he could.

Maybe he just wanted to reach those bright-colored pegs on the board she held on her lap.

Unclenching his fist, Logan attempted to relax his posture so he didn’t look like a man on guard. Why should he be on guard? Gina was just evaluating his son.

His son. His and Amy’s son…the son his wife had died to save.

He might as well admit it. He was angry Gina was in his house, reminding him of a time he’d shoved behind him, reminding him of her desertion, reminding him of his father’s stroke and the fact she’d left and hadn’t looked back.

As Daniel plopped beside her on the floor stretching his hand toward the pegs on her board, Logan had to ask, “Why did you come back to Sagebrush?”

She didn’t answer right away, rather set the board aside, picked up the remote-controlled car she’d removed from her bag and set it on the floor in front of her.

“My mom heard about the opening at the Family Tree Health Center and called to tell me about it. She and my dad have always wanted me to move back here, or at least closer than New England.”

She pressed the button on the remote and the car skittered across a patch of hardwood floor. Daniel crawled after it as fast as his little legs would go.


“You know he can crawl,” Logan grumbled. “Why keep encouraging him to do it?”

“I’m not encouraging him to crawl,” she answered quietly. “I’m watching how he problem-solves, what he reaches for first, what muscles he uses when he does. He’s not even thinking about using the coffee table or any other piece of furniture to stand up, and I’m wondering why.”

Logan wondered the same thing.

Tessa had given Logan exercises to do with Daniel since he was a few months old. But recently, with his son still not walking, Logan had worried. Was Daniel simply a premature baby, slow in development? Or was there another problem, perhaps more serious? Gina was here to assess that possibility.

She directed the car back to where she sat and Daniel followed it. Levering herself to her knees, she clasped the little boy at the waist and encouraged him to stand. He did…while she supported him. Slowly she let her arms take less and less of his weight until he was standing on his own.

“You’re such a big boy! Can you take my hands and come over to me?” She offered them to him, but he ignored her and plopped back down onto the floor as if that was where he was safe.

Suddenly she asked Logan, “Do you and Mrs. Mahoney carry him wherever he wants to go?”

Logan tried to restrain his impatience. “The house is huge. Usually I just scoop him up and bring him along. I guess Hannah might do the same.”

If Gina noticed his impatience, she didn’t respond to it. Instead she asked, “What about when you’re relaxing in here, watching cartoons, something like that? Do you go to Daniel if you want him? Or do you encourage him to come to you?”

Logan thought about it. “Now that you mention it, I probably go to him and take him what he needs.”

“Like a puzzle, or crayons, or blocks.” She saw all those on the colorful shelves to the side of the room.

“Are you saying this is my fault?” He knew he sounded defensive and, dammit, he was. After all he’d been through with Amy, as well as Daniel, he’d done the best he could.

Gina handed Daniel a plastic bowling pin and watched him turn it upside down. “I think you can call Mrs. Mahoney now. I’d like to talk to you about Daniel and I think it would be better if he’s not in the room.”

“He’s not going to understand—”

Gina’s concerned brown eyes locked to his and her voice held conviction. “Daniel will understand our tone of voice. He’ll understand our expressions. He’ll understand if we’re happy, sad, angry or frustrated.”

Gina Rigoletti was the baby expert and with reluctance Logan recognized that fact. He pressed a button on the console where the cordless phone sat on the end table.

Long minutes later, Hannah entered the room. “Is Daniel ready for bed?”

“If you could get him ready, that would be great,” Logan said. “I’ll be in as soon as Dr. Rigoletti leaves.”

As soon as Hannah left with Daniel, Gina began gathering assessment sheets and toys she’d stacked on the coffee table and the floor around her. She slipped the papers onto her clipboard. The rest went back into that flannel bag.

She stood, seemed to debate with herself, and then joined Logan on the sofa. “I’ll e-mail your copy of my formal evaluation tomorrow. For now, I’ll give you the highlights.” She looked down at the notes she’d taken. “First of all, Daniel was a preemie. He’s within the normal range of walking, which is fifteen months. I think with encouragement—the right kind of encouragement—that can happen.”

“What do you mean the right kind of encouragement? I’m always asking him to come to me.”

“We’ll get into that.” She checked her notes again. Because she didn’t want to look at him?

“I know you’re doing exercises with Daniel now. We’re going to expand those a little if you decide to put him under my care. I’d like you to do them with him daily in between sessions. In addition, you have to stop carrying him when he can get somewhere on his own. You need to be patient enough to wait for him, encourage him to stand and walk with you. I think he’ll do it if you simply let him lag behind. He won’t like that. He needs motivation to get up and walk. You have to help him develop that.”

Logan let out a sigh and ran a hand through his hair. “I thought kids learned to roll over, sit up, crawl and walk instinctively. I never expected Daniel to have problems with those things.”

“He might be slower talking, too—sometimes preemies are. But you can encourage him in that area, also. The more verbal he becomes, the sooner he’ll talk. He already understands more than you think he does. If you bring him what he wants or needs without him asking, there won’t be any reason for him to ask.”

“So his not walking yet isn’t a permanent problem?”

“In my opinion, I don’t think it is. In a few weeks, we’ll know better.”


“In a few weeks, he’ll be walking?”

“I didn’t say that. Children have their own timetable. But I’ll set up a program where we’ll strengthen his muscles, encourage him and motivate him.”

Logan made a sudden decision before he thought better of it. “You’ll be able to come here to do it?”

Her eyes widened in surprise. “I thought just the evaluation would be here.”

“I’ll pay double. It will save me time running back and forth to your practice in Lubbock.”

She thought about it. “I suppose one of my therapists—”

He cut in, “Aren’t you the most qualified?”

“Yes, but…”

“Then I want you to handle his care.” Logan couldn’t believe he was inviting Gina back into his home. Judging by her silence, she was just as surprised. But he had to do what was best for Daniel. On the other hand, if he was honest with himself, he also had to admit he wanted to see the woman she’d become…if she felt regrets for leaving the way she had and turning her back on him.

Why did he even care?

He cared because when he looked at her…his body responded as it had when he was in his twenties. He resented that fact. He’d been happily married. He still missed the woman who had given her life for their son. Any reaction to Gina came from the past and he had to douse it. Daniel was his only focus now.

When Gina’s gaze met his, he saw emotion flicker there. He thought he saw the corner of her lip quiver. That used to happen when she was upset or nervous. He was sure she was going to refuse his offer.


Instead, she straightened her back and didn’t look away. “I can handle some of Daniel’s treatment here, but I’ll need him at Baby Grows for sessions, too. I can’t start a program without you agreeing to that.”

There was a bit of steel in her tone and an assertiveness she’d lacked as a teenager. She’d obviously grown into a strong woman.

Just as Amy was strong, an inner voice reminded him. Just as Amy had been unbending in her determination to keep Daniel safe.

“How often?”

“That depends on my schedule. I can commit to one evening a week.”

“That’s fine.” He thought about his busy May schedule…watching Gina with Daniel even on a limited basis…and added, “When I can’t be here, Hannah will be.”

“Logan, you need to participate in the program I set up. That’s important to Daniel.”

Something about his name on her lips shook him a little. It cracked the vault of memories he’d carefully sealed and buried. “All right, I’ll make sure I’m available. Is there anything else you need from me right now?”

She looked as if she was debating with herself but finally answered, “No.”

“Daniel and I have a routine at bedtime. I don’t want to disrupt that. Hannah will see you out.”

The room had become stifling with them both in it. Memories seemed to dance between them, muddling the past with the present. He needed to hold his son and forget about what had happened so long ago.

He headed for the doorway.

“Logan?”


When he turned to face Gina again, she looked vulnerable. He almost crossed the room, almost gave in to the instinct to reassure her that everything would be all right, as he might have once done.

Now he kept silent.

Appearing flustered for a moment, she finally said, “Call me tomorrow to set up an appointment.” She took a card from her pocket, covered the distance between them, and handed it to him. “All my numbers are on there. If you can’t reach me at Baby Grows, you can reach me on my cell phone or at home.”

His fingers grazed hers as he took the card, and he willed his body not to record the brief contact. His voice became rough as he responded, “Thanks.”

Then he left Gina in Daniel’s playroom and breathed a deep sigh of relief.

 

On Saturday morning, Gina sat in the small parlor off the living room in the old Victorian house in Sagebrush, tapping her foot, too edgy to admire the chintz material on the love seat, the dragonfly Tiffany lamp sitting on the corner of the library table she and her housemate, Raina, used as a desk. Her heart practically tripped over itself as she waited for Logan to answer his cell phone. She had to change the appointment the two of them had set up for Daniel a few days ago. It just couldn’t be helped.

“Barnes,” he answered in a clipped voice and she heard machinery in the background.

“Logan, it’s Gina.”

“Hold on a minute,” he said to her. “I need to move into an area where I can hear you.”

She guessed he was at the denim factory the Barnes family had owned and operated for decades.


Finally he said, “Okay, I’m in my office. What’s up?”

Anyone listening in would think they knew each other…would think maybe they were friends again. Friends. Could they even come close to that?

“Logan, I need to change Daniel’s appointment. Can we switch it from Monday night to Wednesday night?”

He was quiet for a few moments, then responded, “Gina, if you don’t have time to do this, maybe I should find someone else.”

They were going to have to clear the air at some point and bring everything out into the open…what had happened since she’d left. Not even her parents knew she’d been raped during her first year at college. But now just wasn’t the right time to go into it with Logan.

“I’d like to help Daniel if I can, but Family Tree set up a meeting for all its practitioners on Monday evening. There are budget and billing concerns and the decision to have the meeting was made just last night. It’s not something I can opt out of.”

The only sound she heard was her pulse in her temples, then Logan’s deep baritone, a little lower and huskier now. It affected her the way it always had, making her nerve endings come alive.

“I see. I shouldn’t have jumped to the conclusion you didn’t want to treat Daniel. But in our situation—”

“I don’t run from clients who need me.”

“No, but you might run from me.”

Because she had run once before. She couldn’t get into that over the phone. “So will Wednesday at six work for you?” she asked, ignoring his comment.

After a pause, he agreed, “It will work. We’ll see how Daniel responds at that time of evening. If you think the appointments need to be during the day, I’ll take off work if I have to.”

“You’re there now?”

“Yes. A malfunction with one of the machines.”

“Is it unusual for you to be there on a Saturday?”

“Not really. If we have orders, we cut the material. That’s the only way to stay ahead these days. Fortunately, denim is as popular as it ever was, all different grades, old ways of making it and new.”

They could talk about his business or…she could say what was in her heart.

“Logan, the other night…I wanted to tell you how sorry I am about your wife.”

“Thank you.” His voice was strained.

“Sometime maybe you can tell me about it. That might help me with Daniel.”

“You have his medical records. You know he was premature. That’s all you need.”

She shouldn’t have said anything because he wasn’t going to give an inch with her…even after all these years. He wasn’t going to tell her what his life was about, except for Daniel. Maybe she’d feel the same way if she’d lost her spouse.

“I didn’t mean to pry. Really. But children are little sponges. Emotions play into their physical development.”

She could hear Logan blow out a breath. “If there’s anything that I think will help Daniel, I’ll tell you. I’ll see you at six on Wednesday.”

“Six on Wednesday,” she repeated. She thought she heard him murmur, “Goodbye, Gina,” but she couldn’t be sure.

When she said goodbye, he was no longer there.







Chapter Two



The following Tuesday evening, Gina stirred the pot of soup then tasted it. She wrinkled her nose. Why didn’t her minestrone ever taste like her mother’s?

She was replacing the lid when she heard the front door slam. Raina called, “I’m home. What smells so good?”

“Soup. And I stopped for a loaf of bread to go with it. Are you hungry?”

“For your soup? Yes.”

Raina Greystone Gibson entered the kitchen. She was a beautiful woman with a Cheyenne heritage. Her hair was long, flowing past her shoulders. Usually she wore a headband or clipped it back in a low ponytail the way it was tonight. It appeared black until she stood in the sun and chestnut highlights gleamed. Gina had liked Raina, a pediatric ear, nose and throat doctor, immediately when she’d met her at Family Tree. She’d learned that Raina had returned to Sagebrush from New York City, where her husband, a firefighter, had been killed on September 11.

“Is Lily still joining us?” Gina asked, hoping the fertility specialist also practicing at Family Tree hadn’t been held up.

“Yes, I told her she could drive over with me, but she had errands to run first. She’ll be here in a little while. She was glad we invited her for dinner since Troy had a meeting. I’m not sure how she’ll handle it when he’s deployed to the Middle East.”

This summer Lily’s husband, Troy, a member of the Texas Army National Guard, would be deployed for pre-mission training. Lily couldn’t even think about later in the summer when he’d be gone.

“The support group for military families will help her and so will we.”

Raina went to the cupboard and began removing dishes she could use to set the table. “Speaking of support, I really enjoyed dinner with your family on Sunday.”

Gina removed the lid from the soup once more and stirred. “My mom said you’re invited again this week. Everyone liked you. Especially my nephew Evan. I think he has a crush on you.”

Raina laughed. “Since he’s twelve, give him a week and he’ll have a crush on someone else.”

Shortly after Raina had moved in with Gina, she’d admitted she didn’t date. She’d also confided she intended never to marry again. She understood loving and losing better than most.

Maybe that was what prompted Gina to ask, “Do you know Logan Barnes?”


After closing the cupboard, Raina glanced at Gina. “The Logan Barnes? The CEO of Barnes Denim? The mover and shaker who dines with the governor and owns real estate from San Diego to Sydney…the man who set up a charitable foundation to fund cancer research?” She’d listed some of his accomplishments as if to say that everyone, especially in the state of Texas, had heard of him.

“That would be the one,” Gina confirmed.

“We don’t exactly move in the same circles,” Raina said, flashing Gina a grin. “Why?”

“I met Logan the month I graduated from high school. His father hired me to work in the stables on the estate. Logan and I…well, we connected that summer.”

Raina took the dishes to the table. “How seriously?”

Gina remembered Logan’s mother’s antique locket that he’d given her after they’d made love for the first time. She’d returned it when she’d said goodbye. “He wanted me to stay and marry him, but I left and went to college,” Gina explained as simply as she could. “I ran into him this week and…it’s obvious he’s still angry with me.”

Now Raina studied Gina. “Does it matter to you? That he’s angry?”

If that wasn’t a perceptive question. “Yes, I guess it does. After all these years, I thought maybe he’d think of me less harshly.”

“Was college the only reason you broke up with him?”

One of the qualities Gina admired most about Raina was her ability to see deeply into any situation.

“Lots of reasons.” She thought about Logan’s father, his warning that he’d disinherit Logan if she got too serious about him. She recalled her parents’ advice and her older sister Josie’s practical admonition not to marry too young—because she’d had to. “I had a full scholarship,” Gina explained to Raina. “No one in our family had graduated from college. But mainly Logan’s father had his own ideas about who Logan should marry. I was too insecure to stay and fight for our love. I didn’t think I had a chance. I thought about coming back and marrying him after I got to college, but then something happened that changed my life and I was on a different track.”

“Changed your life?”

Even though Gina and Raina had only known each other a few months, Raina was fast becoming a trusted friend. Gina considered telling her about the date rape that had occurred two months into her first college semester.

The doorbell rang.

“That must be Lily,” Raina said, halting their conversation with a concerned look.

“It’s okay,” Gina assured her. “We can talk about it another time.”

Raina nodded. “Any time you want to.”

When the doorbell rang again, Raina crossed the kitchen to the living room, unaware of what Gina had been about to disclose.

Moments later, Gina heard Lily’s voice. As she entered the kitchen, Gina smiled broadly at the bubbly blonde who seemed to bring sunshine with her whenever she stepped into the room.

Lily held a bag in her arms and set it on the island counter.

“I told you you didn’t have to bring anything,” Gina protested.

“I didn’t bring much. Just a couple of deli salads and…” She produced half of a chocolate cake with peanut-butter icing. “I thought we needed a little decadence.”

Gina didn’t know when she’d last felt decadent.

“Thank you,” she said, meaning it, glad she’d taken the time to get to know Lily at a practitioners’ cocktail party at the Family Tree. Lily’s specialty practice enabled women to conceive. She was upbeat, always ready with a smile and a hug.

Lily glanced around the kitchen to the patio beyond. “You two are lucky to have found this place. It’s a great house.”

“It’s big, but it’s cozy, too,” Raina assured her. “It kind of wraps itself around you. When I first walked into the foyer to consider living here with Gina, it felt like home. It’s hard to explain.”

“You have heard the rumor about it, haven’t you?” Lily asked.

“What rumor?” both women returned.

“Well, since Tessa Rossi, Emily Madison and Francesca Fitzgerald all lived here and have now gotten married, the rumor is that any woman who lives here will find true love.”

“I like the rumor,” Gina said. “But I think it’s wishful thinking.”

“Maybe for me,” Raina decided. “But what about you?”

Lily looked from one woman to the other. “What don’t I know…besides the obvious million things?”

Gina felt heat creep into her cheeks. “I…ran into someone I used to date before I left Sagebrush for college.”

“There’s a story there.” Lily’s blue eyes twinkled.

“There certainly is,” Gina agreed. “But it will keep. Bring over those soup dishes and we’ll start our meal with minestrone.”

“An old family recipe?” Lily asked hopefully, apparently aware Gina wanted to change the topic. “One that you can share?”

“Well, I can share it. Just don’t ever tell my mother that I put canned tomatoes in the pot. She’d be horrified.”

Gina focused on the soup recipe and the meal she was about to share with her two friends, sure she could prevent herself from thinking about Logan and Daniel.

Couldn’t she?

 

Logan never expected to be in this position…in his house with Gina playing with his son in the family room. His and Amy’s son.

On Wednesday evening, Gina encouraged Daniel to fall onto the ball that was just his size. She’d brought a mat along, too, so if he tumbled off, he wouldn’t hurt himself.

“Come on, Daniel. Let’s rock back and forth.” She was holding his hands as he lay over the ball and pushed with his feet.

Logan knew they weren’t actually playing. They were working. But Daniel would never suspect that, not from the way Gina interacted with him.

“We never use this room,” Logan said to himself, but it must have been loud enough for Gina to hear.

“Why not? It’s a beautiful room.”

She was right. It was. The carpet was plush and an ocean-blue. The draperies were thick. The furniture was a mixture of tan and gray and blue-green, cushiony and comfortable. If he ever wanted to watch a game on the huge flat-screen TV, he’d feel as if he were in the middle of it.


Something Logan couldn’t define urged him to be honest with Gina. “My wife redecorated this room. I thought we’d be playing on the floor with Daniel, watching kid videos with him on the TV.”

After their gazes held for a long moment, Gina broke eye contact and let Daniel roll off the ball. She tussled with him a couple of minutes, making him laugh, then she let him sit with a few toys just to see what he would do.

“Would you rather I move Daniel into his playroom? I’d like him out of his comfort zone so he’ll have to go a distance to get to wherever he wants.”

“The room’s here,” Logan responded offhandedly. “We might as well use it.”

Their gazes locked again, and he saw something on Gina’s face that stabbed at his heart. Was it regret? Was it guilt?

He almost moved closer to her, anything to relieve the tension that had pulled between them from the moment she’d walked back into his life.

The tension was abruptly broken when Hannah came rushing into the room. “That reporter’s here again, Logan. He wants to do a story on you for the Style section of the Sunday paper. What should I tell him?”

“I’ll take care of it,” Logan assured her and strode out of the room, glad for the interruption, glad to escape the web of emotion that seemed to surround him whenever Gina was within arm’s reach.

 

After Logan left the family room, Hannah declared, “He doesn’t like publicity, so that makes reporters want to come after him even more.”

Before Gina could think better of it, she said, “If I remember correctly, Logan’s father didn’t like publicity, either.”

Hannah shot her a quizzical look. “You knew Elliot Barnes?”

“I can’t say I knew him. He was my employer one summer.”

Watching Daniel play with the toys Gina had given him, Hannah sat on the sofa. “Oh, I see. The two men are as different as night and day, though. Mr. Barnes, senior, didn’t want publicity because he just didn’t want to be bothered. After his stroke, he became quite a recluse. Little by little, he turned everything over to Logan. Now Logan, on the other hand, doesn’t want publicity because he thinks it’s foolish and should be saved for something important—like the charities he backs—not a dinner he’s giving or an event he’s attending. But reporters always want to know all about his life. That’s when Logan clams up.”

Gina hadn’t known Elliot Barnes had suffered a stroke. Had it been severe? She was about to ask Hannah when Daniel crawled to the housekeeper and pleaded, “Up?”

She looked down at him with a fond smile. “Oh, no. I’m not picking you up. Those are the new rules.”

Gina laughed. “I’ll bet they are. That smile of his and those green eyes could melt any heart.”

Daniel tugged on Hannah’s slacks.

“I gave him quite a workout,” Gina relented. “I think we’re finished for today.”

“We’ve gotten an official okay,” Hannah said to Daniel as she stooped over and lifted him. “Time for your supper.” She glanced at the balls, blocks and the push toy Gina had brought along. “Do you need help gathering all that?”


“Oh, no. You take care of Daniel. I’ll be fine.”

After Hannah left the room with the toddler, Gina began collecting what she’d brought. She’d been strung tight ever since she’d entered the house. Usually when she was working with a child, that baby was her main focus. Daniel had been her focus, but she’d also been aware of Logan watching her…aware of Logan. There was a vibrating energy connecting them, like a live wire. She didn’t know how to break it, deflect it or let it burn out.

When Logan reentered the room, he’d rolled up his white shirtsleeves and opened the first few buttons of his shirt. He looked strong. Totally male. Absolutely sexy.

She swallowed hard, realizing how much she was still attracted to him. “Trouble?” she asked, just to say something.

“No. Just an eager journalism student wanting to make a name for himself.”

Gina moved toward the corner of the mat she’d opened on the plush carpeting to give extra padding. As she folded it, Logan came to help her. They practically brushed shoulders. Both jerked away.

She knew she had to do something about the awkwardness between them. “Logan, I don’t have to be the one who helps Daniel.”

Logan rubbed his hand up and down the back of his neck. “No, I suppose you don’t. But he obviously relates well to you. I don’t want to mess with that. Hannah’s been the only woman in his life since he was born.”

“What happened?” Gina asked softly.

Logan’s green gaze was penetrating as he studied her, trying to decipher why she wanted to know.

Finally he answered, “One day Amy and I were on top of the world, the next an earthquake destroyed everything we thought we were building.”

As if he knew he was being cryptic, he sat on the sofa, studied the carpet for a few moments, then met Gina’s gaze. Something in his eyes drew her to him and she lowered herself beside him, though not too close.

When he started talking, Gina knew he didn’t discuss this often because his voice was strained.

“Amy was ecstatic when she discovered she was pregnant,” he began. “We’d been married a few years, and we both wanted kids. She’d been working hard at her career—she was a real estate agent and intended to keep selling properties after our baby was born. But soon after she learned she was pregnant, she had symptoms that sent us to a neurologist and then a neurosurgeon. She had a brain tumor.”

Gina desperately wanted to reach out to Logan, to touch his arm. Yet she couldn’t. She had no right. “I’m so sorry.” She was. She’d never wanted anything but happiness for him. That was why she’d left.

Logan didn’t seem to hear her. He stared across the room and explained, “Her doctor wanted to treat the cancer aggressively, but Amy wouldn’t let him do surgery or put anything in her body that could damage Daniel. She decided if she survived the pregnancy, she’d have treatment after our baby was born. But that day never came. She had a stroke at thirty-two weeks. The doctors performed a C-section and she died shortly after.”

One look at Logan’s face and Gina knew he was reliving that time in his life. Did he want comfort? Did he want sympathy? Or did he just need to look forward?

Gina didn’t want to trample over sacred ground so she asked, “How long was Daniel in the hospital?”


“Eight weeks…a terrifically long eight weeks.”

“Who was his doctor?”

“Francesca Talbott. I think it’s Fitzgerald now.”

“Yes, it is. She shared the house with me until she got married,” Gina said softly.

“It really is a small world, isn’t it?” he asked, finally looking at her.

“It can be.”

After a silence-filled pause, Logan asked, “Did you marry?”

His question surprised her. “No.”

What would he say if she told him what had happened? It really made no difference to their relationship. She’d left him, no matter what had happened afterward. “I’ve been focused on my work all these years, trying to make a name in my field.”

“So why come back to Sagebrush now?” He looked genuinely perplexed.

“I’m not exactly sure. I began missing my family more. I knew I needed something different—closer friends, bonds, actual fun.”

The lines on Logan’s face told her he hadn’t had fun in a long time, not since before his wife died. Daniel might bring him joy, but Gina had the feeling it was fleeting.

“We really don’t have to work in here, Logan. I understand how memories can suck the air out of the room.”

Logan shrugged. “If I get used to seeing Daniel playing in here, crawling in here, maybe eventually walking in here, it will be fine.”

She could only imagine what Logan had been through—his wife’s diagnosis, losing her and at the same time dealing with Daniel’s hospital stay. “It takes a while to recover from any trauma.” She knew that all too well. Counseling sessions and talking and crying and just putting one foot in front of the other, even when you thought you couldn’t, took energy, motivation and sometimes steel will. Logan had all of those. Still…

Logan stared at a picture of Daniel on a side table.

Gina assured him, “He’s a wonderful little boy. Quick and learning more each day. When I arrived, I suggested to Hannah if you fill two of the bottom cupboards in the kitchen with pots and pans, colorful containers, anything Daniel might feel he’d like to get into, that might give him more motivation to explore his world.”

Logan was quiet a moment, then he turned his focus to her. “I guess parents are always supposed to teach their kids to explore the world.”

“That gets scarier for both the parents and kids as they get older. Learning to walk across the room suddenly becomes all-day kindergarten and then piano lessons, and then driving and dating!”

Logan remarked, “Your parents encouraged you to explore your world. Your education was as important to them as it was to you.”

“It wasn’t just my education,” Gina said quietly, hoping she could break through the icy wall Logan had constructed between them.

“I know. There was your younger sister. Did she eventually go to school?”

“Yes, she did. Angie is a nurse and I’m proud of her.” If only they could keep talking—

Suddenly Logan stood. “It’s good you don’t have any regrets.”

She hadn’t said she didn’t have regrets.


Logan went on, “This is bath night and it’s one of the things I enjoy doing most with my son, at least until he gets old enough to ride a horse. I’ll help you gather this up and walk you out.”

As he stuffed a toy elephant and lion into one of her drawstring bags, she asked him, “Are you still angry that I left?”

His answer was slow in coming as his gaze finally met hers. “I’ll probably always be angry that you left. But…if you hadn’t left, I wouldn’t have Daniel. I love him more than anything in this world.”

There was nothing she could say to that.

 

A few days later, when Gina stopped in at the Target that had recently opened in Sagebrush, she ran through the baby department. It was a habit, keeping her eye on the latest trends in toys and car seats, in strollers and play furniture. Tonight, she pushed her cart around the corner into the toy department. There, she stopped cold.

Logan stood in front of a shelf, holding a remote-control car in one arm, studying the RC truck directly in front of him.

For a nanosecond, Gina thought about turning around and going the other way. Logan didn’t have to know she’d seen him. He didn’t have to know she was here. But that was the coward’s way out. She was no longer a coward. At least she hoped she wasn’t.

Rolling her cart up beside him, she asked, “Looking for a new hobby?”

He went still, then he turned to face her. “No,” he drawled in that Texas deep baritone that had always curled her toes. “I thought Hannah and I might take bets on who could run their car across the yard the fastest.”


Gina laughed at his wry tone. “I bet Daniel would enjoy that. He might even chase one.”

“That’s the idea,” Logan assured her.

At that moment, they both understood the motivation Daniel needed to learn to walk. It was the first tension-free moment she and Logan had shared.

He nodded to her cart filled with three pairs of shorts and a few knit tops. “New wardrobe for summer?” he joked.

Actually it was. She didn’t owe him any explanations but she explained anyway. “I lost a few pounds so I needed something that fitted a little better than what was in my closet.”

“Intentionally?”

“What?” she asked, lost in his eyes for the moment.

“Did you lose weight intentionally?”

He was looking at her in a way that made her nerve endings dance. She hadn’t felt that way when a man looked at her for a very long time. “No, not intentionally. With the move, a new job, a new life really, it just happened.”

“Are you glad you moved back here?”

Standing here face-to-face with Logan, she wasn’t quite sure how to answer. Finally she responded, “I like the life I’m building. I like the new friends I’ve made. My practice is rewarding and it’s good to be near family again.”

“You stayed away a long time.”

“Yes, I did, in part because I didn’t want to face you.”

For a moment, Logan’s guard slipped and he looked astonished. Was he surprised she’d been so honest? Maybe that was what they needed between them, some old-fashioned honesty. Just how far was she willing to go with it?


“You didn’t have to face me,” he said evenly.

“We live in a small town, Logan. I knew eventually I’d run into you.”

“Why didn’t you send someone else from Baby Grows to evaluate Daniel?”

She expected this question had been bothering him since the night she’d appeared at his house. “As I told you, I do all the evaluations. I wasn’t going to shirk my responsibility.”

He seemed to mull that over. “You’re an expert in your field.”

“Some people would say that.”

“And now that we have come face-to-face?” he asked, his voice challenging.

“I’d like you to forgive me,” she blurted out, without considering the consequences.

There seemed to be a sudden hush all around them. Then Logan shifted, adjusting the toy under his arm. “I don’t know what to say to that. When you left, the bottom dropped out of my world in more ways than one. I’ve never forgotten how that felt. I’ve never forgotten how you didn’t even have time to have a conversation when I called you in Connecticut.”

She couldn’t deal with this here. What had she expected when she’d started this? That it would be easy? That he’d forgive her and they’d go on being friends?

“Logan, things had happened…”

He gave a short laugh. “Yes, I’m sure they had. You probably met someone at school and—”

“No, nothing like that.”

He looked startled at her vehemence. “You’re not the same Gina you were fourteen years ago.”

“I certainly hope not.” She tried to keep her tone light. They hadn’t spent enough time together to know how each other had changed.

Logan cocked his head, studying her with those penetrating eyes that had so often seen right through her. But not tonight. She held secrets he’d never know about unless they could find more common ground than this.

If she brought the conversation back to Daniel, maybe the tension between them would ease. “I was thinking…” she said slowly.

