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  The Portrait


  What would it be like to enter a cursed portrait and find an appealing man who’s been a hermit for years? Dylan’s waiting for the one person to break the curse he’s been under. Sophie promises to help the gorgeous loner any way she can. But will she end up giving more than she bargained for?


  Fire Goddess


  Kelly Marshall is queen of the soaps. And her producer has a brilliant idea for upcoming sweeps: a fairy tale come true. Sloan Davenport reluctantly agrees to help build sets for the soap opera. But it’s a world he loathes on sight.


  Wilda is Kelly’s guardian. She must succeed in her task for herself and her sisters. But mostly for the two headstrong mortals who don’t realize their importance to each other until it’s almost too late.


  Virtually Yours


  Perfect Timing


  ~~To my sister, Amber Dawn Patat.~~


  You hold my hand when I stumble. You pick me up when I fall. And if I had a Barbie perfume maker, it would be yours.


  I love you.


  Dear Readers,


  There are many things that can take pieces of your soul. Abuse is one of them.


  In the US, one woman is physically abused every eight seconds and one is raped every six minutes. One man is abused every thirty-eight seconds.


  Many victims do not speak out for fear of not being believed or out of shame.


  It’s not your fault.


  Four simple words that convey the truth of the matter.


  It’s not your fault.


  If you, or someone you know, is being or has been abused, please call the National Domestic Violence Hotline at 1-800-799-SAFE (7233) or TTY 1-800-787-3224.


  Use your voice.


  Break the silence.


  Prologue


  “She was a handful, Wilda.” Kendra smiled at her older sister. “But you picked well.” A frown creased her face. “I hope I am wise enough to do the same.”


  Wilda hugged Kendra close. “Just because you are the youngest does not mean you will fall short in this quest.” She shot a look to Tempest. “And don’t let anyone else attempt to help you.”


  Tempest frowned, and her blue eyes flashed. “I only wanted to lend a hand.”


  “You only felt the need to try and take over the assignment. You know the rules!” Wilda scolded her.


  Eden held up her hand, and the women fell silent. “Truce,” she said. “We will not fight amongst ourselves. Together we can achieve our goal.” She met each of their eyes. “But apart, we fail.”


  Tempest arched her eyebrow at Wilda. Eden shot a meaningful glance at her. “Tempest. Your way is not necessarily anyone else’s. Your turn will come.” Her brown eyes sought out Kendra’s blue worried ones. “But for now, we wait for Kendra’s choice.”


  Kendra took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Wilda picked a mortal who was strong and had a similar personality to hers.


  Who will I pick?


  Their only hope of moving up in their power was to prove themselves worthy. Each Guardian selected a woman to mentor and mold into a success. The Guardians could gift the mortal woman twice and only use her powers to assist, never control. Each Guardian would be judged on the mortal’s success with health, home, and heart. But the hardest part of being a Guardian was having to involve themselves in the mortal’s life and influence decisions.


  It was a lot harder than they had originally thought. The mortals had minds of their own and didn’t care much for listening to complete strangers telling them how to live their lives. But the Guardians had no choice. They were required to all pass the test before any of them could move into the higher levels with greater responsibilities.


  For over one hundred years, they tried. And not once did all four achieve success together. One would succeed, but not the next. Three would succeed, but not the last. They were growing more agitated by the year. Patience had long since run out. They needed action. They needed a damn miracle. It was finding four women, not simply one. Each Guardian must do her part or none would be rewarded.


  If they succeeded, they were gifted with a bracelet that strengthened their power. If all four met their tasks, then their collective power would become such that it could never be denied or taken.


  Kendra’s sisters gathered near to her, giving her strength with their mere presence. She looked down through the clouds and prayed there would be something to give her a clue as to who to pick. She was unsure and didn’t want to make a mistake that would cost them all.


  “Steady.” Eden’s soft voice soothed her frazzled nerves. “You will know, Kendra. You will know.”


  And then Kendra saw her.


  Her mortal wore a smile on her face, but her heart hurt. The woman was lonely. Oh, so lonely. Kendra could almost see the pain radiating out from the woman.


  “That one.” Kendra pointed down to Earth, and her sisters looked at her choice.


  “Oh, Kendra,” Tempest whispered. “You’ll have your work cut out for you.” Her blue eyes blinked back tears. “I don’t think anyone ever taught her how to love.”


  “I will guide her. Protect her.” Kendra’s voice was certain. Her light blue eyes met each sister’s in turn. “I choose her.”


  Chapter 1


  The man in the crimson G-string gyrated to the music and catcalls of the mostly female audience. The bow tie around his neck matched perfectly. He humped and gyrated to the beat while trying to look incredibly sexy. Perfectly honed muscles moved in time to the incredibly loud bass pumping through the club.


  Erin had a headache.


  She watched Tara motion to the man so she could slide a bill or two into his tight briefs. He worked his way over and winked at Tara while she slid her hands down his hard chest and into the front of his G-string.


  Erin sipped her diet soda and watched the commotion around her with a dispassionate eye.


  Who knew teachers could be such a crazy group of individuals? Erin looked at the various glasses and drinks on the top of the table. Apparently margaritas and rum loosened inhibitions considerably.


  And she’d watched in disbelief as Mary, the fifth grade teacher, put another five into the man’s g-string. If he didn’t already have a month of Mary’s salary in there, Erin would eat her sock.


  Erin sighed and looked around at the garish lights and tried to tune out some of the loud music. No go.


  Mr. Red G-String went back to his room while Mr. Sparkly G-String came out. Or at least that’s what his bow tie indicated. The man’s teeth gleamed impossibly bright in the dark room. And then he proceeded to do a little bump and grind.


  But so were Erin’s teeth. She glanced at Tara and sighed.


  “Tara!” She tapped her friend’s arm. “I’m going.”


  Tara blinked and tried to focus her brown eyes. “Huh?”


  “I’m. Leaving.” Erin stood and kissed Tara’s forehead. “You all have a ride home, right?”


  “Bar owner took care of it.” Tara tried to read the hands on her watch. “I think it’s early. Why don’t you stay?”


  “I’m tired.” Erin forced out a yawn and shrugged. “I’ll see you Monday at school.” She made her way through the maze of chairs and walked purposefully toward the front door.


  Someone grabbed her arm, and Erin responded without thinking. She swung her fist and felt the satisfying connection of skin to skin. Her arm dropped quickly, and she turned to sprint toward the door.


  A large man suddenly stepped in front of her, and Erin stopped abruptly.


  “Miss.”


  Erin turned to study the dark-skinned man who rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Nice hit.” He tried to smile through the pain. His olive complexion complemented hazel eyes flawlessly. “I have a feeling you would have broken my nose if I hadn’t pulled back. Now.” He spread his hands out as if talking to a child. “If you don’t mind. You’re not going anywhere.”


  “I would have.” Erin nodded and showed her teeth. “And yes. I do mind.” Her heart raced. She glanced from the smaller man to the giant behind her. “I’m going home.” Erin glanced toward the door one more time.


  “Can’t let you do that,” the giant rumbled.


  Erin turned to him and nodded slowly, as though in agreement. Then she kicked the hell out of his balls. A second later, she was flying toward the front door.


  The smaller man caught her arm halfway there and pinned her to the wall. “You’re coming with us, Miss.” He dragged her toward the stairs against the wall.


  Erin tried to shout, but all the women who saw her struggle were grinning and clapping as though it were a big joke. Her heart hammered in her chest.


  The man who had a hold of her opened a door and gently pushed her inside. The giant of a man, still holding his balls, hobbled in after.


  “What do you want me to do with her, boss?”


  Erin curved her fingers into claws, ready to do damage.


  “I don’t know, Max.” The man rubbed his temple. “If I had known what a pain in the ass a bunch of drunk women would be, I would never have taken over this bar.”


  “What?” Erin sputtered.


  “My bouncer’s balls are in the vicinity of his throat, and I’m scared you’re going to scratch my eyes out.” The man sighed. Hazel eyes studied her. “Not a good sign.”


  “You’re the owner?” Erin’s blue eyes met his unflinchingly.


  “Yes.”


  “Do you think that perhaps you could have let a woman know instead of molesting her?” Erin put her hand on her hip and regarded him distastefully.


  “You’re not drunk?” The man’s gaze roamed over her flushed skin.


  “Oh.” Erin dropped her hands in sudden understanding. “You’re supposed to take care of the inebriated guests.” She blew out a breath. “Listen. I applaud your tenacity. But I’m stone sober. Okay?”


  Erin turned to the man behind her. “I’m sorry, Max. I thought you were going to hurt me.”


  “We don’t do that.” The giant frowned.


  “Miss. I’m so sorry.” The man bowed regally at the waist. When he straightened, he offered his hand. “Daniel Rodriguez at your service. I hope you can accept my apology.” He looked shamefaced. “Some of these parties can become a little rowdy. I only glanced in on your bachelorette party. There was,” he cleared his throat, “a lot of partying going on.”


  She shook his hand quickly and then withdrew hers. “No kidding.” Erin smiled. “Not a problem. I’ll just be heading home now.” She nodded at the bar owner and turned to go.


  “Miss!”


  Erin turned back around and arched her eyebrow. “Yes?”


  “Please. Let me make this up to you. Perhaps a dinner?” He grinned and showed the perfect teeth again. “My mother would never forgive me.”


  “Your mother need never know.” Erin smiled at Max and turned to walk back down the stairs.


  The adrenaline still coursed through her veins. Goodbye, sleep. Hello, ice-cream. She didn’t look back at either man on her way out.


  * * * *


  Kendra glided through the halls of the school and looked at every piece of art on the wall. She loved children. She often helped with the nursery back home. And surely magical children were harder to take care of than mortals.


  Her hands lovingly traced a beautiful picture of a fairy with blue wings. The child had a gift as an artist. The picture gleamed golden around the edges. It was a strong gift.


  Kendra moved invisibly from wall to wall and tried to get her bearings. She wasn’t quite ready to undertake her assignment. Failure was not an option. Wilda came through with flying colors. And now she, the youngest, had to make her time count.


  She didn’t think Eden would try to interfere. But Tempest was another matter entirely. Her sister could drive a saint stupid without trying. But Wilda had managed her. And so would Kendra. If she had to.


  Her steps faltered a bit outside Erin’s classroom. Already, Kendra’s energy seemed to want to reach out and encompass her mortal. To guide. To protect. Kendra opened herself up and sampled the remnants of her mortal.


  Such sadness. It was palpable in the lines of life. But strength. Courage. Kendra nodded. She had chosen well. There was much work in front of her. But she was the Water Goddess. She would prevail.


  Kendra smoothed down her plain brown skirt as her sensible brown shoes clicked on the cement floor of the school. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a loose bun at the nape of her neck. She tried to look as nondescript as possible. The spell helped enormously.


  The office doors were right in front of her. She grasped the doorknob, turned it, and opened the door.


  An older woman with red, corkscrew curls piled on top of her head muttered to herself while clutching a pencil between her teeth. Her tortoiseshell glasses balanced precariously on her small nose while the chain hung crazily by her cheek. She pecked at a keyboard while muttering under her breath.


  “Um, excuse me?”


  The typing stopped, and the woman peered up over her glasses. Sharp green eyes studied her.


  “What do you need, hon? Run out of pencils again?”


  Kendra frowned down at the woman. “No.”


  The woman blinked and pulled the glasses up. “Oh. I’m so sorry! I thought you were someone else. Can I help you?”


  “I need an application.”


  “Teacher’s assistant or janitor?”


  Kendra blinked twice at the choices. She certainly hoped it was the teacher’s assistant. How was she to help her mortal if she only saw the woman twice a day? Not to mention that scrubbing toilets was certainly not her idea of a good time. Not that she’d ever done it. But she was pretty sure she wouldn’t care for it.


  “Teacher’s assistant.”


  The older woman handed her a sheet of paper and pen. “You can fill it out over there, dearie.”


  Kendra took her paper and walked over to the small, brown, circular table against the wall. She put her purse in front of the paper and waited for inspiration to strike. As soon as she shielded her paper, answers automatically filled in the spaces. She muttered a brief, “Thank you.”


  And then the office traffic picked up considerably. Kendra watched the comings and goings with interest. The woman behind the desk had pencils, a rubber band, paper clips, staples, and highlighters. There were also shoestrings, band-aids, and Vaseline for chapped lips.


  Elementary children filtered through with consistency until the first bell rang. And then they tapered off considerably. Kendra took a deep breath and walked back up to the secretary’s desk. She handed the paper to the woman and waited while it was looked over.


  “You’re perfect, dearie.” Those green eyes moved over her and missed nothing. “I think Erin will appreciate someone with so much experience.” She lowered her voice. “I’m Ethel. Keeper of Tiny Treasures and the band-aids. And the truth is, we’ve got an overabundance of kindergarteners this year.” She sighed. “A lot of parents kept their children out of preschool, and this is their first year. Erin has her hands full.”


  Ethel smiled. “She can handle it; I have no doubt. But we have to fill the position because of the large number of children.”


  “I understand.” Kendra smiled back. “I look forward to your call. Would it be okay if I looked around a bit?”


  “Oh, heavens yes!” Ethel waved her out the door. “I’ll give this to the principal, Mrs. Barfield. She’ll be the one contacting you.” She winked. “And I don’t think it will be too long. But go wander around, dearie.”


  Kendra thanked the secretary and left the office. She could hear the murmurings of hundreds of children and smiled. This was certainly where she was supposed to be. And then a shrill cry broke the air, and Kendra frowned and ran down the hallway.


  * * * *


  Erin hurried down the hallway toward the cry that startled her a second ago. She had only dropped the children off at music when the cry stopped her in her tracks. The shrill cry tapered off into large sobs that echoed off the walls of the empty hallways.


  She rushed into the bathroom and found Mary, a third grader, holding up her bleeding finger. It was a nasty cut, and Erin fought back the wince of sympathy.


  “Here, hon.” Erin turned on the cold water and ran the finger underneath it for a second so she could see the depth of the cut. “What happened?”


  Between hiccups and sobs, Mary told of how she accidentally slit her finger on the toilet paper holder. Erin nodded and applied pressure to the cut. It didn’t need stitches but certainly a bandage.


  “I’ll walk you down to Miss Ethel, and she’ll fix you right up. Okay? Then we’ll call your parents so they know what happened.”


  “Okay.” Mary’s lip quivered again.


  “Is there anything I can do?” The soft voice startled Erin, and she spun quickly to see who was behind her.


  A slender blonde with bright blue eyes studied her.


  “Who are you?” Erin tucked Mary behind her and looked at the stranger.


  “My name is Kendra.” She smiled. “I’ve applied for the assistant teaching position. Ethel assured me I could look around a bit.”


  Mary moved from behind Erin and looked at the two women. “Are you sisters?”


  “No, hon.” Erin smiled down at her. “I don’t have any sisters. But Miss Kendra is thinking about helping out in my room. So we might see more of her. Okay?”


  The child nodded.


  “Now let’s get you down to the office.”


  Erin tucked Mary close and stroked her hair on the trip down to the office. Thankfully the cut wasn’t deep enough for stitches. Those hurt like hell. And no child should have to have them. She explained to Ethel what happened and left Mary with her.


  When she turned around, she met Kendra’s eyes and motioned to the hallway. “Would you like to see the room you may be working in?”


  “Love to.”


  Erin nodded and led Kendra down the long hallway to the last room on the right. “Home sweet home.” She opened the door and motioned the visitor inside.


  The alphabet trailed across the top of the blackboard in bright letters with animals hiding between the spaces. A map of the United States was on the left of the blackboard with colorful pushpins highlighting certain locations. The window next to it housed three beautiful flowers that seemed to strain toward the sunlight.


  The far wall accommodated a bookshelf overflowing with picture books and easy readers. A plant on top of it trailed down a pale green vine that curled ever-so-gently on the second shelf. Three small bean bags in various colors curled around the carpet in front of the books. Several small words in bright blue, green, and yellow clung to the wall.


  Erin’s desk sat by the other window on the same wall with a collection of markers, pencils, and crayons. An apple-shaped hall pass lay on the corner. Behind her desk on the other wall were cubbies with children’s prized possessions overflowing the small squares.


  The last wall was a series of cabinets decorated with ribbons and bright pictures that captivated Kendra’s attention immediately. There were fairy tale characters and clouds that seemed to drift down and float effortlessly against the wood.


  Erin watched Kendra walk over and trace the pictures with one finger. “I like these.”


  “So do the children.” Erin joined her and pointed to a princess and a frog at the top. All the green in the princess’ dress and the frog was bright glitter. “They can’t seem to get enough of the fairy tales. So we’re exploring those first this year. I’m trying to find some books that have simple words but captivating pictures.”


  Kendra nodded. “Ethel told me there is an extra large class this year.”


  “Is that a problem?”


  “Not at all.” Kendra smiled. “I’m used to large groups of children.”


  “Good.” Erin glanced at the clock. “It’s nice to meet you, but I have to prepare the next lesson for the children. They’ll be back in about twenty minutes.”


  “Pleased to meet you.” Kendra extended her hand, and Erin took it with hesitation and shook.


  “You can see yourself out, can’t you?”


  “Yes.” Kendra walked back through the door and down the hall.


  Erin sighed and rubbed her temple. Well, at least the assistant didn’t seem like a pain in the ass. It was a complication she didn’t need. Regardless, she would adhere to Principal Barfield’s decision. The woman had a knack for hiring the best suited people. It’s why the staff of the school was more like a family.


  And speaking of family ties, she wondered how Saturday night ended. And if any of her single friends ended up with a nice gyrating man in her bed. Erin grinned. As long as Tara didn’t, Erin didn’t really care.


  The night brought back memories of the bar owner and his bouncer. Erin had gone directly to her freezer and brought out the butter pecan ice cream pint when she arrived home. She hadn’t been that shaken in quite some time, and she didn’t like it. No one had put their hands on her in years, and it was an unpleasant feeling.


  Erin rubbed her shoulders through her thin blue blouse and smoothed down her matching pencil skirt. She pushed the thoughts of that night to the back of her mind and opened her planner. The children would be bouncing off the walls when they came back from music, and she needed to have their attention immediately. Perhaps a story or two to calm them down and refocus them. She smiled and smoothed her blonde hair back into the tight bun at the nape of her neck.


  * * * *


  The morning flew by, and Erin didn’t have a chance to catch up with her co-workers until lunchtime. They all sat at one of the tables in the cafeteria. All in their thirties and all had similar tastes and preferences. Close enough to handle any problems but far enough away to have some adult conversation.


  Tara and Mary already sat there, deep in discussion. Erin took a tray and walked over to the women and sat down.


  “There she is.” Tara smiled at her. “We wondered if you were bound and gagged in your room.”


  “No.” Erin grinned. “How did Saturday night go?”


  “Great!” Mary beamed. She patted her chestnut hair pulled back in a ponytail. “I have a date Friday night with one of the dancers.”


  Tara laughed. “Three of them asked her. But she only accepted one invitation.”


  “The other two didn’t want a date.” Mary wriggled her eyebrows.


  Erin laughed and rolled her eyes. “TMI, woman. Seriously.”


  “And where did you skip out to?” Tara eyed Erin curiously. “We looked up around eleven, and you were nowhere to be seen.”


  Erin shook her head. “I said my goodbyes. You probably just don’t remember.” She took a sip of her milk and waved her hand. “A bit of a headache, so I skipped out a little early.”