He waited for her to go on.

“Can you bring Daniel to Baby Grows on Saturday? I’d like to ask Tessa to stop in with her two children and I want to watch Daniel react with them, play with them. We have more equipment there, too.”

“Tessa won’t mind giving up her Saturday morning?”

“After rounds, she usually takes the kids to the library. She said she’d just bring them to Baby Grows instead.”

“All right, I can do that. Do you have appointments before Daniel, or do you want me to pick you up?”

Logan had always been a gentleman, and thoroughly polite. He was being courteous now and she shouldn’t read any more into his offer than that. “I do have other appointments, but thanks for offering.” Before she saw more recriminations in his eyes, she pointed to the shelf. “So, which one are you going to buy?”

“You have a car when you work with him. I think I’ll go with the truck.”

“What about Hannah?”

He rewarded her with a small smile. “Maybe she’d like the motorcycle.”

Gina laughed. “She probably would.”


After he stacked the motorcycle on top of the truck, he asked her, “Are you finished shopping?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll walk you out.”

More courtesy? Her heart was already in overdrive and now it sped up a little more.

Walking beside Logan, she was reminded just how tall he was, just how broad his shoulders were, just how slim his hips were in his black jeans. He kept enough distance between them that their arms wouldn’t brush. She didn’t glance at him, but she felt him looking at her. She pretended not to be affected either by his presence beside her or his gaze on her, but she was.

At the checkout line, they didn’t speak as she used her credit card, then picked up her packages. He went through and paid in cash.

Then he took her bag from her. “I’ll carry this to your car for you.”

Being with Logan was a combination of bittersweet and exciting. She knew he’d be relieved if he went his way and she went hers, yet she didn’t want to leave his company. Just like so many years ago.

At her car, she used the remote to unlock the doors and pop the trunk. They went around to the back and he dropped her purchases inside. There was a duffel bag there.

“Do you belong to a gym?” he asked as if he was curious about her life now.

“No, but I walk whenever I can. In Lubbock at lunchtime, sometimes I do a couple of laps around the center. In Sagebrush, I like to take the trail around the lake.”

“You always did like the outdoors.” He slammed the lid of her trunk.


“I still do. I hiked a lot in New England. Here, I’d like to take up riding again. Francesca and I have gone on a couple of trail rides at her ranch. I’ve ridden at Tessa’s, too. I’d forgotten how wonderful it feels to be on horseback.”

Logan walked to her car door and stood very close, so close she could reach up and touch his jawline, so close she could see that the lines around his eyes and his mouth weren’t superficial. They’d been carved from pain. All she wanted to do was ease them away.

“You asked me about forgiving you…” His voice was low and husky.

She held her breath and waited.

“I can’t give you an answer, Gina, and I don’t know if time will help or not. That night after we split up, my father had a stroke.”

That night. A rush of dread made her cold all over. “What happened?”

He looked away from her as if warring with himself over the answer. “We argued about you.”

Her chest felt tight. “Why?”

“I went riding after you left, trying to figure out what to do. When I got back to the barn, Dad confronted me. He said I was better off without you. But I didn’t believe that. I was going to talk to your parents…convince them they were interfering and they shouldn’t be…convince you that we could make something work long-distance. Dad grabbed my arm. I tore away. And then—suddenly he couldn’t speak and he collapsed.”

Gina was stunned. A tiny shard of guilt pierced her heart at the realization that she hadn’t been there for Logan.

“I called the paramedics and he was rushed to the hospital. We managed to keep all of it quiet. Dad abhorred publicity and the hospital and medical personnel were cooperative. His recovery took about three months. He was fortunate he regained his speech and most of his mobility. But the whole process was—” Logan halted as if he didn’t want to admit how much his father’s collapse and recovery had affected him.

“I’m so sorry,” she managed to say, feeling so much sympathy for him that tears welled in her eyes. “Three months,” she murmured. “That’s around when you called—”

“I was hoping we could just talk. I was hoping—” He shook his head. “But you didn’t have time to talk. You had to run off to take a test.”

“You never called again,” she said softly, remembering how numb she’d been for such a long time after the rape. She had had a test that day. But more important, she’d been too raw to talk to anyone. Should she tell Logan that? Could he possibly understand?

No. This wasn’t about her. The distance between them was all about her letting down Logan in so many ways. If she had fought for the love she’d felt for him, then maybe more than one tragedy could have been avoided.

“Logan, I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t have to say anything.”

She heard a car door slam…children laughing near the store’s exit.

So much had happened to both of them. She’d lost her sense of safety, her trust in her judgment, her trust in men. Logan had gone on to marry and lost a wife he’d obviously loved. He now had a son his wife had died to save. How much more he must love her for that. How much he must cherish Daniel as the gift his wife had given him.

The twelve-foot-high parking-lot light lit up the area where Gina’s car was parked. In the blink of an eye, she thought she saw a flash of tenderness in Logan’s eyes. But then whatever emotion he’d felt disappeared.

They’d been standing as close as two people having an intimate conversation would be, but now he took a step back. “I’ll see you Saturday morning at Baby Grows.”

Her throat tightened and she wanted to reach out and hug him, hold on to him, cry with him. Instead, she simply nodded.

A few feet away, Logan waited until she slid into her car, closed the door and started the engine. Then he strode to his car as she drove away, swiping at the lone tear that rolled down her cheek.







Chapter Three



Logan could hardly hold on to Daniel Saturday morning. His son peered around at the colorful equipment in the therapeutic workroom at the Baby Grows practice, pointing to a big red ball. “Baw!”

As soon as Gina came toward them, Daniel reached for her and practically jumped into her arms.

“It’s so good to see you again,” she told the little boy, her face lighting up as it always did when she was around him.

In spite of common sense telling him to let it go, Logan couldn’t help but wonder how she felt about seeing him, especially after their goodbye in the parking lot. Why couldn’t he just tell her he forgave her?

Because it wouldn’t be honest. It might smooth the waters, but it wasn’t the truth. He didn’t know what was the truth. Ever since Amy had died, his life had taken on a manage-each-day quality.

“I wasn’t sure you’d come,” she said to Logan.

He saw vulnerability in her brown eyes but didn’t know what to do about it. “I’ve learned over the years avoidance only buys time. It doesn’t solve the problem. So we’re here to get Daniel walking.”

“Logan, I just want to say again I’m sorry about everything that happened.”

He could see she didn’t want to let their conversation in the parking lot go, but he did. “Let’s put the past behind us for now, okay?”

She seemed to tear her gaze reluctantly from his to focus on his son. “So what do you think we should try first?” Gina asked Daniel as if she had this kind of conversation with a fourteen-month-old every day.

“He’s never tried a sliding board.” Logan didn’t know if that piece of information would be useful or not.

“The sliding board is a great idea. If he likes to ride down, he might try to climb up.”

She took Daniel over to the three-foot-high sliding board and sat him on top. “No more carrying. Anywhere you want to go today, you have to get there on your own steam.”

His green eyes sparkling, Daniel tilted his head and studied her face. Then he raised his legs up and down on the slide portion of the equipment and said, “Go…go…go.”

“Great exercise,” she encouraged him, watching his leg movement. “That will help strengthen those muscles.” She crouched down at the bottom of the board. “Come on. Let’s see if you can push yourself off.”

After a few moments of squiggling and squirming, gravity helped Daniel slide sideways down the short board. He careened onto the soft mat beneath it and grinned up at Gina.

Logan felt as if his heart was cracking into a few more pieces. Daniel should be looking up like that at his mother.

If Amy had lived—

Logan might not have Daniel.

If Gina had stayed—

Logan might not have Daniel.

How could he regret any part of his life when his son was the result of it?

Suddenly, from the reception area, Logan heard a woman’s voice call, “Is anyone here?” He also heard the chatter of children.

Tessa Rossi entered the room in obvious mother mode. On her left side, she held the hand of nineteen-month-old Sean and on her right, that of little Natalie, who looked to be over two. Logan remembered hearing about the little boy and girl from Hannah, who knew Tessa’s nanny and housekeeper. The children had been through a lot in their short lives, and now Tessa and her husband, Vince, were in the process of adopting them both.

Tessa headed straight for Logan. “Hi! Gina said Daniel could use some playmates.”

“I never really thought about it,” Logan admitted. “I was an only child and learned to occupy myself. I guess I thought Daniel would do the same.”

“Oh, but they learn so much from each other—good and bad,” she confided with a wise smile.

He laughed. “I suppose that’s true.”

Sean and Natalie both looked up at Tessa. When she gave a nod, they ran over to Gina and Daniel.


Logan watched as the kids both gave Gina hugs. “They seem to like her.”

“Oh, they love her. She knows just what to say to them, just how to handle them, and it’s all genuine.”

“How long have you known Gina?”

“Since January. A mutual friend introduced us.”

“Francesca Fitzgerald.”

“That’s right.” Tessa’s gaze asked how he knew.

“Gina mentioned Francesca and I told her she was Daniel’s neonatologist.”

“They’re both women who are dedicated to helping babies.”

Maybe so. But he was still curious about something. “I’m surprised Gina came back here.”

“Why are you surprised?”

“According to everything I discovered when I searched her name on the Internet, she was headed up the career ladder. After undergraduate work, she earned her Ph.D. at a larger university. Then she moved on to become the dean of a teaching program in early development at a college in Massachusetts. All along she’s published in well-respected journals. A couple of years ago she moved back to Connecticut to head up a new baby study at her alma mater. Lubbock just seems small potatoes compared to what she could be doing and where she could be going.”

“Have you really watched her with the children, Logan?”

They stood about twenty feet away from Gina. He had to admit, up until now, he got distracted just looking at her. He always wanted to run his hands through the tumbled curls, to tap his finger on the little bump on her nose.

Now he really looked at her—the expert, the teacher, the therapist. She was a combination of all three. As Natalie and Sean tumbled and pushed on a beanbag chair, Logan noticed Gina using more than the tools in her repertoire. Yes, she was competent, decisive and knowledgeable. But on top of all that, there was a pure love in her eyes for the children she was with.

“Gina just wants to work with babies who need help. When I met her, I wondered immediately why she hadn’t married and didn’t have a brood of her own,” Tessa mused.

“Did she ever tell you why she hadn’t married?”

“Not really. I think she was just too busy earning her degrees.”

Too busy? Or some other reason? Gina herself had told him that something had happened after she left Sagebrush. Had she moved around so much for professional reasons? Or something else?

“Sean and Daniel seem to be getting along well,” Tessa commented.

To Logan’s surprise, Daniel crawled after Sean. Tessa’s little boy found a stack of chunky blocks. While Logan held his breath, Daniel pushed himself to his knees and, using a small table for leverage, pulled himself up. But then his son sat again and stacked one block on top of another with Sean’s help.

“He’s teetering on the edge,” Tessa said. “He could walk anytime.”

“I think he might forget himself and just do it if he’s playing with Sean.”

“Kids help each other develop skills. It’s wonderful to watch.”

For the past couple of years, Logan’s employees had been voicing their opinions about opening a day-care center at the factory. First he’d dismissed the idea because of the expense. But after doing feasibility research, he’d been much more open to it. Now he could see even more benefits, not just for the parents, but for the children themselves. He was glad the center was in the planning stages and he’d be meeting with the architect soon.

As he watched the children, Gina joined the boys, helping them decide what to build. Logan suddenly wondered if Gina would help with the project. He knew there were companies who sent representatives in essentially to take over and even staff the center. But he wanted to use a local contractor as well as someone from Lubbock to staff the facility. Maybe Gina could help with the preliminary stage.

Was he looking for an excuse to spend time with her?

Of course not. He didn’t need one with her treating Daniel.

A half hour later, Tessa and her children waved goodbye. Daniel had obviously enjoyed their company, but he looked as if he’d had enough of these activities and was ready for something else.

Logan lifted his son into the air and wiggled him. “How about the Yellow Rose Diner and cheese fries?”

Daniel babbled, “Da da da. Fwies,” and Logan laughed.

“I think that’s a resounding ‘yes.’ Are you going back to Sagebrush?” he asked Gina.

“Yes, I am. Raina and I made a pact to clean the house this afternoon, then we’re going to a movie as a reward later.”

“Girls’ night out?”

“You could say that.”


“If you’re going back to Sagebrush, how about stopping at the diner with us and having some lunch? There’s something I’d like to discuss with you.”

When Daniel fussed to be let down, Logan lowered him to a mat. “We could talk about it here, but I think Daniel needs a change of scene and something in his tummy. What do you say?”

He could tell Gina was giving his invitation major consideration. She asked, “Is this about Daniel?”

“No, it’s not.”

She seemed to think about the pros and cons but he knew what her answer would be. She wouldn’t deny him this simple request because she still felt guilty about what had happened. He didn’t want to push that button. She’d have to let go of the guilt and he’d have to let go of the bitterness. Maybe they could do that if they worked on the day-care center together.

Finally, she nodded. “Okay. I have to pick up some folders and lock up. I’ll meet you at the diner.”

Logan found himself looking forward to sitting across the booth from her and didn’t examine his reasons why too closely.

 

Logan was settling Daniel into a high chair as Gina walked into the Yellow Rose and spotted them. She ruffled the little boy’s hair as she settled into the booth and smiled at the dish of cheese fries on the table. “You must have called ahead.”

Logan broke a cheese fry into pieces and set them on his son’s tray. “I did. Experience is a great teacher.”

Their gazes collided and the noise of the diner faded away. Damn, he was still attracted to her! Why couldn’t he shut it down? Why couldn’t he control the rush of adrenaline that wired him when she entered a room? At first he’d relegated that rush to tension, to regrets, to emotion packed away for a long time. But today, he knew better.

An auburn-haired waitress came over to take their orders and raised an eyebrow at Logan as if to say, “So when did this start?” Mindy kept her fingertip on the pulse point of anyone who came to the Yellow Rose Diner.

He ignored her curiosity. After a brief examination of the menu, he and Gina ordered and their waitress hurried away.

Fingering her knife, Gina moved it to the side of the placemat. “You surprised me when you said you were coming here. It wasn’t a place I imagined you having lunch.”

“No sterling silver or crystal goblets?”

“Hannah could make you anything you want at the estate and there are other restaurants that are a little more private.”

“I’m not a hermit, Gina. I don’t need electric gates around the house or a high wall to keep reporters out. There are much more interesting characters around than me. I know I can’t live a normal life because I have more than most, but I don’t have to live such a different life, either.”

“Your father wanted—” She stopped abruptly. Picking up a cheese fry, she wiggled it into a scoop of ketchup.

“My father wanted what?” Logan asked.

“I think he wanted you to live the same life he did.”

Logan hadn’t realized that Gina and his father had had many conversations. His father had hired her to work in the stables and that was about it. But she was right. His father had wanted him to travel, to be invited to the governor’s mansion, to have friends in even higher places. But his perspective on raising a son was much different from his father’s, and that wasn’t a subject he wanted to discuss.

“I read the articles you published online,” he said, changing the subject as he poured water into Daniel’s sippy cup.

That seemed to surprise her. “I see.”

He doubted that she did. “I wanted to know what you had done with your life and the type of work you accomplished.”

She took a sip of her water, then set down the glass. “Why?”

“I was curious whether the reasons you told me you left were honest.”

Her cheeks took on some color. “They were honest, Logan. That full scholarship put me on the first rung of the ladder. I had a job when I was earning my master’s and sent money home to help put Angie through school. I became the first college graduate in my family. When I earned my doctorate, even my dad had tears in his eyes.”

She seemed to brace herself as if he might ask her something else. Like what? Was it all worth it? He couldn’t go there. Not now. Not here.

“One of your articles concerned day-care centers. I’ll be starting construction for one in June for my employees’ kids, and I wondered if you’d give me some input, maybe give the architect I’ve chosen some input. You know what kids need. I would need it to be appropriate for ages two to five. What do you think? Would you be interested? I’ll pay you a consultation fee.”


She looked totally taken aback. “You’ve surprised me, Logan. Do you mind if I think about it?”

“No, I don’t mind. I have a meeting with James Wolfe—he’s the architect who designed the new elementary school in Sagebrush—on Wednesday. If you’re interested, I’d like you to be there, too.”

Their gazes locked. When she didn’t look away and neither did he, he felt his chest tighten and other parts of his body come awake.

Had he just made a huge mistake?

 

On Wednesday evening, Gina sat in Logan’s den at a long library table next to his architect, James Wolfe. She was studying the plans—and felt Logan studying her. He was sitting across the narrow table from them in a leather desk chair.

“So what do you think?” the architect asked her. His brown eyes sparkled with interest she didn’t return. He was good-looking enough…but he wasn’t Logan.

She concentrated on the plans. “The square footage looks about right for the number of children you’re anticipating providing for. But—”

“But?”

Directly across from her, Logan’s leg brushed hers as he leaned forward to take a closer look at the architect’s drawing.

She swallowed and smiled. “I think you need to utilize the space better, maybe two rooms instead of one. That way the younger children can be taking a nap while the older ones are playing or working. You also need a common area where they can share snacks. But that’s just my opinion.”

James shrugged. “She makes sense.”


In professional mode now, Gina tapped another line of the blueprint. “You might also want to consider a wall with an observation window. That way if a parent doesn’t want to come in and get involved, they can just make sure their child is okay.”

James grinned and patted her shoulder. “That’s an excellent idea.”

Reflexively, Gina leaned back and his hand fell away. Even after all these years, she didn’t appreciate a man touching her without her giving the signal it was okay. But James didn’t seem to notice that she was uncomfortable with his gesture.

Logan stood, signaling the meeting was over. “Work on those changes, Wolfe, and then bring the plans back to me.”

Realizing the meeting had come to an end, James Wolfe stood, rolled up the plans and inserted them into the protective tube. “I’ll take a few days with these then give you a call. When’s the ground-breaking ceremony?”

“Mid-June,” Logan responded. “As soon as I finalize the changes, we’ll move forward.”

James extended his hand to Gina.

She clasped it and shook it. “It was nice to meet you,” she said politely.

“It was good meeting you, too. Take care now. Logan, I can see myself out.”

Moments later, she and Logan were standing alone in his study. “I didn’t mean to throw a wrench into what Mr. Wolfe had already designed.”

“I invited you to this meeting for your input. I’m pleased you gave it. Your ideas are sound.” Logan reached for the knot on his tie and pulled it loose.

“I know kids,” she said softly. “And what they need.”


After unfastening the shirt button at his neck, Logan came around the table and stood close to her. She didn’t feel crowded by him. Oddly, she welcomed his nearness in the same way she’d shied away from James Wolfe’s proximity, as well as his touch.

Logan’s voice was low when he asked, “And what do you need, Gina?”

His green gaze was piercing and unsettled her. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“My architect is interested in you.”

“He was just being friendly.”

“But you weren’t being friendly back.”

“I…” She stopped, took a deep breath, then gave a nonchalant shrug. “I wasn’t interested.”

Logan came another step closer. Her temperature went up a few notches, especially when he said, “You’re not stepping away from me.”

What was he doing? Testing her? Trying to identify any attraction between them? Did he still feel attracted? Was that possible?

“I know you,” she murmured, standing her ground.

“Not anymore, you don’t. I’m not that kid who didn’t know up from down or right from left, or much about what made women tick.”

“You know what makes women tick now?” she teased, trying to lessen the intensity in the room.

He gave a short laugh. “Not by a long shot. But I do have a hint. After all, being married gives a man much-needed insight. If he doesn’t learn fast, he’ll go under without a lifeline.”

Trying to take a step back from the sexual tension that had developed between them, she responded, “Basically, I guess men need to know women want to be respected, and listened to and that most care deeply about love and family.”

Logan still held her gaze. “I learned family is important and children are the most important. Amy died so Daniel could live. I had trouble wrapping my mind around that one for a while. She gave up her life and our life for our little boy.”

Immediately, Gina felt sympathy for Logan because he still seemed perplexed by the idea. Yet she knew a father’s love could be as fierce as a mother’s. “Logan, if you were in the middle of the ocean and Daniel fell overboard, you’d jump in after him without a second thought to try to save him.” She’d seen him with Daniel. It was obvious that Logan cared about his son and wouldn’t let anything hurt him if he could help it. Just as his wife had done, in her own way.

Shaking his head, Logan said almost to himself, “You’re still that young, compassionate girl who could talk to a horse and understand the expression in its eyes, aren’t you?”

“Why does that unsettle you?” she asked, feeling as if this conversation was quickly going down a dangerous road.

“Because I wanted you to have changed. To have become hard and ambitious and uncaring, because then I still wouldn’t…be attracted to you.”

She practically stopped breathing. His words made her feel as if she was eighteen again, and they were standing close, about to kiss.

She shook her head, anxious to get rid of the rush of emotion. “We’re not who we were back then.” She knew that more than anyone.

“Maybe not. But I feel something when we’re in the same room, just like I did back then. In fact, this close, I know exactly what I feel.”

What should she do? She hadn’t been involved seriously with a man since Logan. After the date rape, she couldn’t think about “serious,” though she’d tried over the years…tried without success. Counselors had told her she’d find a satisfying relationship when she found a man she could trust. But she never had.

Was Logan saying he wanted to kiss her? Should she let him?

He laid his hands on her shoulders, maybe just to see how that would feel. It was a contact that was almost chaste, a contact that could be comforting. Yet it wasn’t chaste or comforting.

“Why did you ask me to work with you on the day-care center?” she asked, not sure if she wanted to hear the truth.

“I told you, you’re an expert. I wanted your input.”

“The real reason.”

He cocked his head as if to say at one time she never would have questioned him. “I really did want your ideas. But I guess I also wanted to see what would happen if the two of us were together in the same room, without Daniel.”

“Did you get your answer?”

“Oh, yeah.”

His hands tightened slightly, but she felt no sense of panic.

“Why did you agree to work on the project?” he asked.

“I guess I wanted to see what type of man you’d become.”

“You couldn’t tell from our sessions with Daniel?”


“Daniel was a buffer. You could hide behind fatherhood.”

His eyebrows quirked up as if he definitely didn’t like her conclusion.

She added, “You could concentrate on Daniel and not give me a second thought.”

“Did you want a second thought?” he returned quickly.

“As impossible as it is, I already told you what I want.” She had returned to Sagebrush hoping for his forgiveness. Now…since she knew about his father’s stroke, it really seemed impossible. How could she tell him why she’d really left when it would change forever how he viewed his dad and their relationship?

Logan’s gaze searched hers. He must have seen the corner of her mouth quiver because he focused there. “Dammit, Gina.” He bent his head and before she had time to think, to protest or to back away, Logan Barnes was kissing her with more passion, more heat than he had when she was eighteen.

At first she stiffened, ready to run. Then she told herself to relax. This was Logan. To her surprise, she wasn’t panicking. She wasn’t imagining she was somewhere else. In fact, she was enjoying his kiss. It swept her back into the dream of romance that she’d given up.

Yet this wasn’t a dream and she doubted if romance was on Logan’s mind. When he put his arms around her to hold her tighter and his tongue slid into her mouth, she balked, put her hands on his chest and pushed away.

He released her. “I’m sorry. I know I shouldn’t have done that but I wanted to see—” He swore.

She felt almost dizzy…breathless…and completely unnerved, too. “A kiss has to mean something, Logan. That one didn’t. It was some kind of test. If we want to heal what happened between us, we have to do it with talking, not acting on a remnant of attraction that will only embarrass us both.”

“Heal what happened between us?” Logan asked incredulously. “How would we ever do that? It was as if our breakup had a domino effect. How do I heal the fact that my father had a stroke and I was powerless to help him—and you weren’t here for me when I needed you?”

“Are you saying you don’t want to try to tear down this wall between us?”

Instead of answering her, he asked, “What do you know about walls?”

She realized he was merely taking a stab in the dark. “I know they protect us. Things happen, Logan. Things hurt us when we least expect. We want to keep ourselves safe. That’s why we build walls.”

He didn’t respond, just ran his hand over his face then stuffed his hands into his front pockets. “I’ll understand if you don’t want to continue to work with Daniel.”

Because he’d kissed her? Because there might be more left than that spark of attraction? She’d returned to Sagebrush to finish something with Logan. She had to see it through.

“I want to work with Daniel. He’s making progress, and one of these days, he’s going to grab on to a piece of furniture and take steps away from it without even realizing he did. I’d like to see that. And I’d also like to see your day-care center come together for the sake of the children.”

Logan gazed out the window over the expertly manicured grounds and pool area. Then he swung around to face her. “Are you doing this to make up for leaving?”


There were so many reasons to help him and Daniel…and not all of them had to do with guilt. “I do feel I owe you something. But for now, I just want to help Daniel walk.”

Maybe by the time she did that, she’d figure out if Logan could ever forgive her. Maybe she could tell him at least one of the secrets she’d kept hidden for way too long.







Chapter Four



The Rigoletti household was unusually quiet when Gina let herself in. Gina knew her mom was happiest when her kids were all under one roof, talking, laughing and eating.

“Anyone home?”

“In here,” her mother called from the kitchen, as expected.

“In here,” her dad called from the living room where he sat in his favorite easy chair watching golf. The ranch-style house wasn’t big, but it had always held a lot of love.

Gina went to the living room first and kissed her dad on the cheek. “Who’s winning?”

“Nobody you’d know,” he returned with a smile that said it was okay if she didn’t follow golf. “Go help your mom. She and Angie had some to-do and she’s a little…frazzled.”


Ever since Gina had returned, there had seemed to be more than the usual tension between her and her younger sister. They had been close once, but now that she was back in Sagebrush, Angie was keeping her distance. Gina knew that when her sister was ready to talk, she’d talk. But for now it made for uncomfortable Sunday dinners. Had her mother mentioned their rift to Angie?

Gina patted her dad on the shoulder. His face was weathered from all the hours he’d spent as a mail carrier walking his beat, so to speak. He always said his route kept him in shape and he didn’t want to give it up. But last year, the heat and his new blood pressure medication hadn’t mixed, and he’d decided to retire.

“I do want to know who wins,” she told him with a wink, then she went to the kitchen.

Her mother’s favorite room resembled a homey café with its bright yellow cupboards and blue-and-yellow gingham curtains. She took pride in everything about it, from the copper-bottom pan on the stove, to the hand-worked placemats on the table. The house didn’t have a dining room, but the kitchen table was long enough for the whole family, grandkids included.

Gina hugged and kissed her mother and received a warm hug in return. “What can I help you with?”

The spaghetti sauce was already simmering on the stove, the smell of fresh garlic, tomatoes and onion wafted in the air. She also caught the scent of fresh-baked bread.

“I’m almost finished with everything for today. Are you bringing Raina to dinner tomorrow?”

“She said she’d love to come again.” Gina hesitated a moment, then commented, “Dad said you and Angie had a disagreement?”


Gina’s mother’s black hair was straighter than her own and she wore it tucked behind her ears. As a little girl, Gina had thought her mom was the prettiest woman in the world and she still did. Mary Rigoletti was usually talkative, but now she kept silent.

“Mom?”

“You and Angie haven’t talked much since you came back to Sagebrush.”

“No, we haven’t,” Gina admitted. “She doesn’t seem to want to talk…or to be around me. When I ask her what’s wrong, she says nothing. But she seems uncomfortable and I wish she’d tell me why.”

Mary sighed. “She feels beholden to you.”

“Why?”

“You know why. You helped her through nursing school. Without your help, she would have been saddled with more loans than she has.”

“We always planned that I would help her. That’s why I accepted the scholarship.” And left Logan. She didn’t say it aloud, but she knew her mother could hear the words anyway.

“I think she wants to start paying you back.”

“That’s ridiculous!”

“Not where pride’s concerned. If she comes to you with the idea, don’t refuse her outright. Think about it.”

After studying Gina, her mother asked, “How about a slice of fresh-baked bread?”

“That sounds great.”

A few minutes later, the two women sat with glasses of iced tea, munching slices of buttered bread. “Why did you stop in today?” her mother asked.

“Can’t I come over to visit?”

“Sure. But I think you have something on your mind.”


Of course, she did. She might as well tell her mother what was happening before she found out from someone else. Gossip traveled the streets of Sagebrush with frustrating regularity.

“I saw Logan Barnes.”

Her mother set her bread on her dish. “You saw him? What does that mean?”

Fourteen years ago, her parents had opposed her association with Logan on the grounds that she was too young, that she had a future ahead of her, and engagement and marriage were out of the question. After all, her older sister had opted for a young marriage and it had been hard going for her. Now Gina didn’t know what her mother would think about her life colliding into Logan’s again.

They’d never discussed him after she’d left Sagebrush for college. They hadn’t discussed him throughout the years. But now she supposed they had to. However, as a professional, she could reveal nothing she knew from Daniel’s records or her sessions with him.

“What do you know about him?” Gina asked, hoping to jump off from that.

“Only what’s in the newspapers, and the rumors at the butcher shop. After his daddy died about five years ago, he took over the denim factory and everything else. He’d already expanded into other businesses in Dallas and Houston and even in foreign places. Rumor has it, the Barnes empire is three times the size it was when his father was living.”

“I meant about his personal life,” Gina murmured.

Her mother studied her daughter, then folded her hands in front of her on the table. “Actually the Barnes family wasn’t in the news much for a couple of years after you left. Then, about five or six years ago, Logan married Amy Dunlap, who moved here from Dallas and made her mark in real estate. There was a splash about that in the paper. She was at the epitome of her career when she got pregnant. I’m not exactly sure what happened after that. I just know the baby was delivered early and she died and Logan now has a son. I think Angie knows the whole story but she’s not talking. She just says that little boy fought for his life and won.”

“Daniel is a cutie.”

“You’ve met him?”

“Yes, I have. I can’t say more about it than that.”

Her mother didn’t need Gina to spell it out. “And I can’t ask any questions because you can’t answer them. Just tell me this, are you and Logan interested in each other again?”

Gina was shaking her head before any words came out of her mouth. “That won’t happen. He’s still angry I left. In fact…his father had a stroke that same night. I know Logan believes it happened because they argued about me.”

“Oh, Gina. The same night? I heard he was ailing but never heard the cause.”

“I think Logan blames me for his father’s stroke.”