  “A little?” Mary frowned. “Honey. You weren’t even there an hour.”


  Tara studied her with concerned brown eyes. “Just not your cup of tea, is it?”


  “Not really.” Erin smiled gratefully and took a bite of the chicken the cafeteria prepared. Then she looked around and noted the groups of children. Everyone seemed to be doing well.


  “You can’t live just for the job, hon.” Mary motioned to the children. “They’re precious. And they’re wonderful. But they don’t take the place of a partner in your life.”


  Tara opened her mouth, but Erin shook her head. “It’s fine, Tara. And I don’t think Mary would be Mary if she didn’t try to matchmake.” Her blue eyes met Mary’s, and she smiled. “I don’t want a partner. I’m content to be single. And working. And not worrying about someone else the entire time. I’ll leave all the men for you since Ms. Tara here is going to be a Mrs. Soon.”


  “It doesn’t seem right,” Mary muttered. “Look at you. Beautiful, blonde, thin, and smart as hell. Are you a lesbian?”


  Erin threw back her head and laughed until tears streamed from her eyes. Tara simply shook her head and tried not to snicker. “No. I’m not. Though that would probably just mean you were shoving women in my path and not men.”


  Mary shrugged. “Got to have a hobby. And I’ve already set up Tara.”


  “And very well, I might add.”


  The words seemed to mollify the fifth grade teacher. “Okay. I’ll let it go for now. But don’t think you’re totally off the hook. I have plans for you.”


  “Perish the thought,” Erin mumbled, and Tara laughed.


  The women talked and laughed for the next half an hour while a substitute handled the playground duties. Erin dumped her tray and bid her friends goodbye until after school. She passed the office when she heard Ethel call out her name. Erin turned quickly and walked through the doorway.


  “Yes, Ethel?”


  The secretary grinned broadly and motioned to a massive bouquet of red and white roses that now adorned the counter in front of her. “These are for you, dear.”


  “What?” All color drained from Erin’s face as she regarded the large mass of blooms in front of her. “I think there’s been a mistake.”


  “No mistake.” Ethel stood and walked around to the side where Erin was frozen. “The delivery guy only dropped them off a minute ago and specifically said these were for you. Aren’t they just gorgeous?”


  “Gorgeous,” Erin repeated through numb lips. She eyed them as if they were a nest of rattlesnakes.


  “Well. Aren’t you going to take them to your room?”


  The question shook her out of her reverie, and she started. “No. I think it would be a distraction for the children. Is it okay if I tuck them in a cabinet or something to pick up after school?”


  “Tuck them in a cabinet?” Ethel’s mouth opened in horror. Then she shook her head. “They can stay on my desk. Aren’t they just to die for?”


  “Uh huh.” Erin tried to smile and quickly plucked the card from its place among the stems. “I’ll see you later.” She fled the office without a backward glance.


  No one had ever given her flowers. And there was no one in her life right now that would. Dread crept along her spine, and she tried to steady her hands. Erin opened the envelope and read the few lines scrawled across the white space.


  
    
      Sorry for the misunderstanding


      Dinner invitation still stands


      Daniel Rodriguez

    

  


  Erin frowned and racked her brain. The name was certainly familiar. And then it all rushed back to her. The olive complexion and hazel eyes. The beautiful teeth and wide smile. The bar owner.


  She grimaced and shoved the paper back into the envelope. Obviously loose lips had given out her name and employer. Damn alcohol, anyway. It’s probably something the bar owner counted on to get information such as he did.


  Well then. She would simply return his damn flowers and let him know that she wasn’t interested. In no uncertain terms.


  Chapter 2


  Erin took her chances and stopped by the bar after work. She wanted to catch the bar owner before the crowd came. She parked her blue compact on the side of the building next to a green truck and walked around to the front. The flowers had already been dispersed among her students. She gave a bloom to each with directions to take it home and give it to a parent or grandparent. They were delighted.


  She pushed open the front door and walked inside. Erin looked around and noted it was neat and tidy. And there was nary a hint of a G-string. She glanced to see if any of the staff was there. No bartender. No wait staff. She frowned and looked upstairs toward the office. A light shone brightly through the window.


  “Hell,” she muttered. Right back into the lion’s den. Erin squared her shoulders and walked up the flight of stairs to the office. She rapped her knuckles on the door firmly and waited.


  “Come in.”


  Erin turned the doorknob and walked inside. The office was plush. A fact utterly lost to her on the last visit. A large oak desk sat directly across from the front door. Several watercolor paintings hung on the wall to her right. The carpet was a thick brown shag that seemed to engulf her feet. She shut the door behind her and waited for the man behind the large oak desk to look up. He muttered under his breath for a couple of more minutes, and Erin took the time to study him.


  The bar owner was extremely attractive. It was a fact that both irritated and fascinated her. Olive complexion with high cheekbones. Thick, dark hair that seemed to have a mind of its own. It brushed the top of his shoulders and curled slightly at the ends. He wore a navy suit tailored to fit. It cut across the breadth of his shoulders and tapered downwards.


  “Can I have a minute, please?”


  His head jerked up, and he pinned her with hazel eyes. A second later he was on his feet. “I’m so sorry. I thought you were staff. And I have numbers I have to go over before every opening. Please. Sit. Sit.” He motioned to a dark green loveseat behind her.


  “Thank you.” Erin sat and watched him take a seat on the edge of his desk.


  “Did you receive the flowers?”


  “Yes.” She nodded. “That’s why I’m here.”


  “Splendid.” Daniel pulled his planner from his desk and held it in front of him. “I will arrange my schedule for whichever day is best for you.”


  Erin frowned and blinked. “I’m not here to make a date, Mr. Rodriguez. I’m here to inform you that I don’t want your flowers. But I do appreciate the gesture.”


  He studied her for a second and placed the planner back on the desk quietly. “You will not go out with me?” He spoke the words quietly. Gently.


  “I have no interest in dating right now. Thank you.” Erin stiffened her spine.


  “So it’s not just me?”


  She sighed and waved her hand. “Don’t be silly. And file your male pride away. I don’t want to date. Period. Nor do I wish to receive flowers from you.” Erin stood and nodded her head. “Thank you for your time.”


  “Please. Call me Daniel.” He held out his hand, as if beseeching her. “You have a spark, Ms. Sanders.” He rubbed his nose. “And a mean right hook. Is there anything I can say to change your mind?”


  Erin stepped back out of reach. “There will be more sparks, Mr. Rodriguez. But they won’t be from me.” Erin turned toward the door and looked over her shoulder. “Good day.”


  She jogged down the stairs and out the front door. Erin gulped air as if she were drowning. The bar owner was intense. Those eyes. She shivered. Something about him that she couldn’t think about further. She refused. It was done. And she could go on with her life.


  * * * *


  Erin woke up at six o’clock the next morning with a small headache behind her right eye. She grimaced and popped two Ibuprofen with her morning diet soda. She ate two pieces of toast and an egg. Then she quickly showered and pulled on a sleeveless pink sweater and matching slacks. She wound her blonde hair up tight and clipped a pale pink barrette in it to keep it from straying. Minimum makeup and comfortable white flats.


  It was only Tuesday. That meant the kids would have an extra hour reading. And they would have ants in their pants. Tuesday and Thursday seemed interminable. Erin grabbed a liter of her diet soda and one of water. She would eat lunch in the cafeteria.


  On her way out the door, she almost tripped over the stack of coloring books on her porch. Erin frowned and picked one up. They were bundled in groups of six. And there were five bundles. She scooped them up and carried them in two loads to her car. Maybe a helpful parent dropped them off. Odd.


  Erin drove to the school while listening to Mozart. The strains of the orchestra soothed her. Calmed her. Steadied her for the day ahead. She glanced out the window and saw the storm clouds rolling in. That meant her lovely children would more than likely be with her after lunch instead of frolicking on the playground.


  The first fat raindrop hit her on the second trip from her car to her classroom. The second and third closely followed it. By the time she hit the school doors a second time, the rain fell in earnest. Erin shook herself a bit and walked into her classroom. One of many reasons she arrived early. She had at least half an hour before most of the teachers showed up and around forty-five minutes to prepare for the students.


  A bolt of lightning lit up the sky, and Erin leaned further toward the window and waited for the thunder. She wasn’t disappointed. A couple of seconds later, thunder rumbled across the sky and vibrated the windows of the school. She rested her forehead against the cool windowpane and took a deep breath.


  “Beautiful, isn’t it?”


  The words, spoken softly, still startled Erin. She turned with a frown and saw the woman from yesterday standing there. She wore a simple light blue dress with a white crocheted shawl wrapped around her shoulders. Her blonde hair pulled back into a slick chignon. Erin nodded. “It is.”


  “I’m Kendra.” The woman moved forward and extended her hand. “Principal Barfield called me last night.”


  “I remember.” Erin shook her hand lightly and then dropped hers. “We’re going to have our hands full today.” She motioned to the rain-streaked windows. “Thirty young people with no outlet makes for a long day.”


  Her new assistant opened the window and cupped her palm to hold the water coming from the sky. She looked at Erin. “It’s beautiful.”


  Erin nodded. “I’ve always loved storms. They calm me.” She turned abruptly toward her desk. No need to reminisce about her past. That’s exactly where it belonged. Every mistake. Every nightmare. She pulled herself together with an effort. She grabbed a coloring book and turned to give it to Kendra.


  “These were dropped off at my house. Wonderful rainy day activity.”


  “It’s the alphabet.” Kendra thumbed through the pages. “Clever. And the kids should love it.”


  Erin looked up at her. “Do you always show up so early?”


  “The better to begin my day.” Kendra smiled. “And I enjoy the rain.”


  They worked companionably to discuss which letters they would cover that day and for the rest of the week. Twenty minutes later, Miss Ethel showed up in the doorway with a medium dark blue satchel.


  “Have a delivery, ladies.” She walked in and unzipped the bag to show the women the contents.


  Colored pencils, crayons, and markers filled every inch of the bag. Erin grinned. “Has Santa arrived early this year?”


  “Not that I’m aware of, hon.” Ethel smiled. “These were waiting at my desk this morning with your name on them.”


  “I think we have an anonymous donor. A parent, probably.” Erin looked at the supplies. “I’ll send out a thank you note this afternoon.”


  “Thoughtful.” Kendra smiled and picked up a large box of crayons. “The kids will love these.” She looked at Erin. “This happen often?”


  “No.” Erin shook her head. “But every once in awhile we have donations filter in for the students.” She looked up at the clock. “We have about fifteen minutes before the rush known as first hour begins.” She glanced at Kendra. “You ready?”


  “Always.” Kendra smiled. “This is exactly where I’m supposed to be.”


  * * * *


  The day went well until after lunch when the rain still poured, and the children became fidgety. Erin tried everything besides bribery when Kendra held up her hands, and the kids stilled.


  “I have a story.”


  Erin listened carefully to her assistant’s voice.


  The room hushed instantly. And then a tiny voice piped up. “What kind of story?”


  “A magical story. Full of heroes and dragons and fairies.” Kendra held her finger to her lips. “But it’s a secret. And I have to talk quietly or the fairies might be upset with me for sharing.”


  “That’s tattletaling.”


  Erin bit back a laugh and saw Kendra trying to do the same.


  The small voice was highly indignant.


  “Yes, Allison. But sometimes fairies cannot keep secrets. It’s why I must be very, very quiet with this story. Can you be quiet, too?”


  Thirty heads nodded in unison. Kendra looked up and winked at Erin. “Then sit still, my lovelies. Because I have a story of how a storm such as this one saved a fairy’s life.”


  Erin sat at her desk and listened to Kendra weave a story of magic that kept the children enthralled for over an hour. A feat previously unknown to teachers of any sort of age group.


  When the last word was uttered, there was a moment of silence and then the children clapped their hands loudly.


  “Again, again!”


  “Just one more!”


  Erin watched Kendra smile and shake her head. “I have more stories for other days, class. But for now, I believe Ms. Sanders has a lesson to teach us. One we will all pay attention to and learn.”


  Erin nodded her thanks and began the spelling lesson.


  * * * *


  Tuesday ended on much the same note as it began. The skies poured water from the heavens in torrents and then trickles. But it never let up. Never did the rain pause at all. Erin hustled the last group of students to the car line and watched Kendra straighten the chairs. It was nice to have someone help in the class. And her new assistant seemed to know what she was doing.


  The best part was that the students liked her. Accepted her. And that went a long way with Erin. Kids seemed to have a built-in antenna for that which was good and that which wasn’t. She sighed and stretched as the last of her students filtered down the hallway and outside for that teacher to corral.


  “Plans for this evening?”


  Erin glanced over at Kendra and shook her head. “I’m going to set sail for my house in about half an hour. And you?”


  “Nothing much, I’m afraid.” Kendra smiled. “I’m new to town. I don’t know many people. So I’ll just curl up with a book and bide the time.”


  “Sometimes fictional friends can be just as important as other ones.” Erin walked over and straightened her desk.


  “Yes.” Kendra moved closer. “I find that immersing myself in other places and others’ stories helps me, sometimes.”


  “I have a rich fantasy life.” Erin blurted out the words before she could stop them and averted her eyes. She quickly put her pencils back in the cup.


  She felt a small pain in her chest at the truthfulness of the words and worked hard not to look up at her assistant. When she finally did, she found the woman openly studying her. After a minute, Kendra turned quickly and cleared her throat.


  “I believe I’m ready to leave now. Is there anything else you need me to do?”


  “No. Thanks.” Erin blew out a breath and grabbed her umbrella off the coat rack. Small niggles of guilt bit at her. She could invite Kendra to grab a bite to eat. Or pretend to be sociable and go to a movie or something. But that piece of her that kept to itself won out.


  “You have a good evening.” Erin walked purposefully down the hall and out the door to her car. The thunder rolled mildly across the skies, and she opened her car door with steady hands.


  A rich fantasy life. She snorted. That was the only life she had. By choice. Because any relationship would be doomed. Erin accepted that. Accepted it in college when she let someone close enough to see what she was made of. The things she had done. And he was appalled. And every time after that, he looked at her differently. And she had done her best to avoid him.


  She wouldn’t lie. But the truth doomed her to be by herself. Alone. Erin tapped her fingers on her steeling wheel and backed up slowly. She shouldn’t dwell on the past. That part of her life was just that. The past.


  * * * *


  The rain actually stopped by the time Erin pulled up to her small yellow house. She smiled and stepped out of her small car. The smile died as she caught sight of a large bouquet of exotic blooms on her front porch.


  “Son of a bitch,” she muttered. Erin walked slowly up to the porch and took the two steps as one. Small drops of rain still clung lovingly to the sapphire and amethyst blooms. She reached down and traced the petals. So soft and fragrant. The feminine side wanted to sigh, but she bit it back with effort. Her practical side would run her life from now on. Erin pulled the card out of the protective plastic and swore softly at the flowing manuscript she now recognized on sight.


  Apparently Daniel Rodriguez couldn’t take a hint.


  Chapter 3


  The last thing Erin wanted to do was get back in her car and drive to the bar. But she knew she couldn’t waste another day. No telling what the idiot would do next. She growled low in her throat and threw her car into reverse. What part of their last conversation was over his head? Seriously.


  She pulled into the bar parking lot ten minutes later and noticed it was filling up quickly.


  “Great,” she muttered. “Absolutely damn perfect. How much better could it be?” Erin stepped out of her car and slammed the door shut. She strode purposefully to the entrance and smiled when she saw Max.


  “Hi, Max.”


  The big man’s head swiveled to look at her, and a smile broke across his lips. “Hey!” He quickly moved the rope so she could come inside. There were small murmurs of protest until Max held up his beefy hand. They were quickly silenced.


  “Thanks, Max.” Erin waved behind her as she made her way to the boss’ office. One Daniel Rodriguez. Hard-headed man extraordinaire. There were two ways to make an approach. Nice and easy. Or balls to the wall. She chose the latter.


  Erin threw the door open to the office and walked inside as if she owned the entire operation.


  The bar owner sat on the edge of his desk talking to an older woman. Both looked with wide eyes at her entrance. Erin watched Daniel’s eyes crinkle at the corners as he struggled not to laugh.


  “This is not funny!” Erin moved forward but still kept at least six feet between them. “What part of ‘leave me alone’ are you having issues with?” She planted her hands on her hips. “I don’t want your damn flowers. I don’t want dinner. I don’t want anything from you. Can’t your ego handle that?”


  “Ms. Sanders.” Daniel’s mellow voice washed over her. His hazel eyes sparkled with humor. “You never fail to capture my attention.”


  Erin moved one of her feet in front of the other in a fighting stance. “I’m going to command more than that if you don’t back off, Mr. Rodriguez.”


  The older woman made a small sound of protest, but the bar owner held up his hand. She simply nodded and waited.


  “Did your students enjoy the coloring utensils? And the coloring books?”


  Erin blinked twice. “That was you?”


  “Max and I.” Daniel didn’t move an inch, but his eyes studied her intently. “We have shown you a grave disservice. One which we will rectify. It’s the honorable thing to do.”


  “Honor.” Erin snorted. “Spare me. Whatever guilt you think you have, file it. It was a mistake. Simple as that. So you can lie to your mother and tell her you took me to dinner or painted my toenails or whatever.”


  “Daniel does not lie to me.” The older woman smiled gently.


  Erin froze in place. Surely not. Oh please, Lord. No. She looked at the older woman. Really looked at her. Daniel’s eyes stared back at her.


  “I’m sorry.” Erin stumbled backwards and held up her hands. “I’m so sorry.” Her heart beat frantically in her chest.


  Daniel moved forward slowly. “I am having dinner on Friday evening at my mother’s.” He kept her gaze. “We would appreciate your company.”


  “I can’t,” she whispered. She was the equivalent of an emotional land mine. And now she had embarrassed herself terribly in front of Daniel’s mother. Red stained her cheeks and colored her fair complexion.


  Daniel’s voice was low and reassuring in the room. “Ms. Sanders. Let me right this wrong. I ask this of you. Please.”


  Erin nodded jerkily. “Fine,” she muttered.


  “I will pick you up at five thirty.” Daniel moved toward her, but Erin held up her hand. “I have to leave.” She glanced at Daniel’s mother again. “My apologies.” Then she turned and fled the room.


  * * * *


  Maria watched the blonde woman flee the room as if she were on fire. She regarded her son intently. He watched until he could see her no longer.


  “Daniel.” Her voice was gentle, and he turned toward it.


  “Yes, Mama?”


  “She is beautiful.” She sighed. “But her pain is deep. Her eyes are haunted.” She studied him. “You would involve yourself with her?”


  “Yes.” Daniel sighed. “She calls to me.” He smiled. “I will be careful, Mama.”


  Maria nodded. “See that you are, son. Tell me what trouble Hector is stirring up now.”


  * * * *


  Erin stumbled down the stairs and stopped at the bottom. She briefly wondered if she could actually die of mortification. Considering her past, not likely. She closed her eyes and steadied herself. Pushed the humiliation down. Locked it tight. One little dinner, and she could be done with the bar owner and his gentle voice.


  “Erin!”


  Her eyes flew open at her name, and she hid the grimace behind a cough. She was batting a thousand this evening. Mary stood there in a dark green sequined dress that barely covered her considerable assets. One major piece of eye candy was attached to her side. Tall, dark, and muscular. His long hair pulled back away from his face. A face that looked as if someone had sculpted it.