Gina and her mother had always been close. She’d confided in her about every teenage aspiration and dream, though they’d disagreed about her situation with Logan. Her mother had known exactly how she’d felt about everything. But that had changed after the rape. Gina hadn’t told anyone about it except the counselor she’d seen. Even now, all these years later, she couldn’t bear to see hurt in her parents’ eyes. If she told them—

She didn’t want to revisit the shame. She didn’t want to feel again as if some of it were her fault. On some level, she knew it wasn’t. Her counselor’s voice still echoed in her head every time she thought about it. You did nothing wrong. His actions weren’t your fault. You said no. He didn’t listen.

Still, Gina had gone to the party knowing full well there would be liquor there. She’d gone with the boy up to his friend’s room. She’d been stupid and naive and had paid dearly for it. To admit all that to anyone close to her wouldn’t have helped back then. There was no point in divulging it to her mother now.

“What’s troubling you?” her mom asked.

Gina sighed. “At some point, Logan and I are going to have to talk about all of it.”

“To make peace?”

“I don’t know if we’ll ever make peace. When someone hurts you as badly as I hurt him, peace is hard to come by.”

“Not if the two of you want it.”

She knew she did, but she wasn’t sure about Logan. If he could forgive her—

That seemed to be an unreachable dream.

“I don’t know how often you’re seeing Logan…” Her mother hesitated then went on. “But we’re planning a picnic and softball game at the pavilion at the lake next weekend. Why don’t you ask him and his little boy to come?”

“Mom, you can’t be serious.”

“Didn’t you say you want to make peace?”

“Yes, but I don’t think he’d ever accept.”

“You won’t know until you ask, will you?”

“Why are you willing to get involved? Logan knows you disapproved of us being together.”


“Time has passed. He’s a grown man. You’re a grown woman. I don’t regret the choice we helped you make. Not only do you have your Ph.D. and the satisfaction of knowing you helped your sister through school, but your older brother and sister look up to you.”

Yes, she had accomplished what her parents wanted. She was happy—wasn’t she?

Then why did you return to Sagebrush? a little voice in her head asked.

To make peace with Logan? Is that why fate had brought him to her?

“I’ll think about your suggestion, Mom, but don’t get your hopes up.”

“My hopes are always up,” her mom reminded her with a grin.

Gina couldn’t help but laugh as she stood, rounded the corner of the table, and hugged her mother. She was glad she’d come home.

 

Logan entered the kitchen on Monday evening from the garage, eager to see his son. Gathering Daniel into his arms was always the best part of his day. Yet tonight, he knew Gina was with Daniel. Her car was already in the driveway.

Suddenly he heard his little boy’s cry. The sound of it made Logan shift his briefcase to the counter. He took off for the family room.

As he rushed into it, he found Gina holding Daniel, murmuring to him. But Daniel was crying and shaking his head and Logan couldn’t tell if he was hurt or not.

Still, he tried to keep his voice calm as he took Daniel from Gina’s arms. “Did he fall?”


“No,” she answered without a reasonable explanation.

He leaned away from his crying toddler. “Are you okay? Did you get a bump or—”

“He didn’t hurt himself,” she said quietly.

Daniel was hiccupping, his cries softer now that he was in his dad’s arms.

“Where’s Hannah?”

“She said she had a batch of laundry to take out of the dryer.”

Worried, Logan carried his son to the sofa and sat with him on his knee. “So why is he crying?”

In watching Gina with Daniel, he knew she was careful. He knew she didn’t put his son in danger. Yet he hadn’t been here to protect Daniel so anything could have happened. So much for returning that last call. Daniel was always his main priority. Just because his son was with Gina was no reason to let down his guard.

Snatching one of the small plastic animals from the floor, he handed it to Daniel. His son’s cries subsided as he became interested in the toy.

Gina was studying them both as she explained, “He stood up by the chair. I wouldn’t just hand over his toy, so he got stubborn, sat down and started crying. Mrs. Mahoney said he didn’t have his nap today. He could just be tired, or…he could finally be realizing we’re not going to give him everything he wants just because he hollers for it.”

When Logan looked into Gina’s eyes, his heart practically turned over in his chest. Damn, but she had the most beautiful brown eyes he’d ever seen. They were the color of brandy and had always melted him.

“Have you been here long?”

“About half an hour.”


“I’m sorry I’m late.”

“That’s no problem, Logan. Sometimes it’s better if you aren’t watching.”

“Excuse me?”

Her cheeks reddened a little. “I just mean Daniel responds differently when you’re here than when you’re not.”

“How’s he different?”

“He expects you to protect him, to make sure his world is right-side-up.”

“That’s a dad’s job.”

“Most of the time it is. But he’s getting to the age where he’s striking out, learning to do for himself. It’s a long process. He needs the confidence to know he can.”

“You’re saying I’m still treating him like that preemie in the incubator who needed my every prayer to live.”

With an understanding smile, Gina came over to the sofa and sank down beside him. “Your concern and worry for Daniel are normal. You almost lost him. But he’s healthy and happy, and just trying to catch up to where he belongs.” She held her hands out to the baby to see if he’d come to her.

Daniel looked up at his dad, then back at Gina. With a grin, he plopped down on his dad’s legs and squiggled over to her.

She lifted him into her arms, held him up and laughed. “You’re a charmer, but don’t think that smile is going to get you everything you want.”

Daniel smiled and babbled at her, and she laughed again.

Logan had noticed that Gina was different when she was with his son. She was the teenager he’d fallen in love with—lovely and sparkling and laughing. Since she’d reentered his life, he’d decided the tension between them had taken the sparkle from her eyes. Now he wasn’t so sure. Maybe something else had. Something that had changed the girl he used to know. His years with Amy had changed him. What had changed Gina?

He told himself he didn’t care, but a gnawing in his gut urged him to find out what had happened to her since they’d parted ways. Maybe she was struggling to let go of something in her past other than what had happened between the two of them.

He’d struggled to let go of Amy, but she was still there in Daniel’s smile, the laughter in his eyes and the color of his hair. But he’d had no choice—he’d had to let go of her to concentrate on Daniel, to enable him to live and thrive.

Maybe he could let go of Gina, too, and be free—free to focus on his son and the life they’d built—if they were more honest with each other.

When Gina settled Daniel on her lap, he yawned a big, wide, baby yawn that told them both he’d had enough for today.

Logan had, too. He gathered his son up once more and stood. “I’m going to put him down for the night.”

Gina looked uncomfortable, rubbed her hands on her jeans-clad knees and said, “I’ll collect my paraphernalia and be going.”

After he started for the doorway, he debated with himself. Turning back to her, he asked, “Would you like to go for a ride after I put him to bed? I don’t think Hannah would mind sitting with him for a while.”

Gina looked torn. “You need to clear the cobwebs from a long day?”


“I do. Silence isn’t always the best way to do that, and the horses won’t always make conversation with me.”

She smiled, and this time the sparkle was there, even though they weren’t talking about Daniel.

She pointed to her shoes. “I only have my sneakers.”

“You know there are always spare boots in the barn. I’m sure there will be a pair there that will fit.”

Her expression told him she did indeed remember the spare boots…and she remembered other things, too.

So did he.

He had the sudden urge to ask her to put Daniel to bed with him, but that was a bonding time with his son. He didn’t want Gina that involved with his life. He nodded to the flat-screen TV and the magazines on the coffee table.

“Make yourself at home.”

Although she nodded, she looked a bit lost. That was the way he felt now that he’d invited her for a ride. What did he really expect to come of it?

 

A half hour later, Gina walked beside Logan to the barn, well aware they’d taken this walk together before—almost fourteen years to the day. His silence told her he must have been conscious of it, too. Their romance had begun on a night like this—when the air was fragrant with damp grass, a three-quarter moon glowing in the twilight sky, begging their gazes to linger on it. His father had been away so often that summer they’d pretty much had the run of the place—swum in the pool, gone riding and made love in a vacant stall. She could still remember the scent of clean hay, the roughness of a wool blanket on her skin, Logan’s passionate kisses and tender touches.


The scent of roses wafted to her on the breeze and she noticed the yellow roses alongside the barn were in full bloom.

Years ago the stable at the Barnes estate had been stone and wood. Now it had been modernized and weatherized and was relatively maintenance-free. The decades-old stone facing had been cleaned and preserved and the door Logan opened for her didn’t squeak as the old one had.

As they passed the tack room, Logan stayed a few strides ahead of her, out of touching distance. No chance of elbows grazing as their steps slowed in unison, no conversation. Turning to look around, she saw that only four of the stalls were occupied now.

Logan suddenly stopped and faced Gina. “I’m going to give you Aquarius to ride. She’s sure-footed and intuitive. Do you still remember how to saddle up?”

“That’s something a rider never forgets. I saddle my own horse at Francesca and Grady’s, and at Vince and Tessa’s.”

“Good. Then I don’t have to worry about the saddle sliding around to the side after you’re in the paddock.”

His suddenly lighter tone gave her hope. “When I love to do something, I become an expert at it.”

“That always was one of your qualities I admired.”

Immediately a conversation vividly played in her mind. It had taken place in this barn…in a vacant stall. They’d made love for the second time, a week after the first. Logan’s father had been home at the estate during that week. Gina’s parents had disapproved of her dating Logan and had kept her at home with chores and babysitting most days. But on Friday night, Logan’s dad had gone out of town and her parents hadn’t found another excuse to keep her at home. After all, she was eighteen.


Eighteen, in love and confused about what her future could be. Eighteen and uncertain about everything from her looks to her intelligence to her capabilities. Logan had lain beside her on the blanket in that stall, stroking the curls around her face. She’d been bolder with him that night, touching him more, reacting to every one of his caresses.

Holding her chin in his hand, he leaned forward and took another deep, wet kiss. She surprised him by wrapping her arms around his neck, pulling him down to her, returning each stroke of his tongue.

When he broke away, he laughed. “You catch on fast.”

They were still naked and she took advantage of that, running her hands down his chest, over his stomach…and lower. “You’re a wonderful teacher. When I’m really interested in a subject, I can become an expert in no time.”

“An expert, huh? In the art of loving me?”

She panicked when he’d asked her that. After all, her love for Logan was new and frightening—because it had the power to change her life. She’d already committed herself to a future her parents approved of, to helping her younger sister through college, then working in a field where she could make a difference.

Still, she couldn’t ignore her heart. “I’d like to become an expert in the art of loving you.”

She’d been living in the moment, wanting to feel Logan’s arms around her again, needing his approval, too. And she had loved him. She just hadn’t realized how much until it was too late.

Now she saw him looking at her and knew he was remembering that night, too. What could she say? “I meant it, but I was so young and naive”? “I didn’t know what love meant until your father warned me away from you”? “Until my heart broke when I left”? “Because I felt unworthy of you and unable to tell you what had happened”?

Logan stepped toward her, his hand raised as if to reach for her. But then he abruptly turned and unlocked Aquarius’s stall door.

Gina felt shaken, wanting to get close to Logan again at least in friendship—but not knowing how. She placed her hand on his arm. “Logan.”

He acted as if she wasn’t touching him. “She’ll read your slightest signal,” he said. “The easiest touch on the reins is all she needs.”

“Logan,” she repeated. “Maybe we should talk about—”

“I don’t want to talk, Gina. Not now. Let’s just saddle up and get out on the trail. That’s the only place I seem to find peace these days.”

She dropped her hand from his arm, not wanting to stir the cauldron of emotions that wouldn’t help either of them.

A few minutes later, they’d left the safety of the paddock and were headed along the marked trail by the white fence line. Thought and planning had gone into the trails that wound through the trees as if they were a natural route rather than a groomed one. The canopy of live oaks made their ride quiet and intimate, the last lingering light spilling through the leaves, dappling their path.

“Do you have time to ride as far as the lake?” he asked.

The Barnes property held a natural lake of its own. It was surrounded by cottonwoods and willows and was one of Gina’s favorite places, day or night.

She answered softly, “I have time.”


They rode side by side and Gina felt a companionship in that, as if they were gaining some footing, finding that common ground from so many years ago. But Logan must have been thinking of other things.

As they drew up to the cottonwoods on the shore of the lake, he said, “Amy and I didn’t come here much.”

Gina went still, then she asked conversationally, “Did your wife like to ride?”

“No, she didn’t. I mean, she would ride because I liked to. It was a pleasant way to spend a Sunday afternoon when she wasn’t showing properties. But she didn’t have a real yearning for it. It was a pastime, like golf.” He looked over his shoulder at Gina. “And I think she preferred golf.”

Their legs almost brushed as Gina drew up beside him. “Did you learn to prefer golf?” She’d seen her friends’ lives change with marriage and maybe Logan’s had, too.

“Actually, I hate golf. I’m not bad at it. I learned the game for business reasons as well as social ones after I met Amy. The idea of chasing a ball from hole to hole doesn’t hold much interest for me. I’d rather be on a horse, learning his nature, learning his habits, learning how we can communicate. Do you know what I mean?”

“You’re talking to a believer. I know exactly what you mean. I enjoyed skiing in New England. It’s challenging in its own way. But it’s not part of me like riding is, like horses are. Are you going to buy Daniel a pony?”

“Maybe. Do you think it’s a good idea?”

“Sure. Under the right supervision, horseback riding can teach children balance in a way not much else can. In fact, I’ve often thought about organizing a horseback riding camp for developmentally challenged children.” She shrugged, a bit embarrassed by sharing that with him. “It’s just one of my dreams.”

“Do you have a lot of them?”

She laughed. “An assortment. I’ve considered volunteering in Appalachia, too. The children and families there need so much help. I’ve also considered writing a book for parents, and I would love to tour Alaska someday.”

“You have a lot of dreams left.”

“Don’t you?” She hated to think his dreams had died with his wife.

“My dreams now are for Daniel. Will he want to become a world leader, an economist, a soccer player? Should I let him take piano lessons as well as try out for a football team? How soon should he learn Spanish, climb a tree, have a pet other than a horse? Small dreams and big ones.”

“You still need your own dreams, too.”

“No,” he said quickly. “Not anymore. Raising a child and running a business can keep a man busy for a lifetime.”

She could hear what he wasn’t saying. That his dreams had gotten crushed and he wasn’t going to invest in them again.

“Do you believe in fate?” she asked.

“Fate or coincidence?” he asked with a sideways glance.

“I think fate brought Daniel’s chart to my desk.”

“Or coincidence.”

“Maybe I was meant to work with Daniel so that I could make up for the hurt I caused you.”

He brought his horse closer to hers so the animals’ noses were almost touching. He leaned forward and looked into her eyes. His were shaded by the brim of his Stetson and she couldn’t see them clearly.

But she definitely heard the vehemence in his voice. “The past can’t be fixed. You can just try to move it aside and go on. After you left, I got over it. Amy died, and I’m trying to get over that. Fate has nothing to do with Daniel’s chart landing on your desk. This really is a small world, Gina,” he returned. “You know Tessa. She’s Daniel’s pediatrician. We all link together, one way or another.”

He made the coincidence sound so reasonable. But she felt she’d come back here, not only to be with her family, but to mend fences with Logan. Fate had made that a little easier.

That was what she believed but she also knew she was the one who had to choose the next step. She wasn’t sure what that step was going to be.

“Enough of the lake?” Logan asked.

She could never get enough of the lake—or enough of him. But his the-past-can’t-be-fixed attitude proved that he didn’t forget or forgive easily.

And she didn’t know how she was going to change that.







Chapter Five



Gina glanced at the sky with its thousand tiny twinkles of light, the moon softly brilliant and illuminating their return path. This could be a romantic ride if only—

If only what? As far as she could tell, Logan didn’t even want to be friends. Why would he? Telling him what had happened to her wouldn’t change the fact that he’d felt deserted by her.

When they reached the paddock, Logan dismounted to unhitch the gate. In jeans, boots, snap-button shirt and a Stetson, he was every inch a Texan, every inch a strong, compelling, virile man. He had more confidence now than he’d had at twenty-two. He was quieter and more introspective, but then so was she.

He walked and she rode until they reached the exterior doors to the barn. There she stopped Aquarius, intending to dismount.


But distracted by memories of the past and the tension of the present, she caught her foot in the stirrup and almost landed on the ground.

Logan was quick and caught her around the waist, holding her snugly until she pulled her boot free. She felt tossed back into a time when being in his arms like this had been right. Now she felt awkward and embarrassed, afraid to face him and see nothing in his expression. But she had to do it.

The brim of his Stetson might have hidden his eyes but as he set her back on her feet, the barn light lit the angles of his face. They were standing close, much closer than they should. She held her breath, not knowing what he might say, not knowing what to expect. The night air drifted across them, but she wasn’t chilled, not when she was standing this near to Logan, feeling the heat of his body. He reached out and slid his hand under the hair at the back of her neck. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t speak. She just stared into his eyes, hoping to see a glimmer of the gentleness she once knew.

“Gina?” His voice was rough.

The desire she saw in his gaze made her tremble. He wanted her. That was obvious in the tension in his fingers, the tightening of his jaw, the tautness of his stance.

The anticipation of another kiss brewed and ripened between them. Yet she knew what she had to do…until they could find an emotional bond once more.

She stepped away from him before anything could happen, before the desire in his eyes became another kiss they couldn’t undo.

His expression changed, becoming remote, guarded.

“Logan—”


“I’m sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking, or I guess I wasn’t. For a minute old memories made things seem different than they are.”

“So many things have changed,” she murmured.

“For both of us,” he agreed.

She could tell him now. She could just open her mouth and let it all come pouring out. But the timing seemed off. They didn’t even have a friendship to lead them to share.

Yet if she wasn’t honest with him, they’d never be able to share anything substantial. “Logan, I didn’t back away because I didn’t want you to kiss me again. I backed away because I thought it was the right thing to do.”

At her words, he studied her with deepening determination, looking behind them and underneath them. “Right for you, or right for me?”

“For both of us. We have enough regrets between us. I didn’t want to add to them.”

“You have regrets? You did what you had to do.”

“It isn’t that simple.”

“Nothing in life is simple, not even what seems right. I found that out when you left. I found that out when Amy died.”

He stiffly handed her the reins and led his horse into the barn, saying, “We’d better groom them.”

Grooming horses together felt familiar, too, yet she knew familiar wouldn’t be comfortable. Nothing was comfortable between her and Logan now. She’d been right to back away from another kiss.

Yet she knew she’d dream about it tonight.

 

After keeping his distance for a couple of days, Logan called Gina and asked her to his office on Thursday to examine the revised day-care plans.


This wasn’t complicated, he told himself as he ushered her in to his office. But the perfume she wore, some kind of fruity floral scent, had already distracted him.

Gina had never dressed provocatively—she’d dressed practically. In summer she’d worn mostly jeans and T-shirts, or a pair of shorts when they weren’t going riding. She’d never needed clothes to enhance her beauty. Now, however, it was as if she chose clothes that would hide her womanly curves.

This evening, she wore a shapeless navy pantsuit—a boxy jacket, slacks with wide legs—and navy ballet flats. As always, though, his attention went directly to her face, to her huge dark eyes, to the full mouth that he’d almost made the mistake of kissing again. He was still attracted to her, damn it, whether they were on a night ride, or in his office. So he’d better be careful.

“Hi,” she said brightly, as if the other night hadn’t happened at all.

Just wipe it off the slate? he wondered. The same way she’d wiped him out of her life for the past fourteen years?

How could he be angry with her when he’d done the same? No point asking, really—he still was. Even though he’d met, fallen in love with and married Amy, he’d never forgotten Gina’s betrayal because she’d been the first woman he’d really cared about.

He pulled one of the burgundy leather captain’s chairs from in front of his desk around the corner, next to his own. “I think you’re going to like these. James took all of your suggestions seriously.”

Setting her purse on his desk, she came around the corner. Instead of sitting, she studied him. “You didn’t need me to look at these plans. If this is about the other night—”


“This is about the day-care center, Gina. I asked for your ideas because I thought they’d be valuable. If you don’t want to see what the architect has done, just say so.”

After another long look at him, she turned the chair slightly toward his and slid into it. “Okay, show me.”

Those words—show me—thrust him into the past, into the pool house after an evening swim. “Show me how you want me to touch you,” she’d requested. “Show me how to make you satisfied, too. Show me what passion is all about.”

He could hear her voice in his head now, as he sometimes did in his dreams.

“Logan?”

He had to get a grip. After all, this was a business meeting of sorts. Blueprints carried a serious message—Job in Progress. They were going to focus on that job.

They had to sit close together or they couldn’t see the plans. His arm brushed against hers as he leaned forward. The tension between them was already ratcheting up and he knew talking about it would only make it worse. So he acted as if sitting with her like this was the most common occurrence in his world.

He pointed to the blueprint of the day-care center. “That’s a small kitchenette. Great idea so the personnel can deal with snacks. We’ll be feeding the kids from the cafeteria. Those meals can be wheeled in on individual trays or we can keep the food hot with warmers. We have either option. And James divided the larger space into two with observation windows in both.”

Gina pointed to the outside space. “I like the shape of the area with the jungle gym and the swing sets.”


“The equipment and ground covers are made of the latest materials. Safety is a major issue.”

“This really looks perfect, Logan,” she said enthusiastically. “If your personnel are as great as the facilities, I wouldn’t hesitate to send my child there.”

“Are you as good at furnishing day-care centers as you are at planning them? I also need a list of equipment that might be useful.”

She glanced down at the plans and then back at him, and he knew what was coming.

“Are you sure you want me to help you with this? Wouldn’t you be more comfortable with a professional?”

“You are a professional.”

“Logan, you know what I mean. Whether we want to admit it or not, everything is still awkward between us. Do you want that interfering with planning the day-care center?”

She was so damn honest. She always had been. It was one of the qualities he’d liked about her. Amy had always softened her opinion when she knew he might disagree, but Gina had never done that. But he shouldn’t be comparing his wife with Gina.

“We’re adults. Working together doesn’t have to be awkward.”

“The other night was awkward.”

Moving his hand through his hair, he thought about what his reply should be, then decided to be as honest as she was. “I don’t know what got into me. Probably memories. We spent a lot of time in that barn and outside it. I almost felt as if I were twenty-two again.”

She ducked her head for a minute, then returned her gaze to his. “I know what you mean. Wouldn’t it be nice if we could escape that easily?”


What did Gina have to escape from? Was she running from something in New England? Or was she trying to escape into the past instead of looking for a future? He knew all about that.

They were still sitting very close, almost leaning into each other. He knew he should move his chair, get up and walk around the room, anything to be away from her perfume, her softness, the understanding in her eyes. That understanding twisted a knife in his gut.

“More than anything else, Logan, I want to be friends again.”

Friends. Could he do that? Could he relegate Gina to that category? Even in friendship, there had to be loyalty. His rational mind told him she’d been young. She’d had a future ahead of her. She’d been afraid to risk believing in them. Yet another part of him wondered about that loyalty and if she’d break it again.

However, risking friendship was a hell of a lot easier than risking more.

He had no intention of risking more ever again.

“I don’t know, Gina. It can’t be forced.”

Sadness clouded her eyes as if she knew the trust she’d broken with him was going to affect them for the rest of their lives. Still, she forced the clouds away and smiled. “I won’t force anything. That would make us both uncomfortable, but—”

She looked pensive and uncertain for a few moments. Finally she said, “My family is having a picnic by the lake on Sunday. We’ll probably play softball, eat hamburgers. Would you and Daniel like to come? There will be children for him to play with.” She stopped. “You probably already have plans.”

He imagined extending this invitation hadn’t been easy for her. They still weren’t from the same side of the tracks. Their lifestyles were very different. That didn’t matter to him—but did she feel the same way?

“What about your parents? They weren’t fans of mine.”

“My dad respects what you’ve done with your father’s company. And my mother knows we’re not young and naive anymore.”

He couldn’t keep from touching Gina. He just couldn’t. He held her chin gently and asked, “When did you stop being naive?”

Something flickered in Gina’s eyes that almost made his breath hitch. For that moment, he thought he glimpsed excruciating pain. But from what? Another breakup? Was that her MO? Love ’em and leave ’em?

She recovered quickly, all expression dropping from her face.

She responded, “College was a learning experience for me. I lost my naïveté there.”

Partial truth? Complete truth? Just when in college had she lost that naïveté? He had the feeling it had to do with a boy and it had to do with sex. That was an old story. But he didn’t press her for more.

Suddenly emotion flickered in her eyes and he could see she was worried that asking him to the picnic had crossed a line. Maybe it had. Long ago he’d told himself that if she ever came back to Sagebrush, he’d avoid her. So why had he asked her to become involved in the day-care center? Why continue Daniel’s care with her?

Why continue thinking about her night and day?

Because Gina was a puzzle to him now, one he wanted to unlock, to understand. Maybe he never would but he had to try. Maybe if he tried and succeeded, some of his own shadows would finally vanish.


“All right,” he decided. “I’ll come to your picnic. I’m sure Daniel will find it a lot more fun than crawling around his playroom with me. Hannah will be gone for the weekend and it will be just the two of us.”

“Gone?”

“She does have a life,” he said with a smile. “She’s made us her family, but she has a son in college as well as a sister and nieces and nephews in the area.”

“You trust her, don’t you?”

“Implicitly. She was our housekeeper before everything turned…serious. She was wonderful with Amy and when Daniel came home, she mothered him when he needed it most.”

Gina’s eyes grew shiny.

“What are you thinking?” he asked, leaning closer, reaching out and twirling one of her curls around his finger. “Everything’s in your eyes, no matter how you try to hide it.”

“You’ve had a tough road,” she murmured, her voice catching.

She was obviously feeling compassion for what he’d gone through and that touched him in a way a woman hadn’t in a long time. Maybe that was why he revealed, “When Amy died, I wanted to—” He halted, then went on. “There’s that old saying, Fake it until you make it. So I did, for my sake and Daniel’s. About six months ago, I stepped outside one morning, took a deep breath of fresh Texas air, stared up at that blue, blue sky, and realized I was glad I was still here.”

“And how do you feel about Daniel?”

He withdrew his hand, wondering why she could possibly be questioning his feelings for his son. “I love Daniel.”


“I don’t doubt that, Logan, but after Daniel was born, how did you feel then?”

“I told you, I faked it. I put one foot in front of the other and got through each day. I spent most of my hours at the hospital, watching over him.”

“But how did you feel?”

His jaw tightened. He could feel the muscle in his cheek jump. Finally he gave in to her question. “I felt nothing. Amy died so he could survive. I couldn’t absorb it. All I knew was that she was gone and I had a son who might not live, either. How do you think I felt?”

She studied him with huge, dark, sympathetic eyes. “Have you ever talked about this with anyone?”

Now he shrugged and ran his hand through his hair. “Talk about it? Gina, get real. Why would I want to talk about it? Talking only brings up everything I want to forget.” He sighed then blew out a breath. “I’m not clueless. I know what you’re getting at. You think I didn’t bond with Daniel.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to. And the truth is, I didn’t the first month. He was so frail…I could touch him, but couldn’t hold him. He was hooked up to machines in a plastic bubble. But eventually…he grabbed my heart. Luckily I have a good team at the factory because I took a lot of time off. And when he came home, I was there, along with Hannah.”

“I can see you and Daniel have a wonderful relationship.”

“But…” he said warily.

She laughed. “Nothing. Except maybe…” She smiled. “You indulge him a little too much. But that’s a parent’s prerogative, right?”


“Except when it gets in the way of Daniel functioning as well as he should.”

“You’re doing all the right things, Logan. Just give him some time. If you come to the picnic, he’ll have kids to play with and sights to see and new foods to try.”

“So you’re inviting me to this picnic for his sake?”

“No, I’m inviting you both so you can relax. My family can be fun.”

He knew what she was thinking. He’d never had a chance to know them because they hadn’t approved of him. Maybe now that would all change. Did he really care if it did?

 

Logan couldn’t stop the collision.

Rounding the bases during the Rigolettis’ softball game, he and Gina reached home plate at the same time. Her shoulder slammed into his. Somehow their feet tangled and they both went down.

The end-of-May sun shone brightly on them as his arms went to protect her rather than the ball in his glove. He didn’t know why, but holding on to her at that moment was more important than winning the game.

They landed with a jolt, his worse than hers because he was on the bottom. That was good and that was bad. He could feel the hard ground under him—his shoulders pressed into it. But Gina was soft. Her T-shirt had ridden up and his hands were on soft skin. Her body was everything a woman’s body should be as he registered the imprint of her breasts and her pelvis, her thighs stretched along his. Memories flooded back of another time in this position and he knew that she knew he was aroused.

“Damn it, this was supposed to be a safe game of softball.” He didn’t realize he’d said it aloud until she’d scrambled off him as fast as she could.

He reached for her and snagged her arm. “Gina, I just meant—”

She was kneeling beside him, her face red. “It just meant you came today for a beer and playtime for Daniel. Don’t worry, Logan, I understand that.”

He didn’t let go of her arm. “Are you okay? I mean, did you get hurt in the fall?”

“No. Did you?”

Other players were gathering around now and they were close enough to hear what he and Gina were saying. He levered himself to his feet and held a hand out to her. “I’m fine. I think we both just had the air knocked out of us.”

Gina’s brother, John, who’d pitched the ball to Logan, shook his head at his sister. “Sorry, kiddo. He caught it about a second before you slid in. You’re out.”

“Only for this inning,” she said with a smile Logan knew was forced. Then she walked away without a backward glance and headed for the cooler of water.

Logan was still staring after her when he felt a presence close beside him and turned to see Angie, Gina’s younger sister, rolling Daniel toward him in his stroller. The little boy was grinning from ear to ear, kicking his feet and babbling his enjoyment of the day and the company. Gina’s mother and sister had convinced Logan to go play the game while they took care of Daniel. He’d seemed perfectly comfortable with them, so Logan had agreed.

Now he took his little boy from the stroller. “Are you having fun?”

Daniel babbled and leaned forward to put his little arms around Logan’s neck.


Angie laughed. “He likes us, but he likes you better.”

Logan knew Angie was twenty-seven now. She was a beauty with dark brown wavy hair and golden-brown eyes. She was a little shorter than Gina, but slender like her sister. Now she tilted her head at Logan and asked, “So I guess you and Gina are…friends again?”

He shifted Daniel to a comfortable position in his arms, much more comfortable than answering that question. “We’re not friends, exactly. She’s working with Daniel so we’re getting to know each other…again.”

“You mean you can’t go back to what you once had.” Angie was frowning and looking troubled.

“You can’t relive the past, Angie, no matter how hard you try.” They were both watching Gina, and Logan found himself saying, “She’s different now.”