  “I couldn’t believe that was you! But I told Stone that I wanted to come over and see for myself. And here you are!”


  Erin forced a smile. “Here I am.” She glanced at her watch and feigned surprise. “Oh my! Look at the time. I really must be going.”


  “Nice try, woman.” Mary snorted. “It’s not even eight o’clock yet. What pressing plans do you have?” She looked at Erin closely. “And why are you back here at the bar?” She blinked. “Are you meeting someone?”


  “Mary,” Erin warned. “I’m going home. You and Stone have fun this evening.” She turned and walked away before her friend could utter another word.


  The headache began again. The throbbing persisted at the nape of her neck. Erin rubbed her hand over it and tried to focus her breathing. She could usually break through the pain if she had silence and could concentrate.


  Erin opened her car and slid inside. She shut the car door and locked it. Then she focused herself. Found a quiet place in her mind to rest. Everything disappeared but the throbbing of the pain in her head. And slowly, but surely, she pushed the pain away.


  The remains of the headache faded.


  She opened her eyes and blew out a steadying breath. It was a form of meditation she often turned to when the pain was simply too much. Or the humiliation. And, unfortunately, being around Mr. Rodriguez brought out the worst in her. Yet another reason for her to stay far, far away from him. Well gee. Except for the dinner invitation she accepted Friday evening.


  Erin started her car and pulled out of the parking lot with a single-minded purpose. Make it home without further incident.


  * * * *


  She pulled into her driveway and turned off the engine. Erin admired the clean lines of her little house. Her home. The place where she no longer had to worry about food on the table or clothes on her back. She provided for herself. The way it should be.


  Erin stepped out of her car and walked toward the porch. She ran her hand lovingly along the white intricate trellis which would house her vines this spring. The cool metal calmed her further. The sunny yellow paint complemented the white shutters perfectly.


  The structure was beautiful. Welcoming. Warming. Erin had known since the day she saw it that it was hers. And even though some months the bills were steeper than others, she would keep this home. Shape it into the safe place she always needed. For herself. And for others who needed her help.


  She shook off the melancholy as her mind drifted toward her past. Erin opened the door with trembling fingers and cursed her weakness. She was stronger now. No longer a girl. She forced her hands to steady with a satisfied smile. All it took was a little bit of self-imposed will.


  Erin walked inside and threw her keys on the table by the door. She switched her lights on and locked the door behind her. Home at last. She refused to think of the impromptu dinner invitation she accepted. Or the handsome bar owner who liked to smile at her. Erin blocked it all and finished her evening grading yet another round of papers.


  * * * *


  Erin showed up early at school the next morning and began to set out her materials for the day. A second later, Kendra stood in the doorway.


  “Morning.” Her assistant smiled and put a small tray of fruits in the portable mini-fridge behind Erin’s desk. “I brought fruit as a snack for the kids. Is that okay?”


  “More than okay.” Erin smiled back. “Much better than the sugary snacks most parents send. I appreciate it.” She tilted her head to the side. “How was the fictional world?”


  Kendra laughed. “You know. Happy endings and all that. I like to know it’s all going to work out in the end. Gives me hope.”


  “I can understand that.” Erin straightened her papers and looked at Kendra. “Have you considered writing children’s books? Your story yesterday was simply enchanting. You have a way with words.”


  “Thank you.” Kendra pushed her blonde hair back and refastened it. “I could never write a children’s book. The fairies would be highly upset.”


  Erin threw back her head and laughed. Her assistant sounded so serious that she could almost believe there would be a small fairy uprising if their secrets were spilled.


  “You’re a wise woman, Kendra.”


  “I try.” The words were spoken wryly.


  “I found out who sent the supplies to us.” The words spilled out before Erin thought about the ramifications. She turned quickly and bit her lip to keep from saying more.


  “Was it a parent?”


  “No.” Erin smiled briefly and turned back around. “Tara’s getting married. And we had a party at a local bar. The bar owner believes he has somehow done me a disservice. And his honor,” she stressed the word with a disbelieving sneer, “has prompted this giving.”


  “You don’t believe him?” Kendra studied her closely.


  Erin shrugged. “There are few honorable men. And I doubt Mr. Bar Owner is one of them.”


  “What else bothers you?” Kendra tilted her head to the side and continued to study Erin.


  “He’s rather Old World.” Erin sighed. “All this talk of honor. Righting a wrong. I think he might actually believe the words.”


  “And that’s a bad thing?”


  “It’s a fantasy,” Erin said flatly. She glanced at her watch and changed the subject. “Five more minutes, and we’ll have our hands full. You ready?”


  Kendra smiled. “Always.”


  * * * *


  Wednesday went fairly well. There were four students absent with colds. But the rest of the class behaved and took their lessons with all the enthusiasm a five-year old has.


  Erin thanked all that was good for the final bell of the day. She and Kendra lined up the children in the respective lines and watched as they marched down the hall toward their homes. Erin waited until the last child left her sight before she turned back to her classroom.


  “Plans for this evening?” Kendra’s soft voice floated over to Erin as she started to clean her desk.


  “Another round of papers. Maybe a video.” Erin smiled and slid her papers into her black leather bag.


  “Would you like to grab a bite to eat with me?”


  Erin’s head shot up, and her smile froze.


  “Nothing fancy, I promise.” Kendra’s blue eyes were kind. “I’m simply tired of my own company.”


  “I thought you had sisters.”


  “I do,” Kendra’s said wistfully. “But they are far away from me.”


  Erin warred with herself for a second before she nodded slowly. “Dinner would be nice. But not for too long.” She motioned to her black bag. “Schoolwork doesn’t grade itself.” She sighed. “More’s the pity.”


  Kendra’s light laughter was contagious. Erin snickered and shook her head.


  The two women left the building and walked to their cars.


  “We can meet at Charlie’s,” Erin offered. “It’s on the corner of Broadway and Bell. Think you can find it?”


  Kendra nodded. “I believe I can. But I’ll just follow you.”


  They ducked into their cars and drove to the restaurant. Erin pulled into the parking lot and studied the small crowd already lining up on the sidewalk for the restaurant’s famous burgers. She grimaced and considered suggesting another place. There were just too many people. She hadn’t expected a big Wednesday crowd and didn’t want to be swallowed up and uncomfortable with the other patrons. She got out of her car and shut the door behind her.


  Kendra parked her car and walked over to Erin. “It’s wonderful!” Her blue eyes shone as she pointed out the big, red neon “Charlie’s sign. So vibrant. No wonder so many people come here.”


  Erin sighed and let herself be led up to the front doors where a handsome young man in jeans and a red “Charlie’s” T-shirt took their names. He flashed a huge grin at the pair of them. “Just you two this evening?”


  “Yes.” Erin returned his smile and nodded. And the sooner they ate, the sooner she could leave. The loud noise and constant chattering of other patrons already wore on her. The waiter showed them to a small table near the back and immediately brought their drinks.


  Erin sipped her water and studied the menu in front of her. She winced slightly as the surrounding sounds invaded her personal space.


  “What’s wrong?” Kendra looked at her worriedly and put her own menu down.


  “The noise.” Erin tried to smile and brushed an errant lock of blonde hair back behind her ear. “I find that it’s a bit much.” She looked at her menu again, and the noise dimmed considerably. The menu dropped from her hands as she looked at her assistant.


  “Did you hear that?”


  “Hmm?” Kendra sipped her soda. Her wide blue eyes studied the menu and looked back up. “What was that?”


  Erin looked around. “Did it just become quieter in here?”


  “I think a large group just left.” Kendra motioned to the general direction of the door. Erin glanced over but didn’t see anyone. She shrugged and picked up her menu.


  They both ordered chicken flautas when the waiter came back, and Erin reached for her water again to have something to do with her hands. Kendra simply folded hers in front of her and smiled.


  “How long have you been teaching?”


  “For a decade.” Some of the tension eased from Erin’s shoulders. She loved to talk about her career. “I looked for a job as soon as I finished college. Luckily for me, our school had an opening. I slid right in.”


  “Lucky school.” Kendra grinned. “The faculty is top-notch. And the children are remarkably bright.”


  “Aren’t they? I’m very fortunate to work with the people I do.”


  “I feel the same way.” Kendra sipped her water. “I wondered if there is much to do in this town. Something on the weekend, perhaps? A way to bide the time?”


  “Your books getting old?” Erin grinned, and her eyes sparkled.


  Kendra laughed. “Not really. But I would like to socialize a bit. Get a feel of the town and its people. I like what I see.”


  Erin shrugged. “I’m not exactly a social butterfly. This place is always good for a nice meal. We don’t have but a couple of nice restaurants. Rural Iowa isn’t exactly a hotbed of society.”


  “But you went with friends to a bachelorette party? Was the establishment nice?” Kendra prodded.


  “Yes.” Erin sighed. “But not my cup of tea at all. And it’s led to an unfortunate incident.”


  Kendra leaned forward anxiously. “What unfortunate incident?” She looked upset.


  “Don’t worry.” Erin tried to smile. “Just a dinner date that I didn’t want.”


  “Oh.” Kendra nodded. “And you consider ‘dating’ to be an unfortunate incident?” Her blue eyes studied Erin closely.


  Erin shrugged uncomfortably.


  “I don’t mean to pry.” Kendra held up her hands and moved back in her chair. “I apologize for being so intrusive. I think I’ve overstepped my bounds.” She sighed. “My sisters rubbed off on me more than I thought,” she muttered.


  Erin laughed lightly. “I appreciate your concern. I really do. I have no family. No one to discuss these matters with. And all my co-workers want to matchmake for me.” She rolled her eyes expressively. “Mary thinks that since she did such a great job with Tara, I’m next on the chopping block. It’s not a good thing.”


  “You have no wish to make a match?”


  Hazel eyes flitted through her mind before she shook her head firmly. “I’m satisfied with my career. My life. Why upset the applecart?”


  “Why indeed?” Kendra murmured.


  Their flautas arrived minutes later with sides of sour cream and guacamole. They were crispy brown and smelled inviting. The aroma made Erin’s mouth water, and she began to appreciate how much she missed eating someone else’s food besides her own. Sometimes she ate a peanut butter and jelly sandwich standing up. She felt something brush up against her head, and she looked up. But there was no one there.


  Erin took a bite and smiled. Yes, indeed. There was certainly something to say for eating out once in awhile. She glanced over at Kendra. Her assistant seemed to be enjoying the meal, also. It must be hard to be separated from her family. All alone in the small town. Erin frowned. Maybe she should make more of an effort to help Kendra out. Or at least find something to help occupy her time.


  “What made you decide to move here and look for work?” Erin took a sip of her drink and waited for Kendra’s answer.


  “It was a calling.” Kendra grinned. “I was meant to be here. I’m sure of it.”


  Erin asked before she could stop herself. “What’s your family like?”


  Kendra cocked her head to the side. “They’re wonderful. My mother and father are away quite a bit. They travel. But my sisters and I are very close. Eden is the oldest. You won’t find a wiser woman in the world. And she has a way about her. She’s very calming. And she has an uncanny knack for knowing what’s wrong and then fixing it.”


  She sighed. “And then there’s Wilda.” Kendra snickered. “She’s a redhead with a fiery temper to match. But her heart is true. And she would give anything she had to make sure all of us were happy. No matter the cost to herself.”


  “And the other sister?”


  “That would be Tempest.” Kendra shook her head. “She’s a bit of a control freak. Wilda is fiery, but Tempest has a wildness about her that she has a hard time getting a handle on sometimes. She’s brisk to the point of being rude.” Kendra laughed. “But she’s also loyal and true.”


  “They sound wonderful.” Erin tried to keep the wistful tone out of her voice.


  “You don’t have any family?” Kendra pried gently.


  “I’m an orphan.” Erin lifted her chin and tucked her blonde hair behind her ear. “I raised myself for all intents and purposes. I often wondered what it would have been like to have had someone with me. But that’s in the past.” She hurriedly took a drink of her water before she could say something else. Something truly pathetic and needy.


  Erin was self-sufficient for a reason. She had survived her trial by fire. Life was hell through her formulative years. There had been no one to bear the brunt for her. So she had taken it all. Every humiliating moment.


  Kendra’s hand covered hers for the briefest of seconds. “I’m saddened by the fact that you didn’t have a family to look out for you as one should.”


  Erin stiffened at the contact before the words registered. And then she relaxed. Kendra didn’t hand her the standard “I’m so sorry for you” line. It was one that set Erin’s teeth on edge. She didn’t need anyone’s pity. But Kendra’s statement soothed her.


  “Thank you,” she murmured. “That was one of the reasons I wanted to teach.” Erin grinned. “I seem to have a need to help others, especially children. They’re so joyful. So precious and alive. And I wanted to try and be a part of that as much as I could.”


  “You have no desire for children of your own?” The words were gentle.


  “I’m not mother material.” Erin looked into Kendra’s blue eyes, so like her own. “I touch children’s’ lives through my teaching. It’s enough.”


  Kendra nodded, and they moved back to general conversation about the small town they lived in and where to shop for groceries and necessities. Erin looked at her watch and groaned.


  “What?”


  “It’s almost eight o’clock. And I have reams of papers to grade.” Erin glanced down at her empty plate. “But thanks for the dinner invitation. I think I’d almost forgotten what it was like to eat something besides a sandwich.”


  “You should get out more often.” Kendra smiled and paid the bill before Erin could blink. “And I wouldn’t mind helping grade those papers. I don’t have any plans for the rest of the evening.”


  “I wouldn’t want to impose on you.”


  “Nonsense.” Kendra guided her through the throng of people near the front door. “I don’t watch television. And I haven’t bothered to rent any movies. It would be a dull evening of me watching the shadows move across my yard.” She glanced at Erin. “You’re saving me from a fate worse than death.”


  “It’s called boredom.” Erin’s lips twitched. “Fine. Have it your way. But when your eyes start to cross, don’t whine to me. Remember, you asked for it.”


  Kendra grinned. “I’ll remember.”


  * * * *


  Kendra followed Erin to her house and parked behind her in the driveway. Erin killed the engine and stepped out. She scowled as soon as she saw what waited for her on her porch. She was going to kill someone. And that someone was Daniel Rodriguez. There were two large bouquets of flowers adorning her porch. One was a lily festival of blues and purples that spilled out of a large clear vase. The other was even more magnificent. Dozens of red and white roses twined through baby’s breath that wound through a white woven basket.


  Kendra chuckled and moved forward. “Doesn’t do anything small, does he?”


  Erin frowned. “Not so much.” She stooped to pick up one of the arrangements when she saw what was behind them. Her heart stopped, and the breath left her lungs. She could handle flowers. Flowers were innocuous. People sent them with little or no thought at all. But Daniel Rodriguez didn’t do anything by half-measures. And he saw far too much already.


  Flowers were nice. But the way to her heart was through her children. And the fact that he saw that scared her. Because it meant he was already too close. Erin looked down at the items on her porch and fought the scared feeling that threatened to engulf her. There was construction paper, thirty-five pairs of scissors, and various other classroom supplies to ensure that her children enjoyed their school experience.


  Friday was less than two days away. But Erin’s panic attack started now.


  Chapter 4


  Kendra reached down to touch the lilies and fairly crooned. “They’re gorgeous.”


  “Yes.” Erin scowled and opened her front door. Both women scooped up the gifts and took them inside. Erin placed the red and white roses on her coffee table. She turned and motioned to the lilies. “You’re welcome to take them.”


  Kendra smiled. “No thank you. They are meant for you. You should put them in a place you can enjoy them.” She strode into the kitchen and put them on the small white table. “They’ll be perfect here. You can enjoy them in the morning and evening.”


  “They’d be perfect if I was interested,” Erin muttered.


  “Did you say something?” Kendra walked back up behind her and motioned to the school supplies on the beige rug. “The kids will go crazy for that stuff.” She picked up a pair of scissors. “They each cut different shapes. How clever.”


  “Clever,” Erin repeated with a small scowl.


  Kendra’s lips twitched. “You can’t deny he has style.”


  Erin arched an eyebrow and grinned. “That you can’t. Even if he is a persistent man. Overly persistent.”


  “So he wants to date you.” Kendra smiled kindly. “You’re a beautiful, successful woman. Mr. Rodriguez sees that. Maybe he’d just like to get to know you better.”


  The grin faded from Erin’s face. And that was the worst part. Her life now didn’t remotely resemble how it used to be. The horrific remembrance of her former life.


  “Erin,” Kendra said softly and laid her hand gently on Erin’s arm. “Look at me.”


  Erin raised troubled blue eyes and looked at her.


  “I have two gifts for you.” Kendra’s blue eyes sharpened and pierced Erin’s. “And my first is now. I give you acceptance. Acceptance of your past life. Acceptance of gifts given from the heart.” Her grip tightened for a second. “Acceptance of yourself and the choices you made almost two decades ago.”


  Erin shuddered as the words penetrated her conscious and settled deeply into her subconscious. Peace moved over her slowly, but didn’t dissipate the shadows. It merely cushioned them and took off the edges. Her eyes cleared slowly. “Did you say something?” She frowned and looked down at Kendra’s hand on her arm.


  “Accept his gifts, Erin. They are truly given.”


  “Yes.” Erin smiled again. “They are, aren’t they?” She picked up the school supplies. “The kids will enjoy these. And I have just the project for them to work on.”


  “I knew you would,” Kendra whispered. She glanced at Erin’s schoolbag on the table. “I assume the mountains of homework are in that little bag?”


  “Yes.” Erin picked up her roses and inhaled the sweet fragrance. “I’m going to find someplace to put these. Would you like a drink before we get started?”


  “Just water. Thanks.”


  Erin nodded and went to put her roses where she would enjoy them.


  * * * *


  Thursday. One day before Friday. Erin massaged her temples around noon and told herself to calm down. Rain beat down steadily outside so her kids were all inside trying out their new school supplies courtesy of Mr. Daniel Rodriguez. Kendra moved from table to table and helped where it was needed. Erin sat at her desk and let the steady beating of the rain move through her. It was calming. Peaceful. And didn’t look like it would let up any time soon. The forecast called for rain through the weekend. Erin tried to concentrate on the papers in front of her, but it was no use.


  Mr. Rodriguez wouldn’t get out of her head. His gentle smile. Those hazel eyes. The utterly inept way she handled their last meeting. And then a dinner with his family? His mother? Erin tucked her blond hair behind her ear and fought the shudder that struggled to escape. Her blue eyes narrowed. It would be okay. Wouldn’t it? One little dinner?


  “Erin.”


  Her head shot up, and she focused on her assistant. Kendra held up two lovely pieces of art.


  “Leslie and Jeff made these. Aren’t they beautiful?” She beamed like a proud mother.


  “Utterly.” Erin smiled up at Kendra and felt her fears ease. Some people were just as they seemed. She could accept that. Follow through with the dinner. It would be new and different. And that’s just what she needed.


  Erin dropped her head back down and caught up with the rest of her grading. Kendra kept the kids occupied for the next couple of hours with more stories and art. And when the bell rang, the kids actually groaned at the interruption. The sound brought a smile to Erin’s lips.


  “Well. That’s a first.” She shot a look at Kendra who laughed at the words. “Okay, children.” Erin pointed to the door. “Bus riders in the doorway closest to Mrs. Peterson. Car riders in the doorway closest to Mrs. Taylor.” Children gathered their belongings up and moved to either doorway.