“Different how?” Angie asked warily.

“She’s quieter, more introspective, even around all of you. She sort of sits back and watches, rather than entering the fray. Do you know what I mean?”

“Yeah, I do. She changed after her first year of college, but we all just thought—”

“What did you think?”

“We thought it was because she really missed you.”

Had the decision to leave him been much more difficult than he’d imagined? She’d never looked back. She’d been too busy to take his call when he tried to reach her at school. In fact, he could remember the conversation even today. Three months into his father’s rehabilitation, he’d been worn-out and overwhelmed. Gina had been the one person who could understand that. He’d thought—hoped—that she might have changed her mind…that they could work out some way to stay connected…to eventually be together.


“Logan, I can’t talk right now,” she told him. “I have a class and a test.”

“Can we talk later? Just because you’re in Connecticut doesn’t mean we can’t keep in touch.”

She paused for a long few moments. “You and I both know a long-distance relationship won’t work. And, Logan, I can’t see me ever coming back to Sagebrush. Not for more than a visit. So I don’t think there’s any point…to talking.”

Had her voice caught? Did she wish she hadn’t chosen the path she was on?

It had taken him three months to set aside his anger and his pride and call her. But during that painful conversation, his pride had reared its head again. Her life had been going on, his would, too. Next semester if his dad continued to make progress in his recovery, he’d be working on his MBA. There had been more than one woman who’d shown an interest in him. Gina had chosen her path and her rejection had only made him more sure of his.

Or so he’d thought—

“You could become friends again,” Angie said, intervening in the past, as if she was hopeful about the future.

The sensation of Gina’s body on top of his, his fingertips on her skin, the fresh scent of her hair, taunted him. “We could. But I don’t know if we will,” he commented and slipped Daniel back into his stroller.

After a nod to Angie, he pushed his little boy over to the bench where he would wait until his turn at bat.







Chapter Six



“So tell me, Logan,” Gina’s mother said. “What does it feel like to be CEO of your father’s company?”

Gina looked at her parents, who were sitting next to each other across the picnic table from her. Daniel was happily kicking his legs in a high chair at the end of the table. He grinned at them as he poked little round cereal Os into his mouth.

Gina wished she felt like grinning. What was her mother up to?

Suddenly conscious of Logan beside her, his elbow lodged next to hers now and then, she wasn’t sure inviting him here today had been a good idea. He and Daniel seemed to be having fun but her stomach was tied up in knots and she wasn’t even sure why.

Logan didn’t seem to be bothered by her mother’s question. “It’s an honor to run an enterprise he built from scratch.”

“I heard you’re running it better than he ever did,” Angie said, looking Logan in the eye.

Logan just shrugged. “New styles for denim as well as advancing technologies have made it easier for me to expand markets. I see change as opportunity.”

“That’s a good way to look at it,” Gina’s mother decided. “I hope Gina sees her return to Sagebrush as a new opportunity. I don’t want to believe she did it just for us.”

Feeling Logan’s gaze on her, Gina shrugged. “Everyone’s life needs a change at some point. Now seemed to be a good time.” She stood and picked up the empty dessert plates. They’d all eaten every bit of her mother’s homemade pies.

At the next table, her brother, John, called, “Hey, Gina. If you want to clean up our table, too, I’ll leave you a tip.”

She wrinkled her nose at her brother. “Be careful. The next time you want me to babysit, I might not wash off their sticky fingers before they point to their favorite characters on your new fifty-two-inch TV.”

Everyone laughed, but Gina still felt the heat of Logan’s gaze. That made her excited and nervous all at the same time. She dumped the plates into the trash can and heard her mother say, “Gina waited tables when she was in college for extra money. I think she was even a short-order cook at one point, weren’t you, honey?”

“I was,” she answered, turning from the trash can with a bright smile. “Eggs overeasy, burgers medium well. They were my specialty.”

“She suddenly decided she didn’t like waitressing, that she’d rather be back in the kitchen. I didn’t get that because as a cook, she didn’t get tips,” her brother explained.

“I worked more hours that way because nobody else wanted to do the short order.”

Logan suddenly stood and climbed out from the picnic bench. Approaching his son, he unfastened the tray from his high chair.

Angie asked, “You’re not leaving, are you?”

Gina wondered what that was all about. She told her sister, “Daniel has a regular routine at bedtime. Logan probably doesn’t want to disrupt that.”

Logan’s eyes settled on her once more and she felt hot from head to toe, even though the day had simply been pleasantly warm.

“Gina’s right. In a little while, he’ll be good and cranky. I find I can get him to sleep easier if I do it on his timetable.”

“The world revolves around our children,” Gina’s mom said, nodding. “Most men don’t get that.”

“I had to get it,” Logan said seriously.

Gina’s mother stood now, too, and went to Logan and Daniel. “I just want to tell you how glad we are you could come today.”

“Yes, we are,” Angie said quickly. “You’ll have to come to one of our family dinners. Mom makes the best ravioli.”

Gina didn’t understand what her sister was doing. Why was she pushing Logan’s continued connection to her family? Gina had to have a talk with her and soon. There were times when Gina had wanted to start a serious conversation with her sister, but Angie always found an excuse not to. They were both busy women. Angie didn’t always work the same shift. She was also signed up for the hospital’s disaster relief team and flew out unexpectedly when they were needed. Besides Angie’s commitments, Gina often stayed late at Baby Grows. That didn’t make getting together easy.

“Maybe sometime,” Logan answered diplomatically, already gathering Daniel from his chair.

“Would you like me to take him while you pack up?” Gina asked.

Already leaning toward her, Daniel wanted her to hold him. But she didn’t want to overstep any boundaries.

“That would be a help,” Logan said. “Before I round up his diaper bag, toys, food and chair, not to mention his stroller, he could be asleep.”

Gina laughed.

Suddenly Logan leaned close to her and murmured near her ear, “If you want to stay with your family, I’m sure one of them will take you home. You don’t have to leave now.”

Logan had insisted on picking her up this afternoon and she didn’t know now if he was offering simply because he thought she might want to stay, or because he didn’t want to be in close quarters with her again. He hadn’t indicated at all how he felt about being around her.

What about that kiss?

That kiss had been on her mind way too much. But she couldn’t help wondering if Logan thought about it, too.

“I’m ready if you are. I have an early appointment in the morning,” she assured him.

Her mother heard that. “Do you? I was hoping you’d come back to the house for a while.”

“Not tonight, Mom. I promise, I’ll come visit soon.”

While Logan loaded up his vehicle, she and Daniel made the rounds of her family, giving hugs and saying goodbye. Angie, her sister-in-law, Kristi, and her older sister, Josie, were standing together so she really couldn’t ask her younger sister why she’d almost invited Logan to dinner. But she’d find out. After she gave Angie a squeeze, her sister hugged her back.

Angie readjusted one of the shoulder straps on Daniel’s overalls. “You are one of the cutest little boys I’ve ever seen.”

Daniel laid his head on Gina’s shoulder, cuddling in close to her neck.

“He’s getting attached to you,” Angie said.

“No, he’s just a friendly little guy. He’d cuddle with anyone like this.”

Angie adamantly shook her head. “I doubt that. You know—” she lowered her voice “—he could probably use a mom.”

Gina didn’t have a chance to respond as Logan returned from his trek to the Range Rover and held out his hands to his son. Daniel didn’t fuss but went to his dad, poking his thumb into his mouth, closing his eyes as he laid his head on his dad’s shoulder.

“Aha,” Logan said. “I thought so. Fresh air and sun will do it every time.”

After a final round of goodbyes, he and Gina started down the path to the parking lot.

Gina was still thinking about Angie’s last remark, and what might have caused her to voice it.

“Are you tired?” Logan asked her.

“Not really.” Then she added, “It was fun just to be outside and get some real exercise.”

“As opposed to…”

“As opposed to the treadmill Francesca left behind. I’m beginning to hate that thing, even though it’s great to have when I’m up too early to walk outside or I return home late at night. I thought about joining that new gym in town, but I don’t know when I’d find time to go.”

They walked in silence in the growing dusk until they reached the Range Rover. Gina helped buckle in Daniel and took her place in the passenger seat.

After Logan climbed inside, he started the ignition. “Your family made me feel welcome today. I wasn’t exactly sure what would happen.”

“My mother wouldn’t have invited you if she didn’t want you there. I think today was meant to make up in part for their attitude toward you.”

“I suppose.”

Logan put his hand on the gearshift and Gina thought they’d back out of the parking place and be on their way. But he didn’t put the vehicle into Reverse; rather he glanced to the backseat and saw that Daniel’s eyes were closed already.

He shifted as well as he could with his seat belt on and faced her. “You’re different than you were when you were eighteen.”

“Aren’t we all?” she joked, hoping to deflect his perceptive observation.

“Something’s different, Gina, that I can’t put my finger on. I knew you well, very well. You were irrepressible, joy-filled, ready for any new adventure. Now—”

“Now I’m mature, and I like my world a little more organized.”

He shook his head. “No. The old Gina comes out with kids. You played tag, you told jokes, you even swung Daniel on the swing like that girl of eighteen. But the rest of the time, you’re quieter, more…withdrawn. So I guess I’m asking, what had the greatest impact on who you are today?”

“It must have been that short-order cooking,” she teased.

“Gina.”

The gentle expression in his voice was hard to miss. But did she really want to tell him what had happened, here with his son sleeping in the backseat? She really believed what she’d told him early on when working with Daniel—children were little sponges, no matter what the age. She didn’t want to go into something as serious as date rape with Daniel around.

She took a deep breath. “When I was in college, something happened to change the way I looked at the world.”

“Something, or someone?”

“A mixture of the two, but I don’t talk about it. There’s no point. I’m sure there are things that happened that gave you your view of life today. You said you see change as opportunity. Your father didn’t. I remember how he fought against bringing in the newest types of machinery. He liked the old ways of doing things.”

“I swore I’d never be like him.”

“I’m sure his stroke and passing affected you.”

“They did. I was pressed into responsibility in a way I’d never experienced after his stroke. We became closer than I ever thought we could. But we weren’t talking about me, and I’m not so self-absorbed that I didn’t notice you changed the subject.”

“You have to get home and put Daniel to bed.”

He looked frustrated but then gave her a wry smile. “You know how to escape a sticky conversation.”

“I do my best.”


He put his hand on the gearshift again and shifted into Reverse. “We’ll have to finish this soon.”

He wasn’t going to let it drop, and she supposed she didn’t want him to. The time would be right soon.

And then what?

That was the problem. The traumatic event in her life had nothing to do with them and with what Logan felt about her. She had to regain his trust if she wanted even friendship between them. But even then, could she tell him about the threat his father had made? How could she ruin Logan’s image of his dad? Somehow she had to rebuild her relationship with Logan without hurting him. But she knew regaining trust would be as difficult as rewriting history.

 

Gina’s emotions had held a tug-of-war with her logic since the picnic. Maybe she should have told Logan about the rape. On the other hand, was he ready to hear? After she told him, she couldn’t take it back. After she told him, he’d look at her differently.

On Monday evening Gina decided to tell Logan the truth—about everything. She had an excuse for stopping by. She’d brought lists of requirements for staff for the day-care center and catalogs for furnishings. But as she pulled into the circular driveway in front of the house, she noticed the black stretch limousine.

Logan had company…apparently important company. She pulled up behind the limo, thought about her timing then switched on the ignition again ready to pull away.

However, before she could, Logan came to the door. Seeing her, he beckoned her inside.

She would simply hand him the information. The rest would have to wait.


Parking quickly, she ran up the walk and handed him the manila envelope. “Just some catalogs with things I thought you might need for the day-care center. You’ll have an idea of cost estimates when you go through them. Staffing requirements, too.”

Logan was dressed in a Western-cut suit, white shirt and bolo tie and looked as if he’d stepped out of the pages of Country Gentlemen magazine. In her jeans and sandals she felt as she had fourteen years ago on the evening his father had told her he would never let his son marry a nobody.

“I didn’t mean to interrupt your evening. I wasn’t thinking. I should have called.”

He took the envelope from her. “You’re not interrupting, believe me. I’m just having dinner with an oil man and his wife who are interested in donating to the foundation.”

“Foundation?”

“After Amy died, I set up a foundation for donations to help with research for women who are pregnant and have cancer. That seemed to be one of the most positive things I could do to try to get over feeling powerless.”

Logan admitting to that feeling surprised her. Maybe she really didn’t know him. Maybe she hadn’t known him all those years ago, but had just been caught up in romantic dreams, without the maturity to realize what was real and what wasn’t.

“That’s a wonderful cause. I wish you luck tonight. What will it take for your guests to write a huge check?”

“Lots of conversation, martinis and a look at my horses. Chad’s thinking about purchasing a couple of new ones and would like some tips.”

“You should do okay then.”


After a long moment, when they couldn’t seem to look away from each other, Logan broke into a smile. “Why don’t you stay and have dinner with us? I’m sure Chad’s wife would like to talk about something other than baseball scores and the price of crude.”

But Gina was already shaking her head. She knew where she belonged and where she didn’t, and if she wanted to help Logan make an impression, she certainly couldn’t do it dressed like this. “I think I’ll pass, but thank you for asking.”

“You didn’t even give it a minute of thought.” He sounded more puzzled than annoyed and she saw now that he had meant that invitation seriously.

“I didn’t have to, Logan. I might have professional credentials, but I’m not prepared for an evening of suits, upswept hair and jewels.”

His mouth turned down in a frown and now he did look annoyed. “So you’re a reverse snob?”

The word snob made her stumble for an answer. She wasn’t one and never would be. But maybe she needed to give Logan some understanding of why she’d left. To heal past hurts they needed honesty between them. “Your father hired me to work in the barn. Whenever I enter this estate in any capacity, I think of myself as a hired hand. Your dad never thought I was good enough for you and he told me so. So no, Logan, but on a night like this, dressed as I am, I wouldn’t feel comfortable joining you. Think about it—how would you feel coming to one of my department meetings?”

“My father told you you weren’t good enough for me?” He’d heard what she’d said and understood what it had meant.


Should she say more? They couldn’t get beyond the past if she didn’t, could they? “You and I were…becoming more involved. Your dad came home early from a trip and found us together in a chaise by the pool. When you went inside the pool house to change, he told me I shouldn’t even consider a relationship with you because I was a nobody, and he had plans for you to marry someone in your same social stratum.”

“Gina! Why didn’t you ever tell me?” His voice showed his shock and he looked troubled.

“At the time, I thought it was best not to, and then…it didn’t matter.” She heard laughter float from an interior room. “I shouldn’t have told you now. I just wanted you to understand why I didn’t feel comfortable staying tonight. But I do appreciate the invitation.”

When she turned to leave, he caught her arm. “You can’t just go like this.”

“Yes, I can. Have a good night, Logan. I’ll see you Wednesday for Daniel’s session.”

“You always run away before we’re finished,” she heard him mutter. But she didn’t linger and listen to anything else he had to say. His reaction to her revelations had indicated to her that he might have stood up for her. The fact that he’d wanted her to stay tonight said he didn’t care about appearances.

All those years ago, Gina had thought she’d left Logan for all the right reasons. But now she realized she’d simply been too insecure to stay and fight.

 

Logan rang the doorbell of the Victorian, not sure what he was doing there. He just knew he and Gina had to talk. For almost twenty-four hours, he’d mulled over what Gina had said about his father. Long dusky shadows were beginning to fill corners as he pressed the bell again.

Suddenly the door opened and Gina was there, looking breathless and beautiful in jeans and a lime-colored blouse. “I was out back,” she explained. “The evening was just too nice to stay indoors.”

“Are you home alone?” Logan asked, thinking they could go for a drive if she wasn’t.

“Yes, Raina is at her brother’s. Come in,” she said, motioning him inside.

She switched on the Tiffany light in the foyer and its jewel tones dispelled the shadows. When she led him into the living room, he noticed the kitchen beyond, then the hall that led to other rooms. It was an intriguing house, definitely large enough for two or three women to share.

“Would you like something to drink?” she asked. “I have…a local wine, soda, juice, beer.”

Did she think he’d turn down anything but the finest champagne? Did she have the beer for men friends she might invite over?

“I’m fine.”

She nodded as if she didn’t know what to do next.

“I thought we should talk,” he said bluntly, motioning to the sofa to indicate this wouldn’t be a quick conversation.

They rounded opposite sides of the coffee table and met in the middle.

He waited for her to be seated, and then he lowered himself a good six inches away. “I want to know more about the conversation you had with my father.”

She took one of the fringed throw pillows into her lap and held it as if she needed something to hold on to. “I’m not sure there’s any point.”


“I believe there is.”

Staring across the room rather than at him, she pulled the pillow into her chest. “The truth is—I wasn’t mature enough or assertive enough to stand up for myself, but I think that’s because I believed he was right.”

“That you were a nobody?” She’d been intelligent and bright and sweet.

“You made me feel like somebody, but I knew that wasn’t enough. I felt I had to be your equal. Your father didn’t think I was, didn’t see that I was, so I was sure I wasn’t.”

“You really believed that?”

She nodded and swung her gaze toward him. “I didn’t have the latest clothes. I wore Josie’s hand-me-downs. I wasn’t a cheerleader or even a debater because I always had to get home to take care of Angie. I never resented that because I found satisfaction in taking care of her and fulfilling my role in my family. It was important to me, and it helped my mom bring home a paycheck, too. But that role also kept me isolated from my classmates. When I met you, you didn’t know that I wasn’t the most popular girl in school. You didn’t care that I wasn’t a cheerleader. You were somehow beyond all that. At least, that’s what I thought.”

“But my dad made you feel differently.”

She hesitated, then seemed to choose her words carefully. “Your dad made me see who I truly was. That wasn’t going to change unless I changed it. I could do that by going to college. I could not only change who I was, but who Angie could become. Oh, Logan, I wanted to stay. But there were so many pressures that pushed me to leave. Once I was in college, I still had regrets, but I—”

The look on her face forewarned him that he wouldn’t like what was coming. For a moment, just a moment, he glimpsed that something soul-shaking had happened to her.

“So when I called, why didn’t you talk to me? Did you really have a test?”

She looked down at her hands folded across the pillow. Her dark lashes were so feminine on her cheeks, but he sensed her calm exterior was hiding a wealth of turmoil underneath.

“I had a test that day, but…I couldn’t call you back.”

More than anything, he wanted to reach out and take her hand. He wanted to reach out and touch her face. When they touched, all heaven broke loose and he could use a little of that now. But this wasn’t about him and his feelings. It was about her. He’d never put himself into her shoes because he hadn’t wanted to, because her reasons for leaving weren’t as important as the reasons she should have stayed.

“Tell me what happened.”

It was a request more than a command, but the intensity behind it made her hold the pillow tighter.

“You’ll never look at me the same again if I tell you,” she said, so reasonably he almost believed her. But then he saw she wasn’t being reasonable at all. She was afraid…afraid of his reaction.

“What happened?” he asked again, gently so she’d know she had nothing to fear.

He saw the pulse at her neck was beating fast.

She took a deep breath, held it, then let it out. “I was date-raped.”

She uttered the words very softly, but they slammed into him like a body blow. Their impact took his breath away. If they did that to him, he could only imagine what they did to her. Should he gather her into his arms? Let her explain? Tell her she didn’t have to say anything else?

He was at a total loss. He felt frozen.

She must have seen how absolutely he’d been affected by what she’d told him because she said, “You don’t have to say anything. I just wanted you to know why I didn’t come back, why I didn’t call, why I felt even more insecure about the differences between us.”

“My God, Gina, insecure? You were raped! Insecurity has to be the least of it. Who in the hell did this? Did you press charges?”

Agitated now, she tossed down the pillow and walked over to the bay window looking out into the front yard. “I didn’t bring this up to rehash it. I got counseling. It’s over.”

He couldn’t stay away from her now. Crossing to her, he gently laid his hands on her shoulders. “If you don’t want to talk about it, that’s okay, but please turn around and look at me.”

She did then, and he could tell it took an effort for her to keep her chin lifted. He could feel the tension in her body, see the lines on her brow, and abruptly he realized what facing him like this cost her. Without a second thought, he wrapped his arms around her and brought her into his chest. They stood that way for what seemed to be a very long time.

Seconds passed. Minutes passed. He didn’t know how many.

When Logan finally leaned back to look at her, he thought he might see tears in her eyes, but he didn’t. That surprised him.

“You say you’re over it, but can you really be over something like that?”


A long sigh escaped her lips. “For the most part. I still have some trust issues with men, trust issues in general, really. I didn’t tell anyone what happened. It would have been a ‘he said, she said’ situation. He didn’t even go to the college I attended. He was a friend of one of the frat guys and just happened to be at the party that night. I was lonely and had drunk punch that was spiked. I don’t know how much liquor was in it. But that was no excuse. I never should have gone with him to that room. I thought we were going to talk.” She let out a humorless laugh.

That laugh was like a lance to Logan’s heart. Gina had been trusting and innocent, shy and vulnerable. How much of that had been taken away from her? He was filled with righteous anger.

She pushed away from Logan. “I can see what you’re wondering. I said no, Logan. After a few kisses, I said no. But he wouldn’t listen, and he was stronger and bigger than I was.”

“Don’t, Gina. I’m not doubting you.”

“Aren’t you? The counselor warned me about any responses a man in my life might have. That’s why I never told my parents. Can you imagine what my father’s response would be?”

“And your mother doesn’t know, either?”

“No, no one does. It happened in Connecticut. I dealt with it there. I didn’t want it intruding on my family or on any time we spent together.”

“Don’t you think they had a right to know so they could help you?”

“They couldn’t help me, Logan. I had to handle it on my own. I had to take my power back. I had to work through the anger, and then I had to go on.”


“But did you go on? Or is this the reason you never married and had a family?”

“I don’t know. I do know I got caught up in my studies and my work and that’s what became all-important to me.”

As he studied Gina, he saw there were no external remnants of what she’d been through. But he suspected on the inside, she’d been changed in an elemental way. As he thought about everything she’d told him, he found his fists clenched by his sides.

She glanced at him warily. “You’re going to be different now, aren’t you? Please, Logan, don’t be. I just told you all this so you’d understand why I couldn’t…stay in touch.”

“Essentially, you didn’t trust me to understand. You thought I’d blame you.”

“Trust? I don’t think that even entered into it. It took me a long while to recover—months, a year, probably even longer than that. I just put one foot in front of the other and took a step each day. My counselor and group therapy were a large part of my college years. I made excuses not to come home until I had put myself back together.”

He instinctively wanted to touch her again, but didn’t know if he should. “Does it bother you to be…close to a man?”

“Strangers. Sometimes if they get close, I pull away. But with you, I’m…fine.”

Was that longing he saw in her eyes? Longing for what? What they might have had? For his kiss? For his forgiveness? He’d come here to settle something between them. Instead, everything had gotten more complicated. He was at a loss as to what to say or do, and he wondered just how he would have reacted if she’d told him right after the rape had happened.

“So the guy who did this—”

“I didn’t even know where he was visiting from, or who his friend was. I only knew he was charming and complimentary and seemed like a genuinely nice guy until after we went into that room. Could I have found out who he was? Maybe. But I wasn’t in any position to play detective. Shouldn’t I have discovered who he was and outed him? Yes. As soon as it happened, I should have gone into the hall and screamed bloody murder. But I didn’t. What I did do was rebuild my life. I made my parents proud. And I helped put Angie through school.”

She walked away from him, over to the sofa, agitated, as if telling him had brought everything out of the dark of the basement, and she didn’t want to see it in the light. He couldn’t blame her. He shouldn’t have asked her questions. He should have just listened.

Logan went to her, caught her hand, and tugged her around to face him. “Do you have plans this evening?”

She looked flustered. “No.”

“Then come home with me. We can spend some time with Daniel and take him to that carnival that’s in town. He’s never seen Ferris wheels or merry-go-rounds. I’d like to take some pictures when he sees all of it for the first time.”

“Why are you inviting me?” she asked, her huge brown eyes direct. “I don’t want you to feel sorry for me. I put the past behind me and I have a life I’m proud of.”

No matter how courageous, forward-looking or optimistic anyone was, trauma colored their future. He remembered the weeks by Amy’s side as she was dying, Daniel’s birth, not knowing whether his son would live or die. He’d pushed all of that to the back of his mind and to the back of his heart, but it never really went away.

“I’m asking you along because Daniel and I want to enjoy his first carnival with someone, and you’re the someone I’m choosing. There’s nothing complicated about it, Gina. Just cotton candy, a merry-go-round and an escape from everyday reality for a little while.”

When she didn’t respond immediately, he prodded her. “So what do you say? Will you ride on the merry-go-round with us?”







Chapter Seven



What are you doing here? Gina asked herself later.

Beside her, Logan pushed Daniel’s stroller over the ruts and bumps of the unpaved walkway in the field where the carnival had been set up, heading toward the cotton-candy vendor.

She knew Logan had only asked her along because he felt sorry for her. That had been the problem with telling him about what had happened. She didn’t want his pity and knowing he felt sorry for her might put even more walls between them.

Or maybe he thought she was a coward for not trying to prosecute her attacker. He might also believe she’d invited what had happened. She’d analyzed her behavior over and over again until her counselor had told her she had to let it go. But that was difficult to do.

Every time Logan glanced at her now, she thought he looked at her a little more kindly. But she didn’t want that, either.

What did she want?

Wasn’t that the most mind-boggling question she’d ever encountered? She’d said she wanted Logan’s forgiveness, but maybe what she really wanted was to find the missing piece of herself she’d left behind in Sagebrush fourteen years ago.

Logan had wheeled Daniel up to the cotton-candy cart that sat next to a corn-dog stand and a funnel-cake maker. “Can you watch him while I get the cotton candy?” he asked her.

He trusted her more and more with Daniel and that made her feel better than she should.

She gave Logan a smile and crouched down with Daniel to talk to him in his language for a few minutes, to play with the small toys on the tray on his stroller. It was a state-of-the-art stroller with all the bells and whistles, sturdy and solid with a canopy that would protect a child against almost any element. She could only imagine what it had cost. In the future, how would Logan keep from spoiling his son and buying him the best and the finest? How would he teach Daniel he had to earn what he wanted most? Would Logan even make him do that? She remembered how Josie had married right out of high school—secondhand supplies were all her older sister had ever known for her kids. It had broken Gina’s mother’s heart and she’d helped provide what she could, but the rest of the family had been on a thin budget, too.

When Logan returned, his smile was bittersweet.

Gina had been at a carnival with Logan that summer she was eighteen in another small town an hour away. They’d wanted just to be themselves, go someplace they weren’t known and where people wouldn’t talk. They’d shared a stick of cotton candy and gotten it all over their mouths, their fingers, their hands. They’d kissed it from each other. When Logan turned her way, she could see that he was remembering that night, too. Those sparks of desire in his eyes were easy to decipher.

Now, however, he merely offered her a pink wisp of the candy. She took it, feeling her fingers get sticky. When she touched it to her lips, she remembered Logan feeding it to her that summer night when they hadn’t had a care in the world. At least that was how it had seemed until Logan’s father had warned her away from his son…until her parents had talked to her about the future and her dreams…until her older sister described being saddled with a baby when she was practically still a child herself. If she had followed her own heart back then and fought for the love she and Logan shared, there might not be this distance between her and Logan now. There would have been no trauma to explain.

Daniel reached out to her swath of pink fluff, filling one little hand with it and squeezing it into his fist. It turned into pink goo. Daniel chortled and touched her cheek with his messy hand, leaving sugary fingerprints. Gina heard Logan’s camera beep.

Laughing, she took Daniel’s hand and kissed it, then wiped it and her face as best she could with her napkin.

Logan’s voice was husky when he said, “I have a jar of baby food in the backpack of the stroller. There’s a canopied dining area over there. If you want to head that way, I’ll grab some food and drinks. Root beer, right?”

He’d remembered. Tears formed in her eyes. She didn’t know why that little thing unlocked the door where feelings waited to rush out, but it did. Still…it took until she found them a table in the cordoned-off area, until she took Daniel from his seat and held him on her lap, for the tears to stop. She’d had an unexpectedly emotional evening. That was all.

A few minutes later, Logan came toward them managing to balance two boxes—one with food, another with drinks. She helped him unload the corn dogs, burgers and chili, then the sodas.

While Logan held Daniel, Gina fed him the baby food.

“It must be awful to be down there sitting in that stroller all the time, unable to see what’s going on up here.”

“Do you think he minds?” Logan asked, as if he hadn’t considered the idea before.

“I just think he’ll like it better up here.”

Daniel seemed content to stare at all the sights while they ate. Lights were beginning to come on now, transforming the carnival into a magical place.

“I forgot to ask if you got donations for your charity from the oil man,” Gina said, finished with her cup of chili, needing to make normal conversation so emotion wouldn’t get the best of her again.

Logan’s eyebrows lifted. “I wish you had come in for dinner.”

She kept silent.

“You’re going to have to deal with your insecurities, Gina,” he said, a little sternly. “You have a Ph.D. and a successful practice. You have nothing to be insecure about.”

She glanced around, seeing that nobody sat at the tables close to theirs, and anyway, everyone else was involved in their own conversations.

They were being so honest with each other. Should she tell him what his father had threatened to do? She’d always wondered what Logan would have chosen. Would he have chosen a life with her, without riches? Or would he have turned his back on her for the life his father had planned for him?

“What are you thinking about?”

She shook her head. “Nothing.”

He frowned. “Nothing you want to talk about, you mean.”

“You think you can still read my mind?” she joked.

“Obviously I can’t.”

Daniel squirmed to be let down, ready to explore something else. “Why don’t we take Daniel on a pony ride?” Logan suggested. “After that, maybe we can listen to the bluegrass concert. I have a blanket in the car we can spread out. He might fall asleep on it if we’re lucky.”

“And if we’re not?”

He shrugged. “We can take him home.”

Logan seemed more relaxed with Daniel’s schedule tonight than he’d been the evening of the picnic with her family. Maybe he’d been uncomfortable with them, but tonight he was at ease with her. Or maybe he sensed what was best for Daniel and just followed his instincts.

Gazing into his eyes now, she knew that was the case. “You really understand putting kids first, don’t you?” she asked softly.

“I do,” he said.