  Five minutes later, Erin escorted the bus riders to the buses and watched the rain pour steadily down. At least there wasn’t any lightning or thunder. The kids didn’t seem to handle that nearly as well. A puddle was fine. A puddle with the sky lighting up and rumbling wasn’t nearly as fun.


  She shut the school door behind her and walked down the corridor back to her room. Kendra took the car riders out front. And it was her turn to see that each student made it into the proper vehicle. Erin glanced at the new janitor and waved a hand. The janitor returned the wave and went back to mopping the hallway.


  Life was good.


  The unbidden thought startled Erin so much she nearly stopped in her tracks. As it was, she barely made it to her room before she began laughing. Life was good, damn it. Her kids were doing well. She had an assistant she liked to talk to. Her friends were well and happy. And she had a date tomorrow. Erin quickly gathered up her belongings and headed home to order some pizza and finish her assignments.


  * * * *


  Kendra stopped dead in her tracks. The new janitor slowly swept the wet mop back and forth in the school’s hallways. The woman’s back was to Kendra, but she would have recognized the ebony hair pulled back in a tight bun and the elegant body encased in gray overalls anywhere.


  “Tempest!” she bit out.


  The mopping stilled, and the woman turned around. Tempest smiled until she saw the look on Kendra’s face.


  Kendra scowled. “Just couldn’t resist, could you?”


  Tempest’s blue eyes sparkled. “Your school needed a janitor, sister. What was I to do?”


  “Gee. I don’t know.” Kendra’s voice was sarcastic. “Stay the hell back on your cloud, perhaps?”


  Tempest’s laughter echoed throughout the empty hall. “Don’t worry so, Kendra. I’m merely here if you need assistance.”


  “I am the youngest, Tempest. Not an infant. If I needed your assistance, I would have asked for it.” Kendra stalked over to her and motioned to the mop and bucket. “I suppose there is some sort of justice in this.” She looked at Tempest again. “What kind of enchantment did you use, anyway? You look more suited to the runway than the restroom.”


  Tempest shrugged carelessly. “I merely applied for the job, young one. They were only too anxious to hire me.”


  “I bet,” Kendra snorted. “Listen.” She put her hands on her hips. “I don’t need you here. You can hang out and scrub toilets and vacuum all you want, but you had better not interfere with my assignment. Got that?”


  “I couldn’t have missed it, sister.” Tempest’s lips twitched. “Wilda would be proud.”


  “And you can let the others know that I won’t be needing their help, either.” Kendra arched an eyebrow and waited a minute.


  Tempest closed her eyes and relayed the message. She opened her eyes and smiled. “Our sisters said they wouldn’t dream of it.”


  “Promise me.” Kendra’s gaze was unwavering. “All of you.”


  “We promise.” The words of the three sisters came from Tempest’s mouth.


  “Good.” Kendra let out the breath she’d been holding. She glanced down at the soapy water and mop again. She pointed at the floor. “I think you missed a spot.” She smiled at her stunned sister and whistled as she left the building.


  * * * *


  Erin woke up Friday with a small headache behind her right eye. It had been the nightmares again. Where she was trapped. Where she made the decisions that affected the rest of her life. The ones that took her fiancé from her and doomed her to a life of solitude. Because what man would want a woman like her as his wife or the mother of their children?


  No one.


  The thought raced across her mind before she could stop it. Screw it. She slung her legs over the side of her bed. Can’t change the past. Can’t go back and make different decisions. Just going to go about my business and live my life. Do the best by my students. And have dinner with a man and his family that scare the hell out of me.


  “Shit,” she muttered.


  Daniel Rodriguez. Erin paused and sat there. Handsome man. Generous. A family man. That gave her pause. And not for the usual reasons. Erin rubbed her right temple. She would go and meet the Rodriguez family. Pay back this ridiculous notion that Daniel owed her. Then move on with her life.


  She stood and walked into her kitchen to start a pot of coffee. While it brewed, she popped an English muffin in the toaster and turned on the television. She let the news drone on while she ate. Then she moved to the bathroom and turned on the shower. She would only have about an hour and a half to get ready after school this afternoon in preparation of her impromptu date.


  Erin stepped under the hot spray and sighed. She let the water wash away her worries and concentrated on the day ahead. More rain. The kids were beginning to get a bit restless. Maybe she’d put on a couple of DVDs and let them enjoy some movies in the afternoon. Erin washed her hair and scrubbed her body while her mind poured over the possibilities.


  She hadn’t even picked out the outfit she would wear this evening. And truth be known, she had no damn idea what in the world a person wore to a family dinner. She didn’t want to look like an idiot who dressed inappropriately. A family dinner. The words rang in her head again.


  “Shit,” she muttered. Erin turned off the shower and pulled back the curtain. She grabbed the light blue towel hanging on the rack and wrapped it around herself. She walked back into her room and opened her closet door. Fridays were casual at school. Blue jeans were totally acceptable, and she pulled a light blue pair out. Erin thumbed through her tops and then settled on a simple white button-up with long sleeves. A pair of tennis shoes would complete her outfit.


  Erin dressed quickly and then moved back into the bathroom to fix her hair. She frowned at herself in the mirror. The rain beat against the small bathroom window. No point in letting it just string around her face today. She swiftly pulled her hair up in a simple twist and applied some light make-up. Just about done. One last cup of coffee, and she might live. Maybe.


  She slid her tennis shoes on and grabbed her bag. Erin glanced at the clock. Plenty of time. She blew out a breath. A nice calm and steady one. Her pulse lowered a bit.


  “Always in a hurry,” she muttered. “Everything will be there when you get there. Sheesh.”


  Erin grabbed her black umbrella and glanced around her house. In eight hours she would be back again, trying to figure out what to wear for dinner. “Simmer,” she instructed herself. And then she stepped outside.


  * * * *


  Erin arrived at school around seven-thirty and tried to wipe her tennis shoes on the mat the school provided. She hated to make extra work for anyone.


  “Appreciate that.”


  Erin started at the soft voice. Her head popped up, and she saw the new janitor. The woman was gorgeous. She looked at Erin with a broad smile on her flawless face. Her black hair was pulled into a ponytail, and she wore the requisite uniform. But there were several things about her that didn’t look janitor-like. Those expensive boots for example. Shining black leather that gleamed even in the dimmest corridor of the school.


  “Erin Sanders.” She moved forward and offered her hand.


  The beautiful woman took her hand and smiled. “Tempest.”


  “It’s good to have you here.” Erin grinned. “Though I’m sure the rain is a bit of a pain to deal with.”


  Tempest grinned. “I expected the rain. It’s something I’m rather used to, in fact. I doubt it will lift for awhile. And if it does, only for a bit.” She shrugged. “I don’t mind.”


  Erin glanced up at the clock on the wall. “I need to prepare my classroom, but it was nice to meet you, Tempest. Take care.” She gave one last little wave as she made her way to her class. The rain tapped lightly against the two windows in the classroom. Erin walked over to one and opened it to feel the cool water run against her hand. She closed the window with a grin and wiped her hand on a paper towel.


  “Another day with the kids inside?”


  Erin started and shook her head. “I seem to have my head elsewhere today.” She smiled. “Yep. But I did bring some movies in case the natives get restless.” She motioned to Kendra. “Come here a minute. I want your opinion on which ones to show.”


  They finally settled on two movies, and Erin looked at the clock. “Kids will be here in about fifteen minutes. And then I’m sure the day will fly by from there.”


  Kendra gently smiled. “Quit worrying, woman. You’ll have a nice time.” She patted Erin’s arm. “You never know, you might actually enjoy yourself.”


  Erin stuck out her tongue. “You always see the glass half-full, don’t you?”


  Kendra threw back her head and laughed. “Always.”


  “I rather knew that.”


  The kids began to file in five minutes later. They hung up their coats and umbrellas by the door, and then they sat down at their desks.


  “Okay, class.” Erin clapped her hands twice. The students immediately settled. “This morning we’ll be going over our regular lessons. But,” she paused, “this afternoon we’ll be watching a couple of movies. Complete with popcorn. How does that sound?”


  She grinned down at the happy little faces. “I thought you would approve. Now let’s not waste time this morning. Straight to our alphabet.” There wasn’t one complaint as they worked through the morning until lunch.


  Erin let Kendra take the class down as she graded the few papers she had in front of her. She wanted everything done by the time the final bell rang so she could rush straight home and change for dinner. Still didn’t have a clue as to what she would wear. Erin put the thought out of her head with a great deal of effort. Dressing for the evening shouldn’t stress her out.


  Her headache came back around one o’clock, and she took two more Ibuprofen. Kendra noticed and walked over to her desk.


  “You okay?”


  “Fine.” Erin smiled. “A bit nervous but that’s to be expected.” Her blue eyes glanced at the children watching the movie. “Good call, don’t you think?”


  “The best.” Kendra chuckled at all the sets of eyes glued to the television screen. “Did you need to take off a bit early today?”


  “No!” Erin looked horrified. “For a date? Not hardly.” She smiled. “But thanks.” She bit her lip. “And you won’t mention it to the other teachers, will you?”


  “No.”


  “Thanks.” Erin sighed and looked at the clock. Just dinner, she repeated to herself. That’s all it was. She wouldn’t stay that long. The less chance she’d embarrass herself again.


  “It’ll be all right, Erin. Daniel seems like a nice man. You’ll have fun. Just accept this date for what it is.”


  The words soothed her. Kendra was right. She could do this. And a nice night away from her kitchen and grading papers sounded heavenly.