A bond of understanding tied them together. A hot tingle skipped up her back as she gazed into his green eyes and remembered all the things she’d felt as a teenager. Now she was feeling more…excited? More wishful? More intoxicated by his mere presence?


Why was she here?

Maybe by the end of the night, she’d find out.

 

Logan’s gaze fell on Gina for the umpteenth time as they sat on a blanket listening to guitars strumming along with a banjo and fiddle. He couldn’t get her revelations out of his mind. The rage he felt for her was similar to the fury he’d felt against Amy’s cancer. His wife had been a beautiful, vibrant woman, cut down by an evil disease. There had been no good answers for her, not where she and Daniel had been concerned. So she’d lived with the decisions she’d made, and she’d died because of them…without regrets.

Admitting he had regrets was difficult. He regretted that they hadn’t laughed more and traveled more and tried to have a baby sooner. He wished he’d been more attentive. Then he might have caught her symptoms sooner, maybe even before she had. Those feelings still weighed him down in the middle of the night. He was always digging through it all, coming to terms with the pain, learning to live with it.

And Gina…she sat here tonight, years removed from what had happened to her. But he knew trauma like hers couldn’t be left behind so easily. He’d already noticed the ways it had affected her personality, making her quieter and more self-conscious where men were concerned. He’d seen that with James Wolfe.

Yet she’d kissed him without hesitation. Because he’d surprised her? He’d surprised himself. That kiss hadn’t been the kind of intimacy they’d once known. How would she handle that kind of involvement?

Why was he even asking?


There were many sleepless nights when still he tossed and turned because of the decisions he’d let Amy make…because of the way he hadn’t bonded with his son the first month, because he’d been afraid Daniel would die. After Amy’s memorial service, he’d vowed loving a woman hurt too much. When he was ready, he’d have no-strings sex. It would be about having a physical need fulfilled, no more. But he hadn’t even contemplated it. He hadn’t gone out on dates, or asked a woman to any of the dinners he attended, the cocktail parties, the charity functions. He went alone. Because?

Because it was safer. Because he only had the energy for Daniel and work. Because getting involved in any fashion just hadn’t been in the cards he’d been dealt.

He did not want to get involved with Gina now. Yet sitting on this blanket across from her made his insides jump, made him feel heat under the collar of his shirt, made him resurrect the past when that was the last thing he should do.

“You’re frowning,” she noticed, her voice soft in the growing darkness as the band took a break. “Is it getting too late for Daniel? We can leave anytime.”

Daniel was sitting on the blanket between Logan’s legs, chewing on a plastic giraffe he liked to carry with him. Suddenly the giraffe held no more interest and he tossed it at Gina. As she grabbed for it, her T-shirt sneaked up her midriff and Logan caught sight of skin. She was as slim as she’d ever been, her breasts still as pert.

Unnerved by desire that had no place here tonight, he picked Daniel up from a sitting position and balanced him on his feet. His little sneakers rocked on the blanket but he kept hold of Logan’s hands.

Gina turned to face Logan squarely, and touched her feet to his, making a channel between them. She lifted Daniel’s giraffe and waved it at him. “Look here, Daniel, see what I’ve got. Do you want him?”

Logan turned Daniel around so he was facing Gina. He knew what she was trying to do and he held his breath to see if it would work. But at that moment, Daniel decided to plop down onto the blanket and knee-walk toward her.

She gave him a bright smile. “Well, that’s new.”

He took the giraffe from her and began to gnaw on it. A drum roll startled all of them and, for a moment, Logan thought Daniel was going to cry. He was ready to go to him and comfort him, but Gina already had her arms around his son. She stood him up, supported his hips and pointed to where the band started to play again. She looked like any mother would, her face close to Daniel’s, her lips at his cheek, telling him about something new.

But Amy was Daniel’s mother. Logan could never forget that. He could never let Daniel forget it, either.

So why had he invited Gina tonight? Because he felt sorrow for what she’d gone through? Because he wanted to know more? Because the old attraction was tickling his libido in a way he couldn’t scratch?

He crossed one ankle over the other, kept his gaze on his son and concentrated on the music.

 

“He’s still asleep,” Gina murmured as Logan pulled into the driveway at the Victorian, feeling as if the ground beneath her feet had shifted again.

Ever since she’d told Logan about the rape, he’d been different. During the concert, he’d distanced himself from her. Yet that shouldn’t be a surprise. He’d been doing it ever since fate had brought them together again.


“If I’m lucky, I can get him into bed before he wakes up too much. I think he had a good time tonight.”

“Did you?” She probably couldn’t eliminate the distance between them if Logan was determined to keep it there, but she could chop at it.

“Yes, I did,” he responded, but Gina knew it was a reflexive, polite response.

“I shouldn’t have told you.”

Logan put the Range Rover into Park, but let the engine idle. “What do you want me to say, Gina?”

“I want to know what you’re feeling. You’re thinking I deserved it for leaving? Do you—”

“No, Gina. For God’s sake, don’t you know me better than that?”

“I don’t know. Everything between us is so complicated. One minute I think we’re becoming friends again, then I feel this wall between us. Tonight, we were having a good time and then suddenly, you were a thousand miles from me. I felt as if I’d done something wrong.”

Logan cut her a sideways glance. “You and Daniel have bonded.”

“Isn’t that a good thing? If he and I have a connection, when I work with him, we’ll make better progress.”

Logan kept his gaze straight ahead at the detached garage twenty yards away. “You don’t understand what’s happening, do you?”

She wished she did. Maybe he’d explain the turmoil she felt in him when they were together. “Tell me.”

The engine of the Range Rover hummed in the background. The only other sound was the pounding of her heart as she waited, giving Logan time to put his thoughts together.


Finally he wrapped his hands around the steering wheel, still not looking at her. “Hannah and I have cared for Daniel since he came home from the hospital. I trust her to care for him the same way I do. I’m used to seeing them together.”

In a jolt of insight suddenly Gina knew where this was going, and her heart hurt for this man she’d left.

“You together with Daniel,” he went on, “that’s different. When he looks up at you and laughs, when he puts his little hands on your face, whenever you hold him, I think about Amy and the way this should have been.”

“Logan, I can bow out of your life. I can have one of my therapists work with Daniel and you won’t ever have to see me.”

Already Logan was shaking his head. “That’s the thing, Gina. If we do that, nothing’s resolved. Do you understand?”

Oh, she understood. She’d returned to Sagebrush to resolve something in her life, something that had to do with Logan. “Maybe what happened between us and what happened afterward will never be resolved.”

She touched his arm, her fingertips aware of the strong sinew of his muscles, strength in Logan that he also used as a defense mechanism. “You miss Daniel’s mother. I do understand that. You not only miss her, but you miss the life you would have had together…you should have had together. Nothing I can say will change that.”

In the silence, Gina could hear Daniel’s little sighing noises as he slept. He was becoming dear to her, maybe too dear. Maybe in trying to reconcile the past with Logan, she was setting herself up for another world of hurt.

Releasing Logan’s arm, she wasn’t sure what to do. She sensed he’d said everything he was going to say. Maybe they’d had enough of talking and they were both better off if they kept a lid on the emotions they considered private and too painful to share.

She unfastened her seat belt. “I’d better go in. You have to get home and put Daniel to bed.”

He didn’t protest or argue, and she knew she was right. Daniel’s next appointment was scheduled for tomorrow evening. “If you want me to find another therapist for him, just let me know.”

“I’d walk you to the door, but I don’t want to leave Daniel alone in the car.”

“I know. I don’t have far to go,” she said lightly, hoping Logan would at least look at her.

“I’ll wait until you’re inside.” He did glance at her then. It was only a glance. She understood why he didn’t make eye contact. If he looked at her, they’d both feel more than they already did—more regret, more sadness, more uncertainty about the future.

She opened the car door and climbed out. When she closed it, she felt as if she were shutting the door on a chapter in her life. She looked over her shoulder, wishing she could give Daniel a kiss, wishing she and Logan could wipe the slate clean.

With her heart hurting, she hurried up the walk to the Victorian, unlocked the door and stepped inside. As the door clicked shut, she heard Logan backing out of the driveway.

Raina called, “How was the carnival?”

Gina had left a note on the refrigerator so her housemate would know where she was. When she walked into the living room, Raina took one look at her and from the easy chair used the remote to turn off the TV. “What’s wrong?”


Gina shook her head and dropped down onto the sofa. “It can’t be so obvious.”

“You sat in the driveway for a long time, so either you were making out or having an intense discussion.”

“We could have just been talking about the weather,” Gina tried to joke.

“When I was married, Gina, my husband and I had a few of those in-the-driveway talks and make-out sessions. Young love was wonderful—all highs and lows and not much room for anything in between.”

“I remember,” Gina said solemnly. “I made the biggest mistake of my life when I left and turned my back on Logan.”

“Why didn’t you return to Sagebrush sooner?” Raina asked, reaching for a hair band on the end table, sliding it into her hair.

Gina knew it was time that she started letting go of the past, too. A part of her letting-go process had to be talking about it.

“When I left Logan, I told myself I was doing the best thing for both of us. I tried to forget about him and throw myself into my studies and into college life in general. About two months into the semester—”

She revealed to Raina what had happened to her at that frat party.

As soon as she was finished talking, Raina came over to her and gave her a hug. Sitting beside her on the sofa, she said, “I’m so sorry that happened to you.”

“I told Logan about it today. I wanted him to know why when he called, I couldn’t talk to him, why I couldn’t make contact afterward. I’ve never talked to anyone about it but my counselor. Now you and Logan in the same night.”

“I’m glad you confided in me.”


“We haven’t known each other long, but I feel I can trust you.”

“I feel the same way,” Raina agreed. “I couldn’t have moved in with just anyone.” She patted Gina’s hand. “How did you and Logan leave it tonight? What was the discussion about?”

“It was about everything, although a lot went unsaid. Do you know what I mean?”

“Oh, yeah. I know exactly what you mean.”

“I think Logan believed he was ready to move on with his life. But when he sees me with Daniel, he misses his wife.”

“I don’t doubt that. But there’s got to be a reason he also wants to spend some time with you. If everything he felt for you was in the past, he wouldn’t feel the need to be with you now.”

Gina could only hope that was true, because she was falling for Logan all over again. This time, the fall could be even more devastating than the last time.

 

The knock on Logan’s home-office door was a welcome intrusion. He’d been distracted for the past week and not very productive in whatever he’d tried to accomplish.

“Come in.”

Hannah did and asked, “Got a few minutes?”

Logan checked his watch and the video monitor on his desk where he could see Daniel sleeping. “Shouldn’t you be hand-deep into a bowl of popcorn, watching your favorite detective show?”

Hannah smiled broadly. “I will be in about ten minutes. I just wondered if you’re going to make an appointment with Gina this week.”


Logan’s back stiffened and he told himself not to be defensive. Yet he was. He’d canceled this week’s appointment, knowing it wasn’t the best thing to do. But he’d needed some time to think. “I’m not sure yet, why?”

“Because he misses her and because I think he’s right on the verge of walking. She might be the motivation he needs.”

“We aren’t enough?”

“Apparently not, or he’d be walking by now, don’t you think? Logan, I don’t know what happened between you and Gina, but don’t let Daniel suffer for it.”

“It’s one session,” he muttered.

“One session right now could make a difference. Besides that, he needs another woman in his life, one who cares about him as much as Gina does.”

“And just how do you know she does?”

“Don’t play games with me. I can see it whenever she’s with him, and she cares about you, too.”

“Hannah—”

“I know. I should stay out of your personal life.” She glared at him. “Not that you really have one. Don’t you think Amy would be glad if you found someone to look after you and Daniel?”

“You do that.”

Hannah just rolled her eyes and shook her head. “You need more than work and you need more than Daniel, whether you’ll admit it or not.”

Logan leaned back in his chair and studied his housekeeper/nanny. “So your reason for interrupting me tonight is…”

“Make an appointment for Daniel and keep it. Or better yet, make a date with Gina and keep it.”


“You’re overstepping,” he grumbled.

“No, I’m not. I’ve been with you long enough to express my opinion.”

When he didn’t respond, she came toward his desk, put her hands on it and leaned forward toward him. “You need to start living your life again, Logan. There’s no point being here if you’re just going through the motions.” Then she straightened, smiled, said, “You know where I’ll be if you need me,” and left his office.

Logan stood and paced across the room. He went to the back window and stared at the outside floodlights illuminating the pool area. So much…and so little.

After a few moments, he shifted his gaze again to the monitor on his desk where he could see Daniel. His son appeared to be so peaceful, so caught up in baby dreams.

Dreams. Logan had told Gina he didn’t have them anymore. Should he dream, or should he just take what came, day by day?

Gina had dropped into his life on one of those days and she’d shaken up his universe. Denying his attraction to her was absolutely useless, especially when it seemed to be mutual.

What could come of it?

Didn’t they both deserve the chance to find out?

He checked his watch again. Ten-thirty. Too late or not too late?

Again he studied his sleeping son, then he picked up the phone on his desk. It rang three times and he was almost ready to hang up when Gina answered. “Hello?”

“It’s Logan.”

“I know. Caller ID.”

“Right.” There was an awkward pause and he knew he had to be the one to fill it. “I shouldn’t have canceled Daniel’s appointment.”

“I see,” she said slowly. “You want to schedule another one now?”

He had to smile. “Yes…and no.”

“I have my appointment book downstairs.” Her voice was still filled with puzzlement.

“Gina, I called because I’d like you to spend some time with me on Saturday. I thought Hannah could pack a picnic lunch and we could take it to the lake. I still have a rowboat and…” He felt at a total loss for words. “And there’s a family of baby ducklings you might want to watch.”

She laughed. “Baby ducklings.”

He swore. “I’m not doing this very well. I’d like to spend some time with you, just you and me. What do you think?”

Her answer seemed forever in coming, but finally she answered him. “I’d like that. What time should I come over?”

“Around noon.”

“I’ll see you then.”

When Logan hung up the phone, he wasn’t sure if he’d done the right thing. He’d find out on Saturday.







Chapter Eight



Logan balanced on his feet in the rowboat beside the cooler, holding his hand out to Gina, who was standing on the dock.

Gina thought he looked too tall for the rowboat. Too muscled, too broad-shouldered, too ruggedly ready for rowing. This was a different boat from the one they’d taken out on the lake fourteen years ago. Thank goodness. As it was, a memory of the night they’d kissed under a full moon while floating in the middle of the water slid before her eyes as if it had happened yesterday. Was Logan remembering, too?

Since she’d arrived, his expression had been unreadable. She wasn’t sure exactly how to act or what to think. Was this a date?

When she stepped down into the boat, Logan held her hand a little longer than he had to. The warmth around her fingers made her feel safe, though the boat teetered a little.

“Do you want to have lunch on the lake, or should we just row for a while?”

“Let’s just row. We have the cooler. If we get hungry, we can eat.” She didn’t know whether to sit beside Logan or across from him. Across from him, she could see his eyes and look at his face. Maybe at that vantage point, she could interpret glimmers of what he felt.

Logan settled himself with the oars and began rowing.

“Do you want me to help?”

“I’m good. I’ve been coming out and rowing around the lake for exercise. It helps work off frustration.” As soon as the words came out, he looked sorry he’d said them.

“Frustration from work? Or frustration from having me back in your life?”

He grinned ruefully. “You always did see too much.”

“I don’t think I saw enough. I’m only four years younger than you, but back then, those four years meant a lot. I hadn’t broken my ties with my parents yet, definitely not with my family.”

“I didn’t know about the kind of ties you had with your parents,” he said. “After my mother died, my father really started earning his fortune. He was never home. We lost a lot of years until he was interested in me because I was growing up and could be groomed to take over the business.”

She heard his father’s voice echo again. If he marries you, I’ll disinherit him.

“Did you want to take over the business?”

“I don’t think I ever thought about it. To me it was expected. On the other hand, it did interest me. I knew the business here could lead to a wider range of opportunities. I’ve invested in condos in Sydney, a winery in the Loire Valley, and I even have an interest in a high-rise in Hong Kong. Not that I’m trying to impress you,” he said with a grimace. “I’m just saying my father didn’t have the curiosity I do for the world at large.”

Would Logan have developed those interests if she hadn’t left? Did she want to tackle that subject, too? Maybe in a roundabout way. “How do you feel about the rest now that you have Daniel?”

He continued rowing slowly, his Stetson shading his face so she really couldn’t see his eyes.

“Now my world revolves around Daniel,” Logan responded. “That means when I’m working, I think about leaving him a legacy like my father left me. It means I make time away from work to be with him. It means nothing is more important than his welfare.”

“You can’t give him a perfect world,” she warned.

“No, but I can do my best to make sure it is in every way possible.”

Suddenly Logan stopped rowing. He was looking over her shoulder and he patted the seat next to him. “Come here.”

She wasn’t sure what he wanted her to see, but she gingerly managed to step over the cooler to sit beside him on his seat.

He pointed to the edge of the lake under the willows and she had to smile.

“Ducklings!” There were five of them all swimming after their mama. “You weren’t kidding,” she said, laughing again.

“No, I wasn’t.” The gravel in his voice turned her head toward him and their gazes locked.

In that moment, everything he’d been through and everything she’d been through fell into the background of their lives. She was close enough to him that she could feel the restrained desire in his body, the kiss that was brewing in his thoughts. If he kissed her again, what would it mean? More than the fact that he was still attracted to her?

“The last time I kissed you, afterward you said a kiss has to mean something. I understand that better now. So I have to ask how you feel…about being close to a man. Being intimate.”

She took a deep breath, stared at the diamond sparkles on the water and considered his question carefully.

“Gina?”

When she looked at him, she wanted to tell him desire was a good thing. It was healthy. She’d felt it once more when he’d kissed her. But it was a complicated issue. “I can’t give you a simple answer to that. I had counseling, Logan. Yet, faced with a man’s desire, that’s a different thing than talking about it, analyzing it or even wishing for it. I’ve dated since the rape. I’ve been kissed and I didn’t panick. But I don’t know how much I was there for it, either. I didn’t respond very well and I guess that’s why the relationships didn’t go any further. Maybe I just wouldn’t let them.”

He was studying her, trying to figure out what was behind the quiver in her voice, the emotions she still kept in check. “What do you mean, you weren’t there?”

“Do you know what dissociation is?”

“I’ve heard the term, but tell me what it means for you.”

“When he started violating me, I went away in my mind. He was strong and big and I couldn’t escape, at least not physically. But I disappeared mentally and emotionally. I closed down because I didn’t want to feel anything that was happening.”

“Gina,” Logan murmured, his voice filled with tenderness as he took her hands.

“It took a couple of years to let myself feel in the moment because afterward I filtered everything, everybody. I just wanted to be alone and study and focus on the print in a textbook because there wasn’t any danger there. I kept my apartment door dead-bolted and chain-locked. I had a can of mace in my purse and kept it under my pillow. When the counseling began to have some effect, I became more proactive. I took several self-defense courses and then finally I started getting ‘me’ back. I found my people-radar was darn good and I had absolutely nothing to fear from children. They were honest and innocent and responded to love. I could totally be there for them. They didn’t question motives or agenda. I just wanted to help them develop into healthy adults.”

She felt unsettled by everything that had poured out. “That’s more information than you wanted to know, I guess.”

He squeezed her hands and his thumbs moved over her palms in soothing circles. “It’s hard to hear. But I want to know, Gina.”

“I think that’s enough for now,” she said with a small laugh, wanting to cut the tension that had coiled around them.

“You were here during our kiss, unless I’m totally off the mark.”

“Yes, I was. I don’t know if it was because the kiss was a surprise or because of what we once had, or because I’m not afraid of you.”


“I hope that’s the reason,” he said with heartfelt sincerity.

“I haven’t talked about this with anyone because I don’t want them to walk on eggshells around me. I don’t want you to walk on eggshells.”

“I suppose all we can do is be honest with each other.” He brushed a tendril of hair from her cheek and she wanted to curl into him, lie against his chest, feel his strong arms around her. But that might never happen for lots of reasons. Today, the most she could hope for, was that they would finally begin to reestablish a real friendship again.

Beside Logan now, she helped him row to the other side of the lake. There was no dock there so they paddled as fast as they could into the shore and pushed with the oars to find a secure mooring. As they climbed out, mud squished around their feet. Gina’s foot slipped and Logan caught her. His arm held her securely around the waist, and she reached to his shoulder for support. The willow branches seemed to stop swaying, the birdcalls faded, the sun’s heat mingled with theirs.

“I don’t know how to treat you,” Logan said huskily.

“How do you want to treat me?”

He shook his head. “I’m not sure.”

“Then we shouldn’t do anything we’ll regret,” she decided reasonably, not feeling reasonable at all.

His gaze lingered on her lips, then his hands released her as he mumbled, “Right.”

After he fetched the cooler, he carried it through some brush and over grass laced with tiny blue and white wildflowers. The quilt Logan had brought for the occasion looked brand-new.


“We’ll get it dirty,” Gina protested as he spread it over the grass near a cottonwood.

“Hannah says it will wash. I use it on the ground for Daniel when I take him outside.”

“Do you do that much?”

“Not enough. I’ve had too many conference calls lately. This week I’ve been discussing foundation work with the governor.”

“You’re trying to find more funding?”

“That and we’re planning activities that go statewide—coordinated walk-a-thons, bike races, that kind of thing.”

As they lowered themselves to the quilt, she and Logan settled their backs against the same tree trunk.

“I’ve been thinking about the day-care center,” Gina said.

Logan seemed to be relieved at that subject. “What about it?”

When she didn’t respond quickly, he opened the cooler and took out two wrapped sandwiches.

“Do you have a name yet?”

He shrugged. “I hadn’t thought beyond getting it built. What’s your suggestion?”

“How about the Amy Barnes Day-Care Center?”

His hand with the sandwiches stopped in midair.

“It’s just a suggestion, Logan. I wasn’t sure if it would be a good one or a bad one. How do you feel about it?” She knew “how do you feel” was a very different question than “what do you think?” Would she get either answer?

“I didn’t consider that. Naming the center after her would be a tribute to her, wouldn’t it…a tribute for what she did for Daniel.”

“And you.”


“Right. And me.”

He laid one of the thick roast-turkey sandwiches in front of her on the quilt. “As Daniel grows older, he’d understand better what his mother did for him.” Logan seemed to be warming to the thought. “Thank you, Gina, it really is a wonderful idea. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it.”

Gina knew suggesting his wife’s name had been the right thing to do. She also knew that the day-care center would be a huge reminder of the life Logan had shared with Amy.

She picked up her sandwich, unwrapped it and began to eat. But she had no appetite.

 

Later, as Logan drove back to the house, Gina sat quietly, staring out into the cotton fields.

“Are you up to a game of tennis?” he asked.

Her attention veered from the rows of green leaves to his profile as he drove.

“You don’t have to entertain me, Logan. If you’d like to look in on Daniel, we can do that.”

She’d always had the damnable habit of reading him too well. Amy had never even attempted to read his thoughts. She expected him just to tell her if he had something important to say.

Don’t compare, he told himself sternly.

“I’d like to look in on Daniel,” he said. “But tennis might be good afterward. I haven’t had anyone challenge me in a while. Have you kept your game?”

He’d taught her how to play and she’d been good.

“I still play now and then, but I doubt if I’m as good as you are.”

A recognizable tune played somewhere in Gina’s vicinity. She said, “Sorry,” and dug in her purse. She brought out her cell phone and checked the caller ID. “It’s my mom. I’d better take this.”

Logan knew Gina’s family came first. She’d proven that. When he glanced at her, their gazes held, and he suspected she knew what he was thinking once again.

Her cheeks became a little brighter as she answered. “Hi, Mom. What’s up?” There was a pause. “Sure I’ll be there tomorrow. I wouldn’t miss Josie’s birthday…I can pick up the balloons. Okay, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Gina closed her phone.

“A birthday party?” he asked.

“My older sister’s. My mom wanted to make sure I’d be there.”

“You’re not as close to your family as you once were.”

“It was hard to stay connected when I was so far away.”

“But now you’re back.” After a pause, he added, “Maybe you should tell them what happened.”

“I can’t do that!” The idea really seemed to horrify her.

“Why?”

She sighed. “I think my parents are still fairly naive. They were sending me to a good college where I’d study hard and find a brilliant future. They would never even imagine something like that could happen there.”

“But it did. Don’t you think your mom and dad have worried about the changes they see in you?”

“I always acted perfectly normal when I called, and it was almost a year afterward until I came home for a visit. They didn’t suspect anything.”

“Oh, I’m sure they did. They just couldn’t put their finger on what it was. Even my father, as remote as he was sometimes, could read me better than I liked.”


“Tell me what happened after he recovered.”

He knew what Gina was doing—switching the focus from her to him. “I’d taken a semester off to help with his rehabilitation. At the start of the new year, he insisted I go back and get my MBA. He had a valet who was with him twenty-four hours a day. He also had a physical therapist and a nurse when necessary. I knew he was well taken care of so I got my MBA at Texas Tech instead of going back to Texas A&M. I was around as much as he wanted me to be around. Since I’d taken over most of his business dealings during those first few months, I kept my hand in. After I earned my degree, I started some ventures of my own. He didn’t approve of condos in Sydney or even of the golf courses in Arizona. But I wanted to build, and I felt I had the foundation to do it. After a while, he stopped protesting. He had some memory problems after the stroke. Because of the weakness on his left side, he’d stopped riding and hated that. He hated having someone help him do anything.”

“He died five years ago?”

“Yes. A year after I married Amy.”

“Did he like your wife?”

“He adored Amy. He’d known her father and—” As soon as Logan said it, he knew he shouldn’t have. “Gina, I didn’t mean—”

“It’s okay, Logan. Your father knew the kind of woman he wanted you to marry.”

“I didn’t ask Amy to marry me because of my father.”

“I wasn’t insinuating you did.”

“You were insinuating I chose from the right crowd.”

“Logan, I was not. You chose the woman you loved. Your father happened to approve. That was good.”

Logan knew he shouldn’t have sounded so touchy about it, and why was he? He had married the woman he wanted. But deep down, he’d known his dad had disapproved of his involvement with Gina. Had he suspected that was one of the reasons she’d broken off her relationship with him?

The stifling silence was only broken by the sound of the tires on the gravel lane as Logan wended his way toward the house.

Ten minutes later, Logan found Hannah and his son playing in the sunroom.

“I thought he could use some fresh air,” his nanny explained, motioning to the sliding doors that pushed open to reveal long screens. The windows were all open, too, giving the feeling of being outdoors.

As soon as Daniel saw Logan, he waved, and said, “Da da da da,” then jumped up and down in his play saucer. Logan felt deep abiding happiness make his chest swell. He picked up Daniel, kissed him on the cheek, and tucked him into the crook of his arm.

“Did you miss me, buddy?”

Daniel babbled something Logan took as a definite yes. “I missed you, too. Gina wanted to come say hello. We came to play with you for a while. What would you like to do?”

Daniel pointed to the big exercise ball that Gina often used with him. “Baw,” he said.

“Good choice.” Gina captured the ball and sat on the floor with it as Logan brought Daniel to her.

Instead of going for the ball, Daniel crawled straight to her, saying, “Gee, gee, gee,” and climbed into her lap.

When Gina hugged him close, Logan’s heart ached. How could he feel so many things at once—Amy’s absence, regrets about Gina, worry that Daniel had bonded with Gina, the intensity of his attraction to her?

He took off his Stetson and tossed it onto a side table. Then he lowered himself to the floor to enjoy playtime with his son.

Gina knew Daniel’s attention span and switched from one activity to the next before he got cranky. They were playing with blocks on top of a step stool when Hannah brought in a snack for Daniel, bites of banana on a dish. “Look what I have for you,” Hannah said, setting the dish on the wicker table.

Daniel didn’t seem interested. He was too busy watching Gina build a tower.

Logan was engaged in building a bridge, hoping his son would help him. His hip was lodged against Gina’s. Once in a while, their arms brushed. Leaning this close to her felt unsettling as well as exciting. Sitting like this, playing with Daniel, felt simply…nice.

Gina added a blue block to Logan’s all-orange structure. “You need some variety,” she teased.

He stared at her tower. “This from a woman whose building wobbles with every new floor.”

They both laughed.

Daniel, suddenly interested in the dish of fruit, crawled over to it on his knees. Unable to quite reach the top of the table, he pulled himself up to stand and snacked on a bite of banana.

“The blocks will stay together now,” Logan warned her. “They’ll have sticky fruit between them.”

“Oh, look.” Gina pointed to a prairie dog who had just run between the bushes near the side of the room.

“Daniel, look there,” Logan directed.

The little boy turned, saw the animal, planted his legs wide apart and took three toddling steps away from the table toward it.

Logan’s gaze went to Gina’s, both of them realizing what had just happened.

Gina quickly held out her hands to Daniel.

“Come here, honey. Let’s go over to the window and see if we can find him.”

His toes pointed out, Daniel shakily walked the three steps it took to put his hand in Gina’s. When he did, she squeezed him tight. “Oh, you wonderful little boy! Do you know what you just did?”

Logan clapped, then hugged his son.

“You walked six whole steps, six whole steps. That was terrific! Can you do it again?”

Propping himself at the chair next to Gina, Daniel looked uncertain for a long while. Logan just waited with his hands held out. “Come on, buddy. I know you can do this. I’ll catch you. Come on.”

After a look at Gina, a glance at where the prairie dog had vanished, then a look at his father, Daniel grinned and took three lurching steps toward his dad, who caught him and swung him up, laughing, so grateful his son was walking.

“What’s all the commotion?” Hannah asked, coming in.

“Daniel walked. About nine whole steps.”

Hannah clapped and made a fuss for a while. Finally she said, “You know what? Those first steps deserve a scoop of ice cream. Want to come with me to get it?”

Apparently Daniel knew those words because he bobbed his head and held his arms out to Hannah. She scooped him up and said, “We won’t be long.”


When Hannah left, Logan grinned at Gina and pulled her into his arms for a hug. “Thank you.”

She leaned away from him. “I didn’t do much. I just encouraged his natural tendencies.”

Logan felt more elated than he had since Daniel had come home from the hospital, and his natural tendencies were telling him exactly what he wanted to do. He lowered his head to Gina’s and began what was supposed to be a quick, simple, thank-you kiss. But as his lips settled on hers and the warmth of their compression burst into heat, the kiss became more than a simple thank-you. He didn’t want to go too fast. He knew he couldn’t push too hard. Would she even react or respond?

That question was a moot point as her arms wrapped around his neck. When she pressed closer to him, she proved to him she definitely wanted to respond. He remembered what she’d said, and he wanted her to be here for him, here for them. He gave her time to think about what they were doing by nibbling at the corner of her mouth, tantalizingly licking her lower lip, pressing both of his lips to hers again. She laced her fingers in his hair and her fingertips started moving. He knew what that meant. She was becoming as excited as he was.

He knew that at any time he’d have to stop. He knew that at any time he might have to put the brakes on, forget about his need and acknowledge whatever she was feeling. Yet she didn’t seem to want to stop. She opened her mouth to him and he accepted the invitation. When his tongue slid over hers, he heard her moan. When hers dashed around his, he groaned. They were in sync as they’d always been, giving and taking, reacting and responding, participating in a dance that had so many places to go.


Yet, when he reluctantly broke away, her lips clung to his. She gazed at him with undisguised passion—and more than a hint of confusion. After she took a deep breath, she caressed his face. “Well…where do we go from here? What did that mean, Logan?”

His stomach sank as his elation met reality. Because despite the desire he could no longer deny, he didn’t have the faintest idea where they were headed.







Chapter Nine



Gina held her breath, hoping for the answer she wanted. Had the kiss meant forgiveness? Or something more?

Logan frowned. “What did it mean? Don’t analyze everything to death, Gina. We were both happy about Daniel walking. It was an expression of gratitude. You helped him.”

She couldn’t let this go, not that easily. “So you would kiss anyone who helped him?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” He was scowling and his stance was defensive.

“Then I don’t think my question was so out of line. Why does it bother you? Because you don’t want to think about what you’re feeling?”

“You might have had lots of counseling, but I don’t need it,” he snapped. “Don’t analyze me.”

She took a step back from him, her fears confirmed. That’s what happens when you share your worst experience with someone. They could use it against you.

Immediately he saw that he had hurt her and he reached out.

But she moved away. “Logan, I’m confused enough. I don’t want you holding me and patting my head, or holding me and denying you feel anything.”

“I’m not denying what I’m feeling. I’m attracted to you…and you’re attracted to me.”

“But does the attraction come from the past…or now? Is that confusing you as much as it’s confusing me?”

“That kiss didn’t seem confused, did it?” he asked in an I-don’t-want-to-admit-this voice.

“No, it didn’t. But it had little to do with Daniel walking.”

Now he closed the distance between them and looked down at her with tenderness and maybe more. “I had a really good day today. How about you?”

It had had highs and lows, but at the end of it, they were still connected. “Yes, it was a good day and I especially liked the ducklings.”

He chuckled. “I thought you might.” He took her hand, drew it to his mouth and softly kissed her knuckles. His lips were warm and firm and seductively erotic.

Tingles streaked down her spine and she wanted to be in his arms again, longed to kiss him again. But neither of them knew what would happen if they went further. Logan didn’t want to feel more. She was afraid she’d feel too much. They’d both be thinking about her last experience. How could they ever get over that hurdle?

They could if they loved each other.


Gina suddenly realized her love for Logan had never truly faded. When she’d left, she’d had to deny the depth of her pain. That pain had to be less important than what her parents wanted for her, what her sister needed and what she herself wanted to accomplish. It couldn’t compare to the pain Logan would have felt had he known his father could disinherit him.

Nevertheless, her love for him had always been there. What would have happened if she’d run back to him after the rape? Would he have supported her, stood up against his dad or backed away? It simply didn’t matter. But she knew now, she still loved him. She’d returned to Sagebrush to find out if she had to bury that love for good. What she was finding was that it was more alive than it had ever been.

He still held her hands as he said, “I want to issue a special invitation to you for the groundbreaking of the day-care center. Can you take an hour off on Monday when we dig the first shovelful? The ceremony is at four o’clock.”

“I’ll see if I can rearrange appointments and let you know.”

He gently tugged her toward him and placed a kiss on top of her head. They stood that way a few seconds and then she pulled away.

“I really did have a good day,” she assured him.

“Me, too. It was the first really good day in a long time. Thank you.”

He looked as if he wanted to kiss her again. “I’d better go.”

“You could spend the evening. We could play tennis and later watch a DVD with Daniel.”

“Enough is enough for today,” she said, not wanting to go but deciding leaving was best for now. “I don’t want to spoil the day by expecting too much.”

He studied her face…brushed his thumb over her lips. “You’re right. We should take this slowly whether it’s friendship or attraction or whatever, not only for our sakes but for Daniel’s.”

His finger on her lips brought back the sensations from their kiss. Yet the mention of Daniel’s name brought all of her focus to his little boy. She already loved Daniel. But if she told Logan that, she’d be moving way too fast.

He dropped his arm around her shoulders. “I’ll walk you to the door.”

He didn’t stop at the door but went outside with her. The evening air was cool and Logan kept his arm around her the whole way to her car.

At her door, he tipped her chin up and kissed her again. It was a light kiss and carried feeling as well as that indefinable taste that Logan wanted more. That taste wouldn’t go away until she saw him again. It wouldn’t go away until it became hotter, bolder—until it became desire they were both ready for.

 

White, puffy clouds skittered across the blue sky as Gina stood in the group of onlookers at Barnes Denim, ready for the first shovel of dirt to be cast. The workers had come outside for the ceremony. Logan stood in a place of honor at the open field. Beside him, a pretty blonde talked animatedly to him.

Gina had heard one of the women in the crowd say, “That’s Amy’s sister. She came from Amarillo.”

Logan settled a hand on the blonde’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze, then he faced the crowd. Gina stood in the front row and he smiled at her. Then his focus shifted away.

He said to the group gathered, “As you know, I’m going to name our day-care center the Amy Barnes Day-Care Center in memory of my wife. I’d like her sister Maggie to say a few words.”

Amy’s sister stepped forward and smiled at everyone. “I just want to tell you how honored I am that Logan is doing this for Amy.”

As Maggie spoke, Gina watched Logan’s face. There was pain there, and an element of the grief he wouldn’t express. The lines across his forehead, the tight set of his jaw, the tension in his stance told Gina this was difficult for him. She wished she could be beside him, but that was impossible. Especially today.

The late afternoon sun was hot, and Gina could feel prickles of perspiration wending their way down her back. She thought about Daniel and how Logan would shape the memory of his mother for him. Did Maggie visit often? Was she involved in Daniel’s life?

After Maggie finished speaking, someone handed Logan a shovel and he dug a few heapfuls of ground from the earth. Then he thanked everyone for coming and guided Maggie toward Gina.

As they approached, Gina pasted on her I-can-handle-anything smile.

Logan introduced the two women and then said, “Gina helped Daniel learn to walk. She’s a developmental specialist. I’m also using her as a consultant on the day-care center.”

Daniel’s specialist. A consultant. Gina wondered what other words he could use to describe her.

“I spent the evening with Daniel last night,” Maggie mentioned. “He’s growing so fast. I wish I could come to Sagebrush more, but my work is so…sporadic.”

“What do you do?” Gina asked.

“I write scripts for children’s videos and TV shows. I’m usually on deadline and work late most nights when I’m in the middle of a project.”

“That sounds like a great job, though,” Gina said, meaning it.

“Oh, it is. I just wish my schedule weren’t so crazy. It’s either feast or famine. I drove in yesterday morning. I have to leave tomorrow morning. It’s a short visit.”

“We’ll pack as much into it as we can,” Logan assured her.

Maggie nodded. “Tonight I want to collect those videos of Amy you were talking about. I’ll take them along and have everything digitized. It will be an important memento for Daniel when it’s finished.”

Gina could see this was going to be an evening for the two of them to remember Amy Barnes and everything she’d meant to both of them.

Logan said to Maggie, “Why don’t you go over to the building and get out of the sun. I’ll be there in a minute.”

After a wave and a goodbye to Gina, Maggie walked away. Logan turned to Gina. “Thank you for coming today.”

“I know this must be difficult for you.”

“It’s bittersweet. I’m glad you suggested naming the day-care center after my wife. It’s a solid reminder of what she meant to me and Daniel. Are you going to come in to the social? Punch and cookies for everyone.”

“No, I think I’ll go now. I brought enough work home to last me all night.”


“New clients?”

“Some. And financial projections for Baby Grows, too. I’m not keen on that, but it’s part of the job.”

Logan looked torn for a moment. “I’d ask you back to the house, but—”

“I understand, Logan. Really I do.” She wanted to give him a hug, but didn’t know if that would be appropriate here and now. Instead, she said, “Call me if you want to talk. If I don’t hear from you, I’ll see you at your place Friday at five for Daniel’s appointment.”

He studied her for a few moments and then nodded. “I’ll talk to you later.”

As Logan headed back to the factory and Gina went to find her car in the parking lot, she knew he wouldn’t be calling.

 

On Wednesday evening, Gina was still in her office at Baby Grows when her cell phone rang. She picked it up automatically, not even looking at the caller ID. “Yes,” she said absently, her mind on the file she was studying.

“Gina?”

Her attention snapped into focus. “Yes, Logan, it’s me. Sorry, I was in the middle of something.”

The silence between them vibrated with emotion and tension. She could still remember the pain on his face as Maggie had spoken of her sister.

He began, “I want to thank you again for coming to the groundbreaking.”

“I wasn’t so sure it was a good idea that I attended.”

There was a long pause before he asked, “Because the ceremony was about Amy?”

“Because you didn’t need your attention divided that day.”


“It wasn’t divided. Lots of people who were helping with the center were there. You were one of them.”

“One of the crowd.”

She could hear him swear under his breath. “That didn’t come out right, Gina. I have a habit of making a muddle of things with you.”

“You called to tell me that?” she teased kindly, wondering why he needed to talk to her. She’d be seeing him Friday night. Unless he was canceling.

“I thought we could do something different Friday night.”

“With Daniel? Do you want to bring him to Baby Grows?”

“No, I’d like to take him swimming. I thought maybe you’d have some exercises in your repertoire we could do in the pool. Then afterward, maybe you and I could just swim.”

Swimming with Logan. Sitting by the pool. Talking for hours. History repeating itself?

“I have to ask you something, Logan.”

“I’m not going to like this question very much, am I?”

“Probably not. Do you want a diversion so you can stop thinking about Amy?”

The complete silence told her exactly what he thought of her question. But then she heard him blow out a breath. Finally, he admitted, “Maggie stirred up all kinds of memories when she was here, especially when we went through the videos. But at the end of all that, by the time I said goodbye to her, I realized naming the day-care center in Amy’s honor was the end of something. She’s gone. She’s never coming back. The center will be the tangible proof of that. I need to see more for my future than what might have been. So, to answer your question, I don’t want a diversion. I just want to go on and live my life.”

“That’s honest,” she assured him, thinking he was taking a big step in moving on.

“I’m glad you think so because I don’t know how to be anything else but honest with you.”

She hadn’t been completely honest with him—not where his father was concerned. What good would it do to reveal now what his father had threatened her with?

“So how about swimming?” he asked.

“Does Daniel like the water?”

“He’s not particularly fond of getting his face wet.”

“I know a few adults who have the same problem,” she said with a laugh. “I’ll bring a life vest along. I think I’d like to do a land routine with him first, then we’ll just do a few exercises in the water.”

“Sounds good. Do you think you might be in the mood for steaks on the grill? I can tell Hannah we’ll handle our own supper.”

“Steak sounds fine. Have you had much experience being a chef?”

“I’m better on the grill than I am in the kitchen. Remember my attempt to make beef stroganoff for you?”

“I remember that very well. You ended up with overdone beef tips, lumpy sauce, sticky noddles. But it tasted wonderful.”

“I thought you just said that to be kind.”

“No, it did taste good. It just wasn’t four-star-restaurant presentable.”

He chuckled. “I promise I’ll do a better job with the steaks tomorrow night.”

When Gina closed her phone a few minutes later, she was smiling. Maybe she and Logan could become friends again…maybe so much more.

 

“I think we’ve tired him out.”

Logan lifted Daniel from the water and went up the steps to the deck around the pool. He unfastened the Velcro of Daniel’s life vest and Gina held a towel ready to wrap the toddler in. Daniel did love the water as long as it wasn’t splashing his face. At her encouragement, he’d kicked his legs and arms and had fun with her and his dad.

Now, as she held him and patted him with the fluffy towel, he wrapped his arms around her neck and snuggled his cheek against her shoulder. A lump crowded her throat and for a few moments she dreamt of being his mother.

Then reality struck. He had a mother, and Logan wasn’t going to forget her. And he shouldn’t. But denying the longings in her own heart was impossible. They weren’t going to go away.

As she sneaked a peek at Logan—he was toweling his hair—she knew she was falling deeper in love with him. She held Daniel a little tighter, rested her cheek against his wet hair, and wished for everything she’d wished for when she was eighteen…everything that hadn’t had to do with college and a career and her family.

Hannah opened the sliding screen of the sunroom, walked across the patio and opened the gate that led into the pool. She brought a tray of hors d’oeuvres with her and set it on the table where Gina’s and Logan’s bottles of water sat with Daniel’s sippy cup.

“Why don’t I take this little guy inside, get him a bath and something to eat. You two can swim some more if you want. I’ll bet you didn’t get much of a chance while you were entertaining him.”

“That’s a good idea,” Logan said with a thankful smile to his housekeeper. “Do you want to do some real swimming?” he asked Gina.

Now his gaze was on her bathing suit and her legs. Glad she’d bought a new one—a blue and green flowered maillot—she stood perfectly still, accepting his male appreciation, though she felt a little unsettled by it. For years she’d gone out of her way not to be noticed. But today, she liked Logan noticing. She liked the sparkle of hunger she saw in his eyes and his interest in her that she believed was more than friendly.

“Logan to Gina,” he teased as he once might have during their summer together.

She quickly smiled. “I’m here.”

“I can tell when you’re thinking. Smoke puffs out of your ears.”

She smacked his arm with a towel.

He caught the edge of it and pulled her toward him.

By this time, Hannah had taken Daniel inside and they were alone. Their gazes held.

Gina was amazingly aware of Logan’s bare chest…the tawny hair arrowing down under the waistband of his wet swim trunks. Her heart beat even faster at the thought of being here with him.

“You look terrific in that suit. With your creamy white skin, you look like a princess who’s never seen the sun.”

“I never consider myself a princess.”

“Even I remember Cinderella’s story. She worked and slaved and then Prince Charming swept her away. The problem was you didn’t want to be swept away.”

Over the years, she’d had to learn how to express many emotions that she’d kept hidden. She’d had to learn not to take the backseat, to realize her opinion was important.

She returned, “Modern-day Prince Charmings don’t sweep women off their feet. They stand beside them and support them and whisper in their ear at night that they can do anything.”

“That’s the fairy tale now?” Logan asked with arched brows. “That’s not nearly as romantic or life-changing.”

“I’ll bet it’s more life-changing for the man than being swept off her feet ever was for a woman.”

Leaning back to study her more thoroughly, he asked, “Are we going to have an argument about this?”

“Not if you agree.”

Logan laughed out loud. He put his arm around her, towel and all, and led her to the edge of the pool.

With Logan’s arm circling her, she felt protected and not at all afraid. She thought about the security system she’d had installed in every apartment she’d lived in. She hadn’t even thought of having one installed at the Victorian.

She knew safety was an illusion. Alarms and locks and self-defense courses couldn’t always keep a woman safe. Since her experience in college, she’d been hyper-vigilant, waking up several times during the night just to make sure everything was quiet, and no one was trying to break in. Relaxation exercises helped her fall asleep, but staying asleep—

Yet here with Logan, she felt as if she could let that vigilance slip. She could relax. How crazy was that?

Because you’re still in love with him, that tiny voice in her head told her.

And all of a sudden, his arm around her changed from comforting to exciting. As she turned into his chest—


But before the thought could become action, he started down the pool steps and took her towel from around her shoulders, tossing it onto the terra-cotta pavers. The look he gave her now was long and appreciative, and she felt her cheeks getting hot.

“Sorry,” he apologized. “I didn’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable. But you do look beautiful.”

She tried to treat his compliment lightly. Running her fingers through her damp hair, she asked, “Even all wet?”

“Especially all wet.”

Her mouth went dry and it was hard to swallow.

“Do compliments like that bother you?”

Now she said something that seemed bold to her. “Not coming from you.”

The expression in his eyes changed in the evening light and she realized those green depths were reflecting the passion in her own gaze.

How would she react if he gave in to it? Was she ready for that step? Was he?

He took her hand and drew her into the water. “Thoughts are going through your mind at the speed of light.”

“More smoke coming out of my ears?” she joked.

“No.” He reached out and brushed a finger over her forehead. “But there’s a crease here.” He touched each corner of her mouth. “And little lines here. I know those lines. They mean you’re analyzing. What are you debating so vigorously?”

The water was above their waists now, and she realized she had nothing to lose by being honest. “I’m trying to decide if you’re afraid to let an attraction between us go anywhere.”


“I don’t think afraid is the word. Besides a history, we both have baggage. I’m concerned.”

“I won’t tell you not to be concerned. But that concern won’t go away if we act like best friends rather than—”

“Rather than lovers?” he finished, looking at her with an intensity that made every nerve ending tingle. He circled her waist and brought her closer. “Does being close to me like this, without much between us, make you nervous?”

“No,” she assured him with all the certainty in her heart, believing all the tingling in her body had to do with arousal, not anxiety.

As he bent his head, she lifted her chin. His lips met hers without hesitation and she was glad of that. Her fingers went to the back of his head and she relished the feel of his hair, the crisp strands, thick and damp under her fingertips. He groaned and his tongue slid into her mouth. She was ready for the intimate play, the chase and retreat, the exploration. She welcomed it and responded to it. Her body sought Logan’s like a ship searching for its harbor. Pressed together as they were, she felt his arousal, had one flutter of panic that went up in flames as their passion turned hotter.

Logan’s hands caressed her back, slid to her backside, and then gently urged her to wrap her legs around him. When she did, he pushed against her at just the right spot. He kept up the rocking motion until she exploded in his arms. Their lips clung together and the sounds in her throat told Logan of her pleasure. He held her even tighter.

When her body stopped trembling, she whispered into his neck, “Why did you do that? Why did you stop before—”

“I wanted to give you a gift. I wanted to give you pleasure that had no price tag, no reason to be other than to make you feel good.”

She leaned back so she could gaze into his eyes. “What about you?”

“This wasn’t about me, Gina. It was about us finding a new direction, searching through the rubble of years ago to find something good.”

“Do you think we found it?”

He shook his head and she saw the doubts in his eyes when he said, “I’m not sure. I have to ask you something.”

“What?”

She ran through at least ten questions before he asked, “Are you going to stay in Sagebrush?”

That wasn’t one she expected. When she didn’t answer right away, he let her legs slip down and took a step back from her. “The fact that you can’t give me an unqualified ‘yes’ means you might leave again. You’ve been hopping around from one place to the next, moving every three or four years. Why?”

She’d faced that question herself before she’d returned to her hometown. “Because I didn’t feel safe…because I didn’t feel settled. Because I wasn’t exactly sure what I should be doing to feel…fulfilled.”

“You were always searching for something better.” The fact that she’d wanted “better” didn’t sound like a compliment.

“Even all those years ago, I was searching for where I belonged. I was hoping when I came home to Sagebrush, I’d feel at home. But life isn’t that simple.”

“So you’re going to move again?”

“I didn’t say that.”

He sighed and ran his hand over his jaw. “Gina, let’s just say we decided to become involved again. I’m an adult. I know fate strikes blows. I know irreconcilable differences happen and relationships break apart. But Daniel is just a little boy who knows he likes you. He’s attaching to you. I don’t want him to get hurt. If you decide someplace else will make you more fulfilled…where will that leave him?”

How could she tell him this was all about the two of them and what they worked at and built together? That was what would keep her in Sagebrush. That was what would make the difference. But Logan wasn’t ready to commit to anything. She knew he wasn’t just using Daniel as an excuse. His adorable little boy was part of this equation, too. Yet Gina wondered—

She put her thought into words. “Do you want an excuse to hold back…not to try this at all?”

“I don’t know,” he responded hoarsely. “Maybe I am looking for a reason not to get in too deep. Do you blame me?”

No, she couldn’t blame him because she had left once before. They should have had this conversation before she’d felt the wonder of intimacy with him again.

He must have seen the regret on her face because he said, “I was going to ask you to help me put Daniel to bed tonight. But maybe it’s better if you don’t.”

“Maybe it’s better if I don’t,” she agreed, heading for the steps and her towel and a life in Sagebrush that possibly didn’t include Logan.







Chapter Ten



Gina’s heart went out to Lily two weeks later as they sat in the living room of the Victorian. “I’m surprised you came over tonight.”

Lily was obviously attempting to keep her spirits up, though it seemed to be tough. “Troy’s deployment ceremony is Tuesday. He’ll be gone for training, and then he’ll be in Afghanistan for a year.” She sighed. “I can’t think about it. I’m simply going to concentrate on this weekend.”

Thunder grumbled outside as a storm moved across Sagebrush. Gina and her friends were waiting until it passed to enjoy their movie night.

In response to Gina’s original comment, Lily said, “He had some furniture he wanted to finish in his workshop tonight. But I think he needed a few hours for himself.”

Gina knew Troy was a general contractor and did woodworking as a hobby. The couple had only been married a year and were still settling into married life.

Raina moved from the easy chair to join Lily and Gina on the sofa. “I have a feeling you’re going to be celebrating the Fourth of July weekend with fireworks of your own,” she teased Lily.

Lily blushed and was about to retort when the phone rang. Raina plucked it up from the side table. “It could be my mother—her regular Saturday night check-in.”

Lily remarked wistfully, “It must be nice to have family.”

Lily had no family except for Troy. Gina felt compelled to say, “You can call me or Raina whenever you need somebody to talk to.”

Raina handed the phone to Gina, her brows drawing together. “It’s Hannah Mahoney.”

Gina’s panic button screamed a warning as she took the phone and put it to her ear. “Hannah?”

“Gina, I know this is Fourth of July weekend and you’re probably busy, but Logan’s away and Daniel’s scared of the thunder. He’s calling your name.”

“He’s saying my name?” He’d started saying “Gee, gee, gee, gee” whenever she was around.

“It seems like it to me. He misses his dad. He’s calling for him, too.”

“Logan’s away?”

“Since Thursday night. He’s in Seattle on business, but that’s hard to explain to a fifteen-month-old. It’s even harder to explain why he hasn’t seen you for two weeks.”

It sounded as if Hannah wanted an explanation, too. “Daniel is doing well on his own now. Dr. Rossi can give him regular assessments and can also recommend a parent group to Logan if he feels like attending.”


“Uh-oh. You two had a fight.”

Gina remained silent. Sometimes she felt as if Hannah was trying in subtle ways to play matchmaker. She could hear Hannah sigh as Daniel’s crying rose in volume. His nanny must have taken the phone over to his crib.

“Well?” Hannah asked when she came back on. “Are you going to come over here and give me a hand? I don’t want him to make himself sick.”

Gina didn’t want that, either. “All right. I’ll be there in ten minutes.” She settled the phone back on its console and found Raina and Lily watching her expectantly.

“Daniel’s crying. Hannah said he’s calling for me. Logan’s away and she thinks I can help.”

“Sounds reasonable to me,” Lily said with a shrug. “Kids want what they want when they want it. Maybe all you have to do is hold him for a little while and he’ll fall asleep.”

Raina’s response was a little more tempered. “Daniel will have to get used to not seeing you if you’re stopping his sessions.”

“I know, but—”

She didn’t have to say more because Raina finished for her. “But you’ve grown attached to him. So go save the day.”

Lily assured her, “I’ll leave the DVD and you can watch it tomorrow if you’d like.”

“I might be back before you’re gone.”

Shaking her head, Raina said, “I wouldn’t count on it. With kids, the unexpected always happens.”

Knowing that was true, Gina grabbed a light jacket from the living-room closet to wear over her navy shorts and navy-and-white striped knit top in case she got caught in the rain. After she waved to her friends, she grabbed her purse from the foyer table. “See you later.”

“Later,” Raina and Lily called in unison.

Gina liked the fact that she had friends who cared about where she was going, where she’d be and when she’d return. She hadn’t let anyone get as close as Raina and Lily in many years. Maybe one day soon, she’d confide in Lily the way she’d confided in Raina.

The windshield wipers struggled to keep up with the sudden downpour. Thunder rolled ominously in the distance. She wasn’t surprised that it had spooked Daniel. Most kids were afraid of loud bangs, especially at night. She wondered how many business trips Logan took in a year. Maybe as Daniel grew older, he’d take more. Yet Logan was the type of parent who’d want to stay close to his son. A child needed a committed parent, even when they were older. And even then, with a parent’s guidance, a son or daughter could make the wrong decisions.

Like your wrong decision? her conscience asked her.

Precisely like that, Gina thought. A teenager might not yet be able to sort out what would make her happy, to sort out her inner voice from all of the voices outside of herself. But Gina wasn’t that teenager anymore. She knew what her heart needed.

At the estate, Gina parked at the top of the circle near the front walk. She was going to get wet. She dashed up the stairs to the house and didn’t even have to ring the bell. Hannah was there waiting to let her in, holding Daniel, who was red-faced and still crying.

She shook her head as Gina stepped over the threshold. “I know he’s heard thunder before, but it never affected him like this.”


“Has Logan ever been gone during a storm?”

“That’s a good question. This is his first trip in a while, so I suppose not.”

Daniel was already leaning over Hannah’s arm toward Gina, reaching for her.

“See, I told you he wants you.”

As if on cue, Daniel said, “Gee…gee, gee, gee.”

Smiling, feeling her heart warm, Gina held the baby close, running her hand over his sweat-dampened hair. His little body was hot from all the pent-up emotion, all the words he couldn’t yet say, all the feelings he tried to express with tears and gurgles and the kick of his legs.

She rocked him back and forth and murmured, “You’re fine, big boy, just fine. You’re safe here and no one’s going to hurt you.” His tears slowed as he cuddled close to her and expressed a baby sigh of ease.

“Well, look at that,” Hannah said, hands on hips. “You’d think I hadn’t been taking care of him since before he was born.”

“You know it’s not you, don’t you? He just needed something different tonight, I guess.”

“He missed you, and no matter what Logan says, I know it’s so.”

No matter what Logan says. Apparently they’d discussed it. “Do you think it would be all right if I take him to his room, change him into another set of pj’s and wash him up a little?”

“I think you could do anything you want with him,” Hannah joked. “While you’re doing that, I’ll fetch him some milk, then maybe you can rock him to sleep. I’m sorry I called you out like this, but he was just so unhappy.”

“This reaction of his worries me, although I imagine if Logan were here this wouldn’t have happened.”


“Maybe,” Hannah said, not sounding sure about that at all. “Pretty soon he’ll be able to get your whole name out and Logan will see for sure he wants you.”

A half hour later, Gina had washed and freshly dressed Daniel for bed. She was sitting in the rocker in his room, holding him and his bottle. He’d fallen asleep while drinking and she couldn’t bear to put him down in his crib.

“What are you doing here?”

Gina jumped, startled when she heard Logan’s voice. The reflexive action wakened Daniel and he started to cry. She cooed to him, and when he looked into her eyes, his tears stopped. He reached for her, winding his little arms around her neck. She wasn’t going to pull away from him because Logan was watching. She was going to give this baby the comfort he needed.

Patting his back, she murmured, “It’s okay. There’s no more thunder.”

Logan crossed to her and crouched down, eager to take his son from her arms. He’d left his tie somewhere and the top buttons of his shirt were open. It was wrinkled and he looked tired…even more tired when Daniel turned away from him, holding on more tightly to Gina.

Daniel mumbled, “Gee,” and wouldn’t let go.

“What’s going on, Gina? Where’s Hannah?”

Suddenly Gina was annoyed with his attitude. It wasn’t as if she’d planned this. It wasn’t as if—“Hannah’s in her room. I told her I’d buzz her after Daniel fell asleep. I didn’t come here to steal the silver, Logan. She called me because Daniel was crying, and she couldn’t get him quieted. Apparently the thunder scared him. She insisted he was calling my name.”


Logan raked his hand through his hair. “I don’t get why he’d call your name. It’s not as if you—”

“It’s not as if I take care of him every day, feed him, bathe him, put him to bed. No, I don’t do those things. But over the past weeks, he and I have developed a rapport. He knows he can trust me, even though he doesn’t like some of the things I ask him to do. He knows I…I love him.”

Their gazes locked and neither of them could turn away. Gina wished she hadn’t divulged what she had, but it was the truth. Logan was very big on the truth. What would he say if she said she still loved him?

She wasn’t going to go there. She couldn’t.

Finally, he tore his gaze away and stood, still studying his son as if he didn’t understand what had happened.

“I don’t think Hannah expected you home tonight, did she?” Gina asked.

“No. I told her I’d be home tomorrow or the next day. I kept thinking about Daniel, this being my first trip away from him for a while. When I called, Hannah said everything was fine.”

“It was, until the storm hit.”

“Do you want me to take him? I mean, I know you have to get home.”

“I’m my own person now, Logan. Raina knows where I am. But if you don’t want me here, I can leave.”

He looked torn between what was best for his son and what was best for him. Finally he suggested, “When he falls asleep, lay him in his crib. I’ll take over from there. I have to take a shower. I’ve been in meetings for the past forty-eight hours, then storms delayed us in Chicago.”


Again he studied her with Daniel, but his gaze lingered on her face. She saw those sparks in his eyes, the same sparks that had been there when she was eighteen.

Daniel stirred and her attention shifted to him.

When she looked up again, Logan had left the room.

 

Logan stood in the shower, letting the stinging cold water hit his body. He willed it to chase away the desire for Gina, the need he struggled to hide. Damn it, but he wanted her and there were so many reasons why he shouldn’t, not the least of which was Daniel.

He switched the water from cold to hot but the warmth did nothing to ease the tension in his neck and shoulders from too many meetings and too much negotiation. He’d packed a week’s worth of work into two days so he could return to his son.

And his son had turned away from him—toward Gina.

Was it simply the fact that he was a man and Daniel needed a woman’s touch? Apparently Hannah’s hadn’t worked.

He soaped with a vigor that was almost abrasive and he toweled off with the same vehemence. He’d never in a thousand years expected Gina to be here when he got home. What had Hannah been thinking?