  The rest of the afternoon sped by. The last bell rang, and the children took off for home. Erin blew her bangs out of her eyes and shook her head. Little beads of anxiety raced through her blood. She glanced up at the clock. She should be ready to go in half an hour. Still plenty of time to change and fix her hair a bit.


  Kendra came back in as soon as all the children were gone. “It’s raining harder. Want me to stay until you’re done?”


  A rumble of thunder shook the windows, and Erin glanced outside with a frown. “Well, that one snuck up on me. Worse, huh?”


  Kendra nodded.


  “No. I’m fine. Don’t have any galoshes, but I have my umbrella and slicker. You go home.” She made shooing motions.


  “I left my number on your desk. Call me if you like tomorrow.”


  Erin chuckled. “Curious, are you?”


  “A bit.” Kendra’s smile broadened. “I think this will be good for you. And maybe I’m living vicariously through you.”


  “You’re in for a sad, slow life.” Erin snickered and packed her bag. “You go on. I’ll call you tomorrow. Take care getting home.” The thunder boomed again. “Seems like it’s gearing up again.”


  Kendra closed her eyes and smiled. “Love a storm.” She winked and left.


  Erin cleaned up the classroom and started for the door. A streak of lightning burst through the sky, and thunder rolled right on top of it. She barely stifled her scream when the lights went out.


  “Hell,” she muttered. Erin squinted and made her way to the door. The school building may have all the bells and whistles, but it had no backup generator. They were going to start installing one in the spring. Storms like the ones they had this week were rare.


  “Hindsight and foresight,” she mumbled as she made her way down the dark hall. Everyone else had left. No one hung out to chitchat on a Friday. Even the janitor had made quick work of it and went home early.


  Erin shuffled down the hall and out the front door. Rain blew hard across the school yard and parking lot. The wind battered her umbrella as she tried to keep a hold of it and lock the door at the same time. Her lone car was getting the washing of a lifetime. The rest of the parking lot was bare.


  She squinted and swore. Then she raised her head to the sky and asked, “Have I pissed someone off, perhaps? Stepped on a few toes? I’m sorry!” she shouted. Because she could just make out a nice flat tire on the front passenger side. And she had no spare. Because the last time she had a flat, a nice man had changed it and put on the spare. But when she bought the new tire, the spare had gone flat. And guess who didn’t bother getting it fixed? Or another tire?


  “That would be me.” Erin sighed and stepped back under the small awning of the school. She didn’t have a cell phone. Too expensive to deal with. And she was either home or at school. Not a big necessity for a portable phone.


  Erin unlocked the door again and placed her umbrella and bag right inside the door of the school. She walked to the office and unlocked the door. She picked up the phone and cursed roundly at the absence of a dial tone.


  “Damn. It.” Erin slammed the phone down and glanced up at the clock on the wall. It still ticked happily away since it ran on batteries. And it was a lot later than she originally thought. Daniel Rodriguez would be showing up at her house in half an hour. She had options. She could sit out the storm and wait for the electricity to come on. Or possibly take off walking in the monsoon and find a gas station or something. But the nearest one was about two miles away.


  Erin sank down in the hallway and sighed. Another round of lightning and thunder shook the school. “Well, that’s great, Erin. Your first date in God knows how long, and you sit here looking like a drowned rat. Charming. Grand. Just flipping wonderful.” She’d give the storm another half an hour and make a decision.


  Fifteen minutes later her stomach growled loudly, and she sighed. She’d grab a granola bar from the teacher’s lounge. Wouldn’t much make a dent in her hunger, but it might tide her over until she actually was able to eat dinner. Whenever that would be. Erin took a bite of the honey and oats granola and smiled. Wasn’t that heavenly? She locked the lounge, turned around, and walked right into someone’s chest.


  Erin screamed and struck out with her right fist, but it was caught in a hand.


  “It’s Daniel.” His calming voice echoed through the hall. “Calm yourself, Erin. It’s just Daniel.”


  “Daniel,” she repeated between shallow breaths. She was damn lucky she didn’t choke on the granola. Or spit it all over her date. “Geez.” Erin tried to make out his features in the dim hall. “What are you doing here?”


  “Looking for you.”


  A bolt of lightning shot across the sky, and Erin looked up into his handsome face. Those hazel eyes flashed for a second, and then the light was gone. He still had her hand in his. And he brushed his thumb absently back and forth across her knuckles.


  “Are you all right?”


  “I’ve been better.” Erin sighed and pried her fingers off the rest of the granola bar clutched in her hand. She dropped it into the wastebasket by the lounge. “How did you know I would be here?”


  “I stopped by your house first. You were not home. So I thought to catch you here. Mama started dinner a little sooner because of the storm. She was afraid that her stove would not work. So I hoped to persuade you to come a bit earlier.” His voice roughened. “Why is there no other people here? Where is everyone else? You should not be left here by yourself.”


  “They’re at home, Daniel. Enjoying the start of their weekend.” Erin tried to disengage her hand from Daniel’s but he tightened his grip enough so she couldn’t escape. “May I have my hand back?”


  The lights flickered and then came back on. Erin watched as Daniel lifted her hand and brushed his lips across her knuckles. His hazel eyes looked deeply into her blue ones. “For a bit, querida.” He reluctantly let go and stepped back. “I will take you to my family’s house and have a mechanic tow and fix your car. You are hungry.”


  The words were said so matter-of-fact that Erin paused for a minute before she spoke. “And you can tell me how much that will be so I can reimburse you.”


  A hint of anger crossed his features. “It is a gift, Erin. I wish for your car to be fixed. Why do you discuss payment?”


  “Nothing is free.” The bitter words came out before she could bite them back.


  His hazel eyes narrowed, and he sighed. “My cousin is a mechanic, Erin. There will be no charge. I am family. You are my date this evening. There will be no charge to you.”


  Erin bit her lip. She took a deep breath. “Okay. Just drop me by my house for a couple of minutes and let me change. Then we’ll go to dinner.”


  Daniel was dressed smartly in khaki slacks and a light blue button-up shirt. His dark hair was pulled back from his face and gathered at his neck. Even his brown loafers were gleaming.


  A smile played across Daniel’s features. “You are lovely as you are. And Mama will have my hide if I do not come home within the next ten minutes. I have strict instructions, Miss Sanders. You do not wish me to be in trouble, do you?”


  She snickered. “Playing on my sympathies?”


  “Trying.”


  “I look awful.” Erin shook her head. “Your mother will wonder why in the world she let a drowned rat sit at her kitchen table.” She pulled her hair from its twist and ran her fingers through it. “Nothing but a mess.”


  Daniel reached up and ran his hands through her hair. Erin’s eyes widened as she looked up at him. She opened her mouth, and he touched his finger to her lips.


  “Shhh.”


  Then he gently cupped her cheek and lowered his mouth to hers. Erin watched as his lips met hers. Softly. There was no pressure in his kiss. Only warmth. She closed her eyes cautiously and sighed as he deepened the kiss. His tongue moved against hers, and she gave herself up to the sweet feeling.


  Her hands moved through his hair and clutched at the silky strands as if he were a lifeline. Daniel’s hands moved to her back and fitted her body close to his. She lost track of time. Of everything. There was only Daniel. His mouth. His hands. His gentle warmth.


  The kiss changed again, and Erin felt the hunger flowing through Daniel’s body. And then her own. It was that feeling that caused her to step back. Her breathing was shallow, and she clenched and unclenched her hands.


  Erin’s blue eyes were wide in her face. Daniel’s face flushed. The only sound in the hallway was two people trying to gain control of their feelings.


  “I’m sorry,” he whispered. He raked his fingers through his hair and stared at her. “I did not mean for that to happen.”


  Erin smiled shakily. “No problem.” She tried to scrape her dignity together. All just a mistake. Bad timing. Something.


  “Erin.” Daniel’s voice was calm. “I meant for that to happen, make no mistake. But I did not mean for it to be in the school hallways.”


  “Oh.” Erin fought for something to say when she saw him smile.


  “Come home with me, querida. You are hungry. Mama has been slaving in the kitchen all day. Or so she would have us all think.” He reached for her and took her hand. “I will have my cousin fix your car after dinner.” Daniel brushed back her hair with a smile. “Quit thinking. We have all the time in the world to talk of this.”


  “Right.” Erin’s stomach jumped with nerves, but she didn’t take her hand back this time. They walked outside together, and Erin locked the school up. The rain had quit. And now a double rainbow lit the sky in all its beauty.


  Erin motioned to it, but Daniel shook his head.


  “It has nothing on you, querida.”


  She didn’t say a word as he tucked her into his car and drove away.


  * * * *


  Daniel’s mother’s house was a rolling two-story on twenty acres of land south of town. It had a sprawling front yard that sloped down to the road with a two-car garage. It was brick with a large wraparound porch and flowers that spilled over their boundaries in a sea of oranges and yellows. Two large oak trees towered over the front lawn and a set of lawn furniture in tan and green. There were children playing with puppies in the front yard, and Erin grinned despite herself. Her nerves settled a bit. She loved children.


  “Is your mother babysitting?” She motioned to the children, and Daniel shook his head.


  “My brother and sisters are inside. Their little ones run the yard until dinnertime.” He sighed. “I should probably park a block away.”


  Erin bit her lip. “Brothers and sisters?”


  “I have two brothers.” He frowned briefly. “Only one is here. And two sisters.” Daniel glanced at her and smiled. “Worry not, querida. We do not bite. And my family will behave.” He arched an eyebrow. “Or they will not be happy with the conversation I will have with them.”


  “Okay.” Erin sighed. Just one dinner. One dinner. And there were children. Surely she could avoid the adults and focus on the children.


  Daniel parked and walked around to her door. Erin shook her head and waited. She never had anyone open her car door before. It was odd. She grinned.


  “What has amused you?”


  “You,” she admitted as he helped her from the car. He frowned and she chuckled. “I’ve never had anybody