She’d been thinking about Daniel.

With a sigh, Logan admitted he couldn’t be upset with Hannah. She always did what was best for his son. He wished he knew exactly what that was at this point.

Maybe Gina would be gone by the time he returned to Daniel’s room.

Avoidance? That’s your strategy? his common sense asked him.


He thought that avoidance might be a good thing right about now as he slid into a pair of gray jogging shorts, still aroused. The air-conditioning in the house sent drafts across his wet back, but he hardly noticed as he pulled on a T-shirt, forgot about shoes, ran his fingers through his still-wet hair, and with some reluctance went to Daniel’s bedroom.

Gina had switched off all the lamps except for the Winnie the Pooh nightlight that glowed like a beacon in the corner of the room. She stood at the crib, patting his son on the back. Her profile was backlit, limned in the golden light. Her soft curls lay along her cheek, down her neck to her shoulder. Her nose was straight except for that tiny little bump. Her small chin was defined and the outline of her lips—

She apparently sensed him watching her because she dropped her hands to her sides and turned his way. “He’s asleep. He’s tuckered out from all that crying.”

As she walked toward him, Logan stood perfectly still.

She stopped in front of him. “I’ll be on my way now.” She didn’t even take a breath before she walked into the hall.

Swiftly, he went after her and caught her hand. “Gina, wait.”

She looked up at him with those big brown eyes that had captivated him when he was twenty-two. “This is difficult for both of us, Logan. I didn’t know whether to come or not. I didn’t mean to overstep—”

Before he could even think about what he was doing, he swore, brought her close, then held on to her as if she were a vision who might disappear. She didn’t push away. Not wanting to scare her or panic her or let any demon from her past raise its head, he gently pushed her hair back from her ears and kissed her. It was a soft tender kiss that told her he remembered everything they’d once had.

She wrapped her arms around him tighter and buried her head in his chest. “Logan.”

He didn’t know what she was trying to tell him. He was aroused and he knew she could feel it.

“Gina,” he murmured. “There’s a connection between us that’s been there from the moment I met you. And it’s still there.”

After she pushed away from him, she gazed up at him and took his face between her hands. “I know.”

“Do you want to come to my bedroom with me?” He nodded to the door down the hall.

“Is that where you and your wife slept?”

He shook his head. “No. We took a suite upstairs. This one was a guest room. I had it and Daniel’s room redone before he came home from the hospital.”

Gina’s voice was soft, as if she was afraid to say the words out loud. “I want to come to your bedroom with you.”

Unable to help himself, Logan swept her up into his arms. His bare feet made no sound on the carpeted hallway and when he pushed open the door to the bedroom, it creaked. The hall light spilled inside, but Gina wasn’t looking around at the decor. She was looking at him.

After he set her by the side of the bed, he tossed back the covers, then hesitated. He’d heard of rape victims having flashbacks. He didn’t want to trigger anything that would cause her panic.

“Logan, don’t look so worried. Try to forget about my past, please.”


“I want you to understand something, Gina. I haven’t been with a woman since before Amy died. I’ll try my best to hold back with you, to do whatever you need. I will stop if you ask me to. I want to make that clear. But I want you with a need that’s been building for weeks. You have to understand that, too.”

“Undress me, Logan,” she said shakily. “Let’s just start with that.”

He was heading into troubled waters. Once they started getting swept away, how difficult would it be to turn back?

When he looked into her eyes, he didn’t care. When he let himself feel the heat between them, nothing else mattered. That was what concerned him most.

Still he went ahead, slid his fingers under her top, and slowly pulled it up and over her head. Standing before him in her bra, she smiled at him, a sweet, encouraging smile that told him she definitely wanted to go ahead with this.

As she reached for his T-shirt, she said, “Maybe we can do this at the same time.” She lifted his T-shirt up, stood on tiptoe to drag it up over his chin and his head.

He mumbled, “Maybe we can.”

When she slid her hand over his chest, his breath hitched.

“Your skin is still damp.”

To talk, he had to breathe. “It was still wet when I dragged on my T-shirt.”

“Do you often dress without drying off?”

He laughed. “Only when I’m in a hurry.”

“No hurry now,” she said, leaning forward, kissing his chest.

He slid his hands into her hair and gently tugged her away from him. “This is about you, too. You don’t have to prove anything to me. I know it’s probably easier for you to focus on my pleasure than yours, but I want you to be here, Gina, really here while we do this.”

He saw her chest rise and fall as she closed her eyes for a few seconds and then opened them again. “I’m here.”

Her vulnerability awed him. She trusted him completely. That was the responsibility he had to handle like a treasure.

Bending forward, he kissed her while his hands caressed her back and unhooked her bra. His mouth told her in a hundred ways how much he desired her. She didn’t hesitate to stroke his tongue with hers, to put her hands on his body, to rub down his spine until all he wanted was to bury himself deep inside her. When he broke off the kiss, her fingers went to the drawstring at his waist and his went to the button on her shorts. They stripped each other quickly and crawled into bed together, eager and short of breath.

They lay face-to-face for a while, touching and kissing. Logan wanted to make sure Gina was ready for him…wanted to make sure she didn’t doubt what they were doing…wanted to make sure he didn’t do anything to make her afraid.

Finally, when he didn’t think he could hold back any longer, he asked, “Are you on birth control?”

She shook her head. “No, I didn’t even think about it. I never thought we’d—”

“I have condoms in the drawer.”

Her eyes asked him what her lips wouldn’t.

“The box has never been opened,” he said with a wry chuckle. “I was saving them for the day I was ready.”


“Are you ready?”

He nodded. “All I know is that at this moment, I want you, and I need you.”

As Gina caressed him, he groaned, wondering at the same time what was going through her head.

But she didn’t say. She just whispered, “Get the box and I’ll put one on you.”

He slid over to the nightstand, searched in the drawer and found the box in the back. Quickly he took out a packet and handed it to her. He was a man who usually took control of any situation he was in, but he knew tonight he couldn’t. He had to let Gina take the lead.

He lay back and watched Gina tear open the packet. She was beautiful as she sat up and slid out the condom.

He’d turned on the bedside lamp and now he asked, “Do you want me to turn that off?”

“No. I want to see you, and I want you to see me.”

He knew exactly what she meant. She didn’t want him to get confused and imagine his wife’s face in his mind.

“Gina—” He had to keep her focused on him, in the now, right here.

She didn’t roll the condom on right away, she teased him first with her fingers. His jaw locked. His hands clenched into fists. He had to last for her. He had to do whatever was necessary to make this good for her.

After she’d finished, he exhaled and reached for her. “On top of me, Gina. You set the pace.”

Now she looked a little rattled, as if the extent of what they were going to do had hit her.

“We can stop,” he forced out when it was the last thing he wanted to say.


Instead of answering directly, she stretched out on top of him and requested, “Kiss me again.”

Logan gladly fulfilled her request, alert for any nuance of change. Soon, however, he was absorbed in their passion, aroused to a limit he’d never experienced…using willpower in a way he never thought possible.

She must have realized he was at the end of his control. As she broke the kiss, she sat up and straddled him.

Logan’s aim was to give her mindless pleasure. He stroked her breasts and thumbed her nipples until she moaned and murmured his name.

The next thing he knew, she was allowing him to slowly enter her. He gazed into her eyes and saw only pleasure as she began to move. He held her hips as they both began to glisten with passion, as her soft cries mingled with his groans. When she moved faster, he rocked with her. Seconds later she cried out, calling his name.

He knew everything was all right. He knew she’d stayed here and had allowed herself to fly with him. She kept moving, her body tightening around him until his climax hit, too, and his need was satisfied in a shuddering release.

It was a long time until they could both catch their breaths. After they had, he gathered her into his arms.

“Are you okay?” He leaned away slightly to study her face.

She smiled at him. “I’m more than okay. How about you?”

“More than okay.”

The problem was he didn’t know where they should go from here.


 

Gina was still floating in a sensually induced haze when Logan returned from the bathroom. Everything about tonight had been unplanned and surprising. She didn’t know what was going to happen next.

Is that so bad? she asked herself, knowing organizing and compartmentalizing and planning had become defense mechanisms over the years. If she knew what was in a room before she walked into it, she could stay safe. If she dotted every i and crossed every t, nothing would surprise her. If she ate the right foods, exercised enough and took self-defense courses, she could defend herself no matter who came after her. She’d lived her life without any deviation from her carefully chosen path.

Until she’d impulsively decided to return to Sagebrush. Until destiny or serendipity had put Daniel’s chart on her desk. Maybe fate wasn’t that mysterious. She’d moved into the Victorian with Francesca, become friends with Tessa—

The Victorian. The rumor. Any woman who resided there would find true love. She’d found true love once with Logan and turned her back on it. But now…

When he climbed into bed beside her, she didn’t know what to expect. Did he have regrets? Had tonight been physical rather than emotional for him? What would he want now? What would he do next?

“Do you want something to drink?” he asked.

She shook her head. She didn’t need something to drink. She needed to know what was in Logan’s head.

“That really was good for you?”

She knew he meant their lovemaking. He couldn’t bring himself to use the words, she supposed. She knew tonight might not have been possible with anyone but Logan. She’d known he’d never hurt her. With each kiss and each touch, he’d respect who she was and what she’d been through. She trusted him implicitly, at least where a physical intimate connection was concerned. She wasn’t sure about their emotional one. Was he really ready to move on? Had he truly forgiven her? Would he trust her to put a commitment to him and Daniel first above all else?

“Logan, I’m more than okay. Tonight was wonderful. This couldn’t have happened with anyone but you.”

“I didn’t intend for anything to happen.”

“I know.”

They both looked toward the monitor and Daniel sleeping soundly in his crib. “We’re getting to know each other all over again,” he murmured.

“Is that something you want?”

“I thought I didn’t. I thought Daniel and I would be better off going it alone. But tonight, when I came home and saw you with him, I began to doubt that decision.”

“For your sake or his?”

“For both our sakes.” Now he brushed his thumb across her cheek and laced his fingers in her curls. “Maybe we should try being friends, try being lovers, and see where it goes. We won’t rush headlong into anything.”

So he could hang on to his wife’s memory? Or was he protecting himself in case she turned her back again? She wouldn’t do that. She couldn’t.

“I’m not sure I understand what you want,” she admitted. “A weekend together, now and then? Should I stay in or out of Daniel’s life? Do you want me here to help put Daniel to bed? Do you want to go riding together, be seen in public, have dinner at my mom’s house?” She hadn’t intended for all the questions to spill out, but they just had.

“I don’t have the answers, Gina, but I do have a suggestion.”

“What?” She liked the sense of anticipation in his voice.

“Next weekend, I have to go to Houston. How would you like to come with me?”

She didn’t hesitate. “I’d love to go with you.”

“I’m having a full day of meetings with the people who run my foundation,” he explained. “They’re going to catch me up on the research, explore ways to help pregnant women with cancer. If you’d like, you can sit in on the sessions with me. There’s a dinner and dance Saturday evening to raise money. We’d have Friday night together and Saturday night after the dance. I’m thinking about asking Hannah to go along with Daniel. I don’t want to leave him again after what happened tonight. That way I can spend time with him on and off while we’re there. What do you think?”

From the sounds of it, he would be incorporating her into his life. And not just his life, but Daniel’s, too. “I think it’s a terrific idea. I can help with Daniel.”

Logan slipped his arms around her and brought her close to him. “I’m not asking you to go along for that reason.”

“I know.”

“Do you think he’ll handle a plane ride okay?” Logan wondered.

“We’ll make it okay. With you, me and Hannah, he won’t be bored.”

Logan laughed, an honest-to-goodness, genuine laugh. “You’re right about that.” He lifted her chin and kissed her deeply. Afterward, he said, “I guess we should get some sleep.”

She’d like nothing better than to sleep all night in his arms.

She suddenly realized that wasn’t exactly true. She’d like nothing better than to spend every night in his arms.







Chapter Eleven



Gina sat quietly beside Logan at the dinner-dance Saturday evening, taking in the conversations swirling around her at the long table.

“The guide who led the white-water rafting trip was exceptional,” Logan commented as he continued his discussion with the fundraising guru on Saturday evening.

Then Logan glanced at Gina, their gazes lingered and she felt anticipation building between them.

Last evening hadn’t gone as planned. After they’d landed in Houston in the late afternoon, Daniel had to be acclimated and settled in. Logan had reserved a suite for Daniel and Hannah and an adjoining room for Gina and himself…to enjoy more privacy. But last night Daniel hadn’t wanted to go to sleep, so they’d ended up playing with him and watching TV until it was time to turn in. Even then, however, he’d wanted his father. So Logan had wheeled the crib into his room and he and Gina had just snuggled while his son slept.

Now happy excitement danced in her stomach as she looked forward to her time with Logan tonight…dancing…and making love later.

Dr. Katz, the guru, targeted Gina now. “Have you ever been white-water rafting on the Colorado River?”

“I’ve never been white-water rafting,” she had to admit, considering the fact that being with Logan now was so different from when they were teenagers and she’d worried about fitting in with his crowd.

“Gina has skied in Vermont, though,” Logan interjected, giving her arm a squeeze.

“What part of Vermont?” Katz questioned her.

“Killington.”

“Did you enjoy it?”

He was in his fifties and his heavy brows almost came together in the middle of his forehead. She was beginning to realize his gruffness was just part of who he was and didn’t reflect on her. “I did enjoy it, but I like horseback riding more.”

The gentleman across from Gina, Dr. Silverstein, pushed his silver-rimmed glasses higher on his nose and addressed her. “Logan mentioned you worked with his son.”

Meetings all day had involved PowerPoint presentations on the effectiveness of certain treatments and the difficulty of treating a pregnant woman. Introductions had been made, but Gina had listened more than she’d interacted with anyone there. But Logan had been involved in several private conversations.

It pleased her that Logan had spoken about her time with Daniel. “I work with babies who have developmental issues,” she explained.

“You have a degree in child development?” Dr. Silverstein asked with interest.

“I have a master’s in pediatric physical therapy as well as a Ph.D. in infant and toddler development.”

“Who do you work for?” Silverstein wanted to know.

“I work for myself. I have a practice called Baby Grows in Lubbock.”

“That’s very interesting.” The doctor looked thoughtful. “There’s such a need for that kind of practice with all kinds of children—children with Downs, with epilepsy. Children who have been in accidents.”

“She’s published articles,” Logan said proudly. “If you search the Internet, you’ll find them.” He folded his napkin, laid it on the table and pushed his chair back. Standing, he said, “I think I’m going to ask my beautiful companion to dance with me before the band stops playing.”

Logan’s gaze lingered on her as if he’d been waiting for this dance all night. Whenever he looked at her like that, she felt so special…so pretty. She’d worn a black dress with a white bow on her left shoulder, no sleeve on the right. Sterling jewelry sparkled at her ears and around her neck. She’d never felt more self-confident…or appreciated.

Logan helped her with her chair and then swept her away to the dance floor. There he pulled her close.

“I’m not ready to sacrifice any more time for mingling and conversation. Last night should have been different. We should have had some time to ourselves.”

“Logan, when a child is involved every situation is in flux.”


His green eyes were gentle as he studied her face. “You can understand that with your head, but do you understand it with your heart?”

“I do,” she assured him, her lips almost touching his jaw. “I loved you holding me last night. That was enough.”

“Tonight will be different. Hannah took Daniel down to the kids’ area before supper. I looked in on him while you were getting dressed. His eyes were almost closing over his dinner.”

“We’re good as long as we don’t get any storms,” she teased.

“No storms tonight. I checked the weather report.”

The weather outside might be perfectly calm, but she could see the hunger building inside Logan. The simmering intensity in his eyes told her he wanted to give way to it. She wished he would. She wished he wouldn’t continue to hold back with her. But she sensed he wasn’t just holding back his passion, he was holding back part of his soul, too. Tonight she wanted to give herself to Logan completely. She wanted him to realize that he could depend on her and trust her, that she wouldn’t turn her back on him again.

The music was smooth and dreamy. They gazed into each other’s eyes, searching for answers that maybe they could find tonight.

Logan moved his hand to the small of her back. When he did, her breasts pressed into his chest. As she laid her face against the lapel of his suit jacket, she inhaled his cologne, anticipated what was to come and felt the excitement heat her whole body.

Logan’s lips were close to her ear. “Do you feel it, too?”


“The music?” she teased, looking up at him.

“Gina,” he murmured in part exasperation and part amusement.

She knew she had to be the one to say it because he wasn’t going to push her into feelings or into physical pleasure if she didn’t want to go there. “Yes, I feel it. I feel you. I’m ready to get naked if you are.”

He laughed.

She realized she could be provocative with him as well as share pleasure with him. She could be the girl she’d been at eighteen.

Bending to her, he kissed the shell of her ear and she felt his tongue on her earlobe. Shivers danced up and down her arms. She wanted to kiss him long and hard, but not in the middle of the dance floor, not with these people who respected and admired him and expected propriety.

She leaned back and warned with mock sternness, “If you don’t want me to undress you right here, you’d better stop teasing.”

“No, what I’d better do is take you up to our room.” With that he stopped the pretense of dancing, wrapped his arm around her and guided her back to their table. Fortunately everyone was mingling, talking or dancing, so they didn’t have to make excuses. They just slipped out of the room and headed for the elevator.

The sounds of the hotel lobby were background noise as they stood at the bank of elevators glancing at each other. Gina’s heart was racing and she wondered if Logan’s was, too. But it was impossible to read him. He was so good now at hiding what he was feeling.

She just wished he’d talk to her about what was ahead of them…about the future. They hadn’t had much time together this past week. Both had had full schedules. Logan had called her mid-week before bed, but it had been a short call and she’d wondered if he wanted to avoid talking about the future.

When the elevator doors opened, they stepped inside. Alone now, Logan enfolded her into his arms. She forgot about the future, caught up in right now. Logan kissed her. His mouth was more demanding, more possessive than it had been before. He broke off the kiss to look at her, checking if she was okay.

“Don’t treat me as if I’m going to break,” she pleaded. “I want you, Logan. I want us.”

His expression was tender as he said, “I’m afraid I’ll trigger something.”

She knew what he meant and she didn’t know how to reassure him except to say, “You are not that man. My mind, my heart, my body and my soul know that. Please, don’t hold back with me tonight.” She hoped he understood she wanted to give herself to him completely, and she wanted him to do the same in return.

At their floor he curled his arm around her as if he didn’t want to let her go. After he opened the room door with his key card, he brushed his hand down her cheek and said, “I’ll be right back. I’m going to check on Daniel.”

Gina had barely had enough time to undress when he returned from the adjoining suite. “He’s sound asleep.”

Logan shed his suit jacket and tie and began unbuttoning the buttons on his shirt, his gaze focused on her.

She’d donned a satiny nightgown in swirls of pink and yellow. As she moved toward the bed, she could feel the spaghetti straps slipping slightly, the material molding to her.


His hands stilled on the placket of his shirt and he watched her as if she were a mirage which might disappear in the blink of the eye. “You’re beautiful,” he said hoarsely. “I want you so much my hands are shaking.”

Crossing to him, she took his hands in hers, opened one and kissed his palm.

When her lips touched his skin, tension rippled from him to her. Their gazes locked. Not hesitating, she pulled his shirt from his trousers. Logan tugged her close for a impetuously erotic kiss that told her exactly how much he wanted her. Excited, thrilled to be with him again, she kissed him back, needing him to know how much she wanted him, how much she loved him.

The feelings welling up in her heart were no surprise. Logan had been there all these years. He was the man she’d always envisioned spending her life with. He was the man who could put the past truly in the past.

When he broke off the kiss, he ran lighter kisses down her neck to the pulse at her throat. His hands caressed her back and he began to lift her nightgown in handfuls. After he slid it over her head and tossed it aside, a ruddy flush darkened his cheekbones.

He mumbled, “I’ve got to get out of these clothes.”

Moments later they were lying in bed. Logan stroked her face, gently kissed her lips and lingered on her breasts. His tongue teased her nipples until she was pulling at his shoulders, almost begging him to enter her. But he didn’t. His hand gently reached between her thighs, his fingers sliding in and out of her, doing wonderful fluttery things that made her feel as if she were going to fly apart.

“Do you want to be on top?” he asked when she was practically senseless with desire.


“No. I want you on top, all over me, inside me.” She closed her eyes.

But his deep voice coaxed them open again. “Look at me, Gina. Look at me and know I only want to give you pleasure.”

Tears came to her eyes—because she was so sure of that, so absolutely sure Logan would never hurt her.

He rose above her, his gaze locked to hers. When he entered her, all the pleasure in the world seemed to be theirs. It filled her heart. It filled her body. And it filled the room. Logan and the sensual sensations rippling through her burned away the past and healed any part of her that still held pain. She felt whole again. She let go of herself and flew to the stars with Logan.

His release came as the tremors of her orgasm still washed through her, as she held on to him and murmured his name.

Stretched out on top of her, he dropped his head to her shoulder. When he rolled them onto their sides, still joined, she snuggled into his chest as he kissed her temple. They fell asleep holding on to each other.

 

A few hours later, still tucked into Logan’s arms, Gina awakened. She relived making love with Logan—every detail, every wonderful sensation. Suddenly, however, her breath caught. She realized something she hadn’t given any consideration to a few hours before. They hadn’t used birth control! They’d been so caught up in each other and the moment that it hadn’t even entered their minds.

The hush of night was veiled by the hum of the air conditioner. Logan’s chest hair brushed her cheek, his scent surrounded her and she felt as if she’d been born to be held in his arms. What if they’d made a baby last night?

What if she was carrying his child?

Gina closed her eyes again, embracing the idea, perhaps even hoping for it.

But would Logan feel the same?

 

The sun was just peeking through the draperies when Gina opened her eyes the following morning. Logan had moved away from her during the night. She reached out a hand before she turned and felt his muscled arm. Then she shifted to her side to look at him.

He was lying on his back, one arm tucked under his head as he stared at the ceiling. Something was different and she suspected what it was. After all, Logan was as pragmatic as he was passionate.

“Good morning,” she said lightly, hoping he’d come to the same conclusion she had about a pregnancy.

“I’m not sure about that,” he said, sitting up, pushing pillows behind him and hiking himself up against the headboard.

He was out of reach now and she felt the distance emotionally as well as physically.

“My condoms are still in the suitcase,” he said wryly.

“I know.”

“You mean you thought of them and you didn’t say anything?”

Now she quickly sat up, too. “No, of course not. I woke up in the middle of the night and that’s when I realized it. Logan, why would you think I wouldn’t say anything?”

“I shouldn’t have said that,” he muttered. “Of course you wouldn’t. You wouldn’t want to be pregnant any more than I’d want you to be pregnant. You’ve got a career, a practice.”

“Yes, I do. But I wouldn’t look on a baby as an awful thing happening. I mean, a child would be something wonderful, wouldn’t it?”

His silence wasn’t the answer she wanted, and she realized that last night might have been something different to her than to him.

Finally he said, “You really sound as if you might want a baby.”

Not any baby. Your baby. But she decided to keep that comment to herself.

Looking troubled, he assured her, “If you were to get pregnant, you don’t have to worry. I’ll support you.”

He would support her. She was afraid to ask what that meant. Did he mean monetarily? Did he mean emotionally?

She simply said, “I appreciate that,” and slid out of the bed. Without another glance at him, she hurried into the bathroom. She needed to take a few deep breaths before she said something she couldn’t take back…before she said something she’d regret almost as much as she regretted leaving him when she was eighteen.

She was brushing her teeth when Logan rapped on the door. “I’m going to check on Daniel.”

“Okay,” she murmured around her toothbrush.

“Will you be ready to go down to breakfast in about half an hour?”

She took the toothbrush out of her mouth and swallowed. Wiping her mouth with a towel, she said clearly, “I think I’m going to skip breakfast and pack. I’ll order something from room service, then we’ll meet back here in time to leave for the airport.”


He opened the door, then stepped inside.

She’d put on the white, fluffy robe the hotel provided, and right now she was grateful for it.

“Gina, about the birth control—the possibility of you being pregnant just threw me for a loop.”

His green eyes were turbulent with emotions she didn’t understand or know anything about. “Why?”

He seemed to debate with himself then said, “When Amy told me she was pregnant, I thought it was the happiest moment of my life. But then a few months later everything went to hell. Just thinking about the idea brought it all back.”

“I can see how it would,” she said softly, grateful he was sharing this with her, thankful he wasn’t closing himself off to her.

Logan had pulled on jeans and a snap-button shirt. His tall, hard body seemed to fill the bathroom. She remembered how his body had covered hers, how he’d kissed her, how he’d touched her. And she wanted last night back. She hated this tension between them. She wished he’d hold her.

But he didn’t. He just asked again, “Are you sure you don’t want breakfast?”

“Positive,” she said with a smile she didn’t feel.

“All right. I’ll meet you back here in a little while.”

She stood perfectly still, unable to go to him. He seemed unable to move toward her.

He left the bathroom and closed the door behind him.

Gina gripped the sink, took a couple of deep breaths, then shed the robe and stepped into the shower. The hot water was soothing and she let it wash over her, trying not to think…trying to deny the fact that Logan might not be ready for a new relationship. He might not be ready for her to be an integral part of his life.

Fifteen minutes later, she’d toweled off and dressed when the phone in her room rang. She picked it up, thinking it might be Logan.

“Dr. Rigoletti?” a male voice asked.

“Yes, this is she.”

“Good morning. It’s Dr. Silverstein. We spoke briefly at dinner last night.”

She remembered the man. He had kind eyes and silver wire-rimmed spectacles. “Yes, Dr. Silverstein, I remember. Do you want to speak to Logan?”

“No, actually I’d like to meet with you for a few minutes. Is this a good time?”

She checked her watch. “I have a few minutes.”

“My room is down the hall from yours. There’s a sitting area at the end of the hall. Shall we meet there?”

Gina’s radar had told her she’d have nothing to fear from Dr. Silverstein, so she didn’t hesitate to say, “Sure. I’ll meet you there in five minutes.”

Gina had dressed in white jeans and a navy knit top. Now she quickly slipped into sandals and stopped long enough to dab some gloss on her lips. After picking up her purse, she let the hotel-room door close behind her and went down the hall.

Dr. Silverstein was standing at the windows that looked out over the city. “I’m grateful that you could give me a few minutes.”

“What’s this about?” she asked, puzzled, as they both took a seat.

“I searched your credentials and work history on the Internet last night. They’re very impressive.”


“I feel as if I’m interviewing for something,” she said, joking.

“Not interviewing exactly, but I did wonder if you do any consultation work…if you do any outside training.”

“I did in Connecticut and Massachusetts. But when I set up the Baby Grows practice in Lubbock, I concentrated on that.”

“Would you consider doing it again?”

“Where?

“My company has facilities in Houston, Dallas and Tyler.”

The way Logan had acted this morning, she didn’t know what the future held for them. Still, she thought about Dr. Silverstein’s offer and said, “I’m really flattered by your offer and thank you so much for considering me. But for now I want to concentrate on my practice in Lubbock.”

“You won’t even discuss a consultation fee?”

She smiled at him. “Not at the present time.”

Thoughtfully, he studied her. “Logan told me a little about your sessions with Daniel. You know, don’t you, that there’s a need for DVDs for parents and more centers like yours? I’d really like you to consider that.”

She thought of a business plan she’d developed after she wrote her dissertation. The plan was similar to what Dr. Silverstein was suggesting.

“You have considered it, haven’t you?” he asked perceptively. “More than one center? In more than one city?”

“Years ago after I worked on my Ph.D., I wrote up a business plan.”

“Would you consider letting me see it?”


Something about that idea was exciting. After all, what if Logan decided she had no place in his life? The idea of having a baby with her had definitely unnerved him. For the past hour she’d been thinking about the repercussions of that. She did understand the pain he’d gone through with his wife. But if he really wanted a future with Gina, would he be in as much turmoil as she sensed he was in?

She thought about the future and dreams and she knew she couldn’t count on a life with Logan in it. “I’d have to think about it.”

“Well…I’d like to see your concept. Our hospital system is large enough to invest in a project like that.” Dr. Silverstein slipped his hand into his suit-coat pocket and brought out a card. He handed it to her. “That’s my contact information—e-mail, home phone, fax and cell phone.”

She slipped the card into a pocket in her purse and stood. “I’ll keep it in a safe place.”

“On your refrigerator under a magnet would be good. Then it will be front and center and you won’t forget about the idea.”

She laughed. “I won’t forget.”

After they shook hands, Dr. Silverstein headed toward the elevator and she hurried toward her room. She had to finish packing for her trip home with Logan.

Home. Maybe soon he would see that the three of them could have a home together.

 

Logan had gone from paradise to hell almost as fast as he could say his name.

As he drove home from the airport Sunday afternoon, he glanced over at Gina in the passenger seat. She went from staring distractingly out the side window to checking on Daniel in the back where he sat in his car seat beside Hannah. His son was oblivious to the tension between him and Gina, but Logan was sure Hannah could feel it.

Last night with Gina had been world-splitting. The first time they’d made love he’d been so concerned about her and her reactions he hadn’t gotten lost in the immensity of it. But last night, not using birth control—

The idea of Gina being pregnant unnerved him. Because he wasn’t ready for another commitment? Because Amy had died for Daniel? Because Logan had thought sex with Gina would stay in the realm of satisfying physical needs?

If he accepted the fact that Gina had a place in his life, everything would change. Absolutely everything.

He did not want another commitment that could tear his heart out. He’d been through the wringer twice and the bottom line was, Gina had left once before. She could leave again.

Logan’s cell phone rang. He checked the readout on his hands-free apparatus and pressed a button, aware that both Gina and Hannah would be able to hear the conversation. “Hi, Maggie. What’s up?”

“Hey, Logan. Do you have a minute?”

“Sure. I’m on the way back to Sagebrush from the airport.”

“How was the trip? Are the clinical trials from the new cancer drug proceeding on schedule?”

He summed up what he’d learned in his meetings on Saturday. Then he asked, “Is that why you called?”

“Not exactly. I finished digitizing the videos. I have a break between scripts. I had this bright idea that I could drive down this afternoon, spend the week with you and Daniel, and you could see what I’ve done with the DVD. I think you’ll like it.”

By like it she meant he’d remember. He could watch Amy float across the screen, hear her words and think he could go back in time. His chest tightened at the thought. But then he understood this was something he had to do for Daniel. He was sure Maggie had put her best effort into producing the DVD. “Sure, drive on down. It doesn’t matter how late it is when you get here.”

He had a feeling sleep wasn’t going to come easily tonight.

“See you in a few hours,” Maggie said and clicked off.

Gina looked over at him and their eyes caught and held for a second—a very intense second. Had she expected him to invite her to stay over at the house tonight? What had he expected? That they’d go their separate ways? Entwine their bodies together again?

They entered the outskirts of Sagebrush. “Do you want to come home with us for a while?” he asked Gina, not at all sure what he wanted her to say.

“Just drop me off at my place,” she said. “I have cases to look over before tomorrow.”

Logan couldn’t blame the hollowness in his heart on fate this time. But he had some heavy thinking to do and it would be easier to do without Gina laughing and playing with his son.

 

On Sunday evening, Gina’s heart ached. She thought about Logan, Maggie and Daniel together at the estate. Maggie had most likely re-created the past for Logan with her DVD. Would he even want to think about the future?


Gina understood why he might not want her there during Maggie’s visit. But another part of her just didn’t understand—not after what she and Logan had shared.

When she climbed the steps to the attic of the Victorian, she hoped to find her business plan right away. She headed toward the seven boxes stacked in one corner, a bit set apart from two trunks, an old wardrobe and a few more cartons. Tessa had told her the wardrobe and trunks had been there when she moved in. They belonged to the landlady.

In spite of herself, Gina flashed back to the expression on Logan’s face in bed that morning as they’d talked about the possibility of her being pregnant. I’ll support you, he’d said and she’d heard the duty in his voice.

If she was pregnant, she’d have to think about her child’s future. She would not depend on Logan for monetary support, especially if he didn’t want to be their child’s father.

By the time she’d sorted through box number three, she was almost ready to give up. But at the bottom of the box, she saw the blue folder. She paged through the plan inside the folder, remembering how ardently she’d worked on it. In the pocket in front, she found the disk.

There would be no harm in e-mailing the files to Dr. Silverstein. Would there?







Chapter Twelve



A week and a half later, Logan stood at the day-care center site and swiped the sweat from his brow. He didn’t know what he was doing out here in the afternoon sun in a dress shirt and suit slacks, but he couldn’t seem to work, couldn’t concentrate, needed to be outside. He might as well go home. But he wasn’t that kind of CEO. He wasn’t that kind of boss…unless Daniel needed him.

Last week Maggie had convinced him to go clothes shopping with her. Daniel was outgrowing everything. Logan had gone, but the whole time all he could think about was that he’d rather be doing it with Gina.

Was she pregnant? Just how soon would she use a pregnancy test?

He should call her, but—

His cell phone beeped and he checked the caller ID, knowing he had to call Gina but not sure of what he was going to say when he did. It had been ten days since they’d talked. Would she call him if she was pregnant? If she wasn’t? He recognized the name on the screen. “Dr. Silverstein. What can I do for you?”

“This time it’s much simpler than asking you to raise a million dollars for the foundation.”

Logan chuckled. “Well, I’m glad to hear that. What kind of help do you need?”

“I wanted to talk to you about Dr. Rigoletti.”

“I see,” Logan said, hoping to prompt more information.

“She sent me the business plan for Baby Grows. It’s comprehensive and timely. She’s going to fly to Houston the first week in August to discuss giving seminars here for our pediatric physical therapists. She’d be a great asset and your endorsement might help her make up her mind—about the seminars and the business plan.”

“Tell me about the business plan,” Logan requested, in turmoil about where this was going.

“Essentially, it proposes setting up Baby Grows practices all over the country. There would be a central headquarters for training personnel who would then be sent to other locations.”

Logan considered how Gina had moved around from Connecticut to Massachusetts then back to Connecticut again. He thought she’d returned to Sagebrush to settle in and stay. But maybe that hadn’t been her plan. Maybe she wanted to travel all over the country. If she did, what would that mean to him and Daniel? What if she was pregnant?

At Logan’s silence, Silverstein continued, “Logan, I think this is a profitable idea in the making for investors and for her. She could make money hand over fist and never have to worry about her future again.”

After Logan got off the phone with Silverstein, he had to ask himself if Gina really did want to be CEO of her own corporation. Just how would a baby figure into that? He had to talk to her. He had to know.

Logan left work early after all. But instead of going home he headed into Lubbock—to Baby Grows. He needed to have this conversation with Gina now.

The drive to Lubbock intensified his concerns. In spite of himself, he found he remembered too well the day Gina had left…the evening she’d returned his mother’s locket and rejected his proposal. The old resentment grabbed on to him and held tight. He’d been here before—with Gina putting her future ahead of anything they might have together. How could they spend time together if she was running around the country? What if she decided to move her practice to somewhere more inviting? What if she decided to leave this practice under other management and set up headquarters somewhere else? He knew how that worked. Businesses did it all the time.

One thought after another ran rampant in his head. Daniel would miss her. Maybe she’d never meant to stay.

When the sliding-glass doors opened to give him entrance to the Baby Grows practice, he spotted a therapist working with a group of three babies and their moms. The moms were sitting on the floor and the babies were lying on their tummies.

He knew those exercises. He’d done them with Daniel at Tessa’s encouragement.

The door to Gina’s office was closed, but the blind in the door was open. She was working at the computer to the side of her desk.

He rapped on the door.

As she glanced up, she spotted him through the open blind. Rising from her chair, she came around the desk to the open door. She was wearing her smock with babies and rattles printed all over it. She must have been working with infants earlier.

“Logan, this is a surprise! Is Daniel okay?”

“Daniel’s fine. I need to talk to you in private.”

At the tone of his voice, her forehead creased with concern and she seemed to pale. Then she straightened her spine and looked him straight in the eye. “Come in. We’ll talk.”

Once he was inside, she closed the door as well as the blind. He’d wanted privacy and they had it. She motioned to the two chairs in front of her desk. “We can sit and—”

“I don’t need to sit. I have a question for you. When were you going to tell me your plans for Baby Grows? Silverstein says you’re flying to Houston again to talk about consulting…that you’d like to open developmental centers across the country. Was this in your plans when you came to Sagebrush?”

To her credit, she didn’t become defensive. “I shared with Dr. Silverstein a business plan I had developed a few years ago. It’s a dream, Logan. It’s a dream to set up programs where parents can learn how to strengthen their babies and help them grow.”

“I thought you returned here to be with your family and settle down.”

“And to make peace with you.”

He was silent.


“It’s never going to happen, is it, Logan? Peace between us? Forgiveness from you?”

“I forgive you,” he said tersely, as if that was all she needed to hear. “Last Saturday night I proved that, didn’t I? I couldn’t have—”

“Made love with me the way you did if you hadn’t forgiven me? Can’t you say the words, Logan?”

He felt his face flush.

She went on. “Or maybe love didn’t enter into it for you. Maybe it was all about physical release and nothing else.” She waited, as if she wanted him to deny it.

“All I know, Gina, is that you left once before. How can I trust that you won’t leave again?”

She looked upset…in as much turmoil as he was. The corner of her lip quivered. “I want to make sure I understand you. Are you saying you won’t give me your love until you’re sure I’ll make you and Daniel the focus of my life?”

“How can we have a relationship if you don’t?”

“Do we have a relationship, Logan? I haven’t heard from you for over a week.”

“Maggie was here and…I’ve been busy.”

She let his words stand between them until she said, “I know Daniel has to be the focus of your life. And you have an empire to run. Do I fit in at all?”

He knew she did; maybe he just didn’t want to admit it. “Did you use a pregnancy test?”

She sighed. “Yesterday, I had an appointment with my gynecologist. I’m not pregnant. I was going to call you.”

He felt relief, yet another part of him was sad at the news, too. “So now you have nothing standing in your way if you want Silverstein to buy into your plan.”

She shook her head. “You’re using that as an excuse.”


“An excuse for what?”

Hesitating for a few moments, she looked down at her hands then back up at him. The emotion in her eyes spilled over into her voice. “An excuse not to love at all, ever again. You’re still angry I left when you proposed. You’re still angry because Amy chose Daniel over her life with you.”

Her words struck him like a physical blow. “How dare you say that. I could never be angry with Amy for wanting to save our child.”

“You wanted her to fight.”

“Of course, I wanted her to fight! I wanted it all. I wanted my wife and my baby.”

“But she didn’t see it your way.”

No, she hadn’t. But he wasn’t going to get into that with Gina now. He’d wrestled with all of it when Amy had been diagnosed with cancer and made her decision. He wasn’t going to wrestle with it again.

So he tossed a question at Gina. “What about you? Can you really love? Sure you were young when you left, but you knew what you wanted. You wanted that Ph.D. You wanted to be somebody. Apparently being my wife wouldn’t have been enough. That’s why you left. All the talk about not wanting to let down your parents, putting Angie through college. Those were side issues that coincided with your ambition. You had it then and you have it now.”

“My ambition?” Now Gina’s cheeks were red, her eyes were wide, dark with something he hadn’t figured out yet.

“You think ambition was my main reason for leaving? Let me tell you, Logan, there were a lot of reasons why I left. One you don’t even know about.”


“And that was?” he prodded.

“That reason was your father telling me he’d disinherit you if I married you.”

In the ensuing silence, everything inside Logan went stone-cold. “I don’t believe you.”

“I have never lied to you, Logan, and I won’t start now. At first I thought he was bluffing. I thought he’d never do that to you. So I kept seeing you. I kept falling deeper in love with you. Then at the end of the summer, when my mom and dad talked with me about it, about how young we both were—about how we both had futures we shouldn’t limit—I kept wondering, what if your father wasn’t bluffing? You were going to take over the company. You were going to be his protégé. You’d told me how remote your father could be. But the family business was your connection. You’d looked forward all your life to working with him, making him proud, becoming the one in charge someday. I couldn’t let him take that away from you. I couldn’t take that away from you.”

Logan felt sweat break out on his brow. When he’d set eyes on Gina again two-and-a-half months ago, the numbness that had been inside of him since Amy died had begun melting. But now it was back. It kept him from feeling too much, from seeing too much, from analyzing too much.

But he still didn’t want to believe what Gina had said. “Why didn’t you tell me before you left?”

Sinking down on the desk, she took a deep breath. “As you said, I was eighteen and not very sure of myself, especially not with you. Why would Logan Barnes want me? I had so many insecurities. Why would I think you’d choose me over the life you’d been born for?”


Yes, he would have had to make a choice—Gina or the legacy his father had promised him.

“Tell me something, Logan. At twenty-two, what would you have chosen? A life with me without all the trimmings? Or a future with your father—the man you’d worked your whole life to get to notice you?”

Logan had been hopelessly in love with Gina at twenty-two. If he’d had to choose, he would have chosen his love for her. But then he thought about his father’s stroke, his father teaching him everything he knew, his father approving of some of his decisions, disapproving of others, How long had that taken? One year? Two? Three? Would he have stood up to his father if the stroke hadn’t happened? He’d never know.

Gina’s eyes were shiny with unshed tears. “At least—” Her voice broke. “Fourteen years ago, you told me you loved me and wanted to marry me. I was foolish to walk away. I should have stayed and fought for you, and believed you would fight for me. But now I don’t think you’re willing to fight for anyone but Daniel. After we made love without protection, you withdrew.”

“Gina—”

“Please, let me finish. The idea of a baby with me totally rattled you. I’ve been sorting through all the reasons why. Because you don’t love me and we’re together again for old times’ sake? Because you felt sorry for me and wanted to make up for the fact you weren’t there for me? Why didn’t you come after me, Logan? I know now your dad had his stroke. But after our conversation, couldn’t you tell by my voice that something was wrong? Why didn’t you ask? Why didn’t you call again? Why didn’t you come and see me? If you had…”

A tear rolled down her cheek and her voice caught. “If you had, maybe we could have held each other. Maybe we would have had each other. I’ve taken the blame for our breakup all these years, but I’m not sure I should have. Some of that blame was yours, too.”

“You left,” he said almost stubbornly.

“Yes. And I came back.”

“So why are you flying to Houston in August?” His tone was still accusatory. He didn’t want to see what she was trying to show him. He did want all the blame to be on her.

She sighed, a deep, sad sound. “Because I realize deep in my heart that you’re going to pull away. When we were in the car and Maggie called, I sensed you didn’t want me anywhere near you and her and Daniel. I understand that you want to cherish Amy’s memory. But if I were truly going to be part of your life, if you were really going to let me in, wouldn’t you want me there, too? And if not, if you thought Maggie might not understand, wouldn’t you explain that to me so that I didn’t feel as if you were pushing me away? You pushed me away hard, Logan. The dream of my business plan coming to fruition, and the idea of doing consultations was a way for me to pick up myself by my bootstraps, stay in Sagebrush near my family for now, and figure out what comes next. When I learned coping mechanisms, one of them was planning for every possibility. After all, loving you all those years ago brought me pain, too.”

Looking at Gina’s beautiful face, seeing her tears run down her cheek into the black curls there, noticing the way she was holding on to the desk for support, he realized he never should have come here to have this conversation. Her office wasn’t private. He should have shown her more respect than to do this at her professional home base.

“You’d better leave, Logan.” She swiped the tears from her cheek. “I have a session with a new client in fifteen minutes and I need to pull myself together.”

She’d given him a lot to think about. He felt barraged by emotions and feelings and knowledge that he had somehow to shake into place, sort the good from the bad and figure out what he was left with.

Were he and Gina finished? He just didn’t know. And because he didn’t know, he turned and left her office. After he closed the door behind him, she left the blinds shut.

That about said it all.

 

Angie gave Gina a ferocious hug the following evening. Both of them were crying. Gina had stopped by Angie’s apartment to tell her everything. She should have done it a long time ago.

Now she leaned back to study her sister’s face. “I shouldn’t have waited this long to tell you.”

Angie backhanded the tears running down her cheek. “I thought you blamed me for your breakup with Logan. I thought that’s why you wouldn’t talk to me for so long. I thought that’s why you didn’t come home for Christmas that year.”

Gina felt terrible that she had let her sister down. “I had to get myself together. I couldn’t let any of you see what had happened.”

“So you told Logan everything? How did he take it?”

“He was wonderful. He went really slow with me. But I knew I never had anything to fear from Logan and being with him was wonderful.”


“Then why do you look as if you haven’t slept for a while?”

“Because he’s not ready to love again. I can’t just be friends with him. Not when I love him and Daniel so much. He doubted I’d stay in Sagebrush. He was afraid I’d leave again.”

“Why?”

She told Angie about the offer Silverstein had made.

“You could be rich and famous!”

“I don’t want to be rich and famous. I want to be successful, but I just want to love my work. And I do.”

“And what about you and Logan?”

“He’ll never forgive me for telling him about his father. I never should have done that. But I was so frustrated and hurt. Oh, Ange, you should have seen the hurt in his eyes. I had no right to cause him that pain.”

“You were just defending yourself.”

“Maybe, but at what cost?”

“Don’t you think he deserved to know the truth?”

Gina shook her head. “I’m not so sure.”

“Sis, the truth doesn’t hurt us. It might make us reexamine what we think, maybe even who we are. But you can’t tuck it away and pretend it doesn’t exist. It’s like this secret of yours. If we’d known, we could have supported you. We wouldn’t have thought we had done something wrong.”

Gina felt her throat close again and she and her sister shared a heartfelt glance.

“You are going to tell Mom and Dad now, aren’t you?”

“I don’t want to hurt them. I know what I’ll see in Mom’s eyes—pain for me and what happened. And with Dad, I know I’ll see rage—rage that someone could hurt his little girl.”


“You’re going to have to let them deal with it, just as I have to. In time, maybe we can all put it in the past.”

“We will put it in the past,” Gina said with an assurance she truly felt. Telling Angie, just like telling Logan and Raina, had been freeing. Her parents were a different matter, but she was hoping they’d become even closer than they were now.

“So what are you going to do about Logan?”

“There’s nothing I can do.” As she said the words her heart felt broken.

“Maybe when you go to Houston you should think seriously about expanding Baby Grows.”

“That seems to be the logical thing to do—to throw myself into a new project and let that change my life. But I think I just need to be me for a while. I have plenty of clients, plenty of work to do here. Logan and I certainly don’t run in the same circles. With a little luck I won’t see him for a very long time.”

Just saying the words practically stopped her heart. When she thought about him…when she thought about Daniel…

She rose from the sofa in Angie’s living room and nodded toward the kitchen. “Let’s get a glass of iced tea. Now I want to know everything about your life. I want us to really be sisters again.”

Angie rose, too, and gave Gina another hug. “Afterward, do you want me to go with you to Mom and Dad’s?”

Gina shook her head. “No. I have to do that alone.”

She was used to being alone, but at least now she had her family and Raina and Lily. She’d face each new sunrise and create a life for herself. Without Logan.


 

Logan pulled up to the gas pump at a station on the outskirts of Sagebrush Friday night, intending to fill the tank quickly before he headed home. Daniel would be waiting for him.

Gina wouldn’t be, though.

With a frustrated sigh Logan took off his Stetson, ran his hand through his hair, then plopped his hat back on his head. The empty feeling in his heart, in his chest, in his stomach hadn’t left, not for an instant over the past two days. He wasn’t sleeping, he was eating only when he had to, and he was rowing or riding when he wasn’t working or playing with Daniel. Being with Daniel was almost painful when he called, “Gee, gee,” and Logan’s conflicted emotions about Gina seemed more confused than ever.

He filled his gas tank, then went inside the small convenience store to pay. He spotted Raina Gibson right away. Back when he was a teenager and had come home from boarding school in the summers, he’d often admired Raina’s beauty as she waitressed at the Yellow Rose. But he’d never tried to date her. Her older brother, Ryder—now a cop on the Lubbock police force—had been more than a little protective. Logan had respected him for it.

Knowing Raina might rebuff him now because of her friendship with Gina, he approached her anyway. After she paid her bill, he tapped her shoulder. When she turned and saw him, she froze.

“I have to pay for my gas,” he said. “But I’d like to talk to you for a few minutes after I do. Would that be all right?”

She looked torn between loyalty and—maybe—curiosity. Tucking her wallet into her purse, she nodded to the back of the store near the cold-beverage cases. “I’ll wait for you there.”

As soon as he paid, he joined her. “How is Gina?”

Raina met his gaze squarely. “Why?”

“Because I care about her. Because—”

Raina didn’t make him finish. She tucked her purse under her arm. “She’s doing about as well as you from the looks of it. She’s not sleeping. She doesn’t have an appetite. She works late. Does that about sum up your life, too?”

“I shouldn’t have stopped you,” he muttered. “There’s no point.” He turned to go.

But Raina called his name. “Logan.”

He paused and turned to face her. This friend of Gina’s, who probably knew the whole story, would be one hundred percent on her friend’s side.

So she surprised him when she said, “I know where you are, Logan. I lost my husband. Going on and fighting for a new life is like climbing Everest without the proper tools, without preparations for the blizzard you know you’re going to run into. The difference between you and me is that I didn’t have a child to remind me even more deeply every day of what I’d lost.”

She really did seem to understand, and, more important, she didn’t seem to be judging him. “I believe I am ready to move on. I think Amy would want me to. But Gina and I—For years I believed one thing. I thought she’d betrayed me. I had doubts. But then Wednesday she dropped a bombshell about my father and I didn’t know how to handle it.”

“Gina told you the truth.”


He nodded. “We always think we want to know the truth, but then when we hear it, we change our minds.”

Raina didn’t disagree. “Your father attempted to interfere with your relationship with Gina all those years ago. Are you going to let him do it again now?”

That was a punch Logan hadn’t been expecting. “You don’t beat around the bush, do you?”

“Not usually. And I won’t lie to Gina about running into you today. But I probably won’t say anything unless she asks, either.”

When Raina didn’t move away, he realized she wanted to tell him something else but didn’t know if she should.

“What?” he asked.

“Putting the past behind is never easy. Gina has struggled with that, too. But maybe you should know…She told her family everything, too. It was time.”

“No more secrets. Nothing else kept in the dark.”

“Exactly,” Raina agreed.

Logan saw a wisdom in Raina’s dark eyes that he wished he possessed himself at this moment. “Thanks,” he said, meaning it.

“No thanks necessary,” she said with a shake of her head, her long black hair falling over her shoulder. “I just wish you and Gina could get on the same page before it’s too late.”

The words too late echoed in his mind as he drove home. The sound of their hum was somewhat muted as he had supper with Daniel, played with him and then put him to bed.

In his crib Daniel’s expression when he looked up at Logan and asked, “Gee, gee? Gee, gee?” made Logan’s heart feel like a lead weight. The words too late reverberated like a clanging bell as he settled in his office.

Raina’s words became louder than the bell. Your father tried to interfere in your relationship with Gina all those years ago. Are you going to let him do it again?

Why hadn’t he gone after Gina after she’d left? Sure, his father’s stroke was the easy answer. But there was another answer, deeper and more unsettling. His pride had been hurt. Oh, he’d known it all these years, but he just hadn’t admitted it. Until Gina, he could have had any woman he wanted. After all, his father was wealthy and Logan knew he could attract pretty women. But when he’d met Gina, she honestly hadn’t seemed to care about his money. All she’d wanted to do was take care of the horses. They’d been a priority for him, too, and the two of them had bonded over the birth of a foal. They’d looked into each other’s eyes and known…they were soul mates.

They’d talked for hours on end before they’d gotten physical. And once that had happened, every moment with Gina had been one to be cherished and savored. When he’d asked her to marry him, he hadn’t expected her to hesitate. Not for an instant. But she’d not only hesitated, she’d said no. She’d left him. He’d been dumped. That feeling had been new and raw and tearing. So when he’d finally called her and she’d rebuffed him, he’d decided he didn’t need that humiliation. He was Logan Barnes. He could find another woman easily.

But he hadn’t. Not until Amy. Because Gina had never left his mind and he’d compared every woman he’d met to her.

Now she’d turned his world upside down again. The father he’d thought had loved him had been as cold as everyone had said he was. He had no doubt that Elliot Barnes would have disinherited him if Logan had insisted on marrying Gina. Why hadn’t he seen his father’s hand in everything back then? How could he have believed that the love that he and Gina shared hadn’t really been there but had been a figment of his imagination?

And now? Oh, yeah, he still had his pride. Small comfort that was. Maybe he’d have to learn how to toss it away.

No—there was no maybe about it. If he wanted Gina back—and he now knew down to the soles of his boots that he did—he’d have to trade pride for happiness.

If it wasn’t too late.







Chapter Thirteen



On Saturday evening, Gina didn’t know what to make of Raina. Or Lily, who had arrived at the house with several containers of Chinese food, as if she and Raina had planned it.

Raina forked lo mein onto a dish. “We thought you’d enjoy something different for a change.”

Lily waved at the tallest container. “The lemon chicken’s wonderful. You’ve really got to try it.”

Neither of them said anything about her lack of appetite but she knew this dinner was all about that.

“Rice, too,” Raina prompted. Then she added, “Lily’s going to teach us how to crochet. That way you’ll have something to concentrate on instead of staring into space.”

“Do you really think I need something else to concentrate on? I picked up three new clients this past week.”


“Just think, you can get an early start on Christmas,” Lily advised her. “You can make a sweater for everybody in your family. They’ll love it.”

Gina supposed that was true, but she didn’t see crocheting as a real outlet or hobby. She’d still be able to think while she was doing it.

“There’s another reason for me to crochet.” Lily’s cheeks took on more color.

Gina studied her and began to smile—a genuine smile she felt straight from her heart. “Are you—?”

“Pregnant!” The word erupted from Lily in a burst of joy. “Can you believe it? I e-mailed Troy yesterday. He’s through-the-roof happy. I can’t wait until—”

The doorbell rang.

“Are you two expecting someone?” Gina asked.

A knowing smile crossed Raina’s lips. “No, but you are. Why don’t you go answer it?”

What had they done? Sent her balloons and a singing clown to cheer her up?

“If this is something that’s going to embarrass me,” she called over her shoulder as she hurried to the door, “I’ll make sure that on your birthdays—”

She never finished the sentence because as she entered the foyer she saw a shadow through the side glass. A tall, very broad-shouldered shadow.

She felt like running back to the kitchen, but she knew she couldn’t do that. Not and face life as she should. So she opened the door. Although she’d suspected who that shadow belonged to, she was still shocked to see Logan there.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” His voice was deep and husky and she wondered if she saw a bit of uncertainty in his eyes.


“I never expected to see you at this door again.”

“Would you come with me?”

She took a step back. “Where?”

Lily and Raina had appeared now. Raina had brought Gina’s purse. Lily was carrying the light shawl Gina used for cooler nights. “What’s this?” she asked them.

“We think you should go.”

Gina felt a little angry now. “So you know what’s going on? Would you please tell me?”

“Logan will tell you if you give him a chance,” Raina advised her.

If she’d give him a chance. A chance to do what?

“Go with the flow,” Lily whispered in her ear in a fairy-godmother type of way.

Just why was she hesitating? What did she have to lose?

More pieces of her heart. She remembered what Logan had said. How could I ever trust you’d stay?

“Don’t think, Gina, please.” He stretched out his hand for hers. “Just come with me.”

She looked down at the sundress she’d put on, simply because it was light and cool. “I’m not dressed for—”

“You’re dressed just right.” He was still holding out his hand and she was truly afraid to think about what this could mean.

Raina gave her a little nudge and Gina took Logan’s hand.

He smiled at the two women behind her. “Thanks. I owe you.”

“Count on it,” Lily said with a smile.

Then he was leading Gina out the door to his Range Rover. When he helped her inside, she was aware of his face close to hers. But then he stepped away and shut her door.

After he climbed into the driver’s seat, he said, “I have something to show you, so just be patient. Okay?”

She sighed and looked out the window. Even though night had fallen, she realized quickly they were headed toward the Barnes estate. “Does Daniel want to see me?”

“He calls for you often.”

“That wasn’t exactly an answer.”

After they drove between the entrance pillars, Logan didn’t veer toward the parking circle, but rather to the unpaved side road that led to the lake.

“Where are we going?”

“Trust me, Gina.” He glanced over at her.

Could she trust him now? The better question was, did he trust her?

She said nothing as they bumped along the potholes and over the ruts. Logan parked and helped her out of the SUV, a large flashlight in his hand. He shone it ahead of them as they walked through a crop of trees to the small dock.

Once they’d cleared the foliage, everything changed. There were candles everywhere…surrounding the dock, along the rim of the lake, even in the rowboat.

“What is this?” she asked, her breath hitching, her voice small with wonder.

He led her to the dock and stood with her surrounded by candles. “It’s light in the darkness, Gina. It’s you lighting up my life. Will you row out into the middle of the lake with me?”

Hope began to take root in Gina’s heart, so much hope her throat closed. She finally murmured, “Yes,” and let him lead her to the boat.


He climbed in first and then held up his hands for her. She didn’t hesitate to take them after she tossed her purse and shawl to one of the seats.

Once they were positioned in the middle of the lake, sitting next to each other directly under the almost-full moon, they settled their oars in the boat. Logan shifted slightly to face her, and held her hand, his thumb rubbing along her knuckles.

When a tremor went through her, he asked, “Are you cold?”

She shook her head. She was as warm as warm could be, not knowing what to expect, a wash of sensual current running through her.

“Nothing has been easy for us, and that’s mostly been my fault,” he admitted.

She began shaking her head, but he kept going. “You know it’s true. If I’d come after you when you went to college, you would have told me the truth and we could have confronted it together. We could have confronted my father together.”

“That’s what you would have done? You would have given up your inheritance?”

“I would have given up anything for you. The problem was, I didn’t give up what I needed to give up most—my pride. If I hadn’t been so damned stubborn and self-absorbed, I would have recognized the change in your voice when I called you. I would have realized something was wrong.”

“You were worried about your dad. There was so much on your mind. And I was still in shock.”

“You should have told me why you left sooner.” There was gentle rebuke in his voice.

“I didn’t want to hurt you. Not just as far as the inheritance went, but I knew what your father said would put a wall between you. You were finally beginning to believe he wanted you in his business…that he wanted to be the father he’d never been.”

“You shouldn’t have to protect me. I’m supposed to protect you.”

“It goes both ways.”

“About Houston—”

“We don’t have to talk about that,” she said, concerned it would tip the happiness she was beginning to believe they’d find together.

“Yes, we do. No more half truths, no more misunderstandings. I want you to succeed, Gina. I want you to go after whatever you feel is going to fulfill you. But that day when Silverstein called me, all I could see was your interest in travel growing, your interest in setting up the centers growing. All I could see was you leaving me and Daniel someday when we weren’t enough to hold you in Sagebrush.”

She didn’t know where this was leading, but she did know she loved Logan. She squeezed his hand. “I would never do that. Not if you want me to stay.”

At that, he draped his arm around her, pulled her close and lifted her chin. His mouth was tenderly passionate claiming her, making promises he wanted to keep. “I’m sorry, Gina, that I had so many doubts. I’m sorry that I didn’t know how to let go of Amy to concentrate on us.”

She wrapped her arms around his chest and held him tight. “She’s part of your life, part of your past, and she’ll always be Daniel’s mother.”

“She’ll be his mother, but not the one he remembers. You’re going to be the mother he remembers.”


She gazed into Logan’s eyes, searching for sadness. But she didn’t see any. Suddenly, what he’d said dawned on her. “You want me to be Daniel’s mother?”

Instead of answering her, he slipped something from his shirt pocket and held it in the palm of his hand. The gold locket glowed under the moonlight.

“It’s your mother’s locket—the one I returned to you!”

“Yes, it is. I’ve kept it in the back of my dresser drawer all these years.” He opened it, showing her the picture of the two of them when they were much younger. “I couldn’t give it to Amy because it belonged to you.”

As she lifted her hair, her heart so full she couldn’t speak, he clasped it around her neck. Taking Gina’s hand, he asked, “Will you marry me, Gina Rigoletti?”

Somehow she found words, happiness a tangible essence flowing through every fiber of her being. She wrapped her arms around his neck. “Yes, I’ll marry you, Logan Barnes. And I’ll love you always.” Her love for Logan had begun so long ago, and she knew it would live forever.

“For always,” he repeated and kissed her under the light of the Texas moon.
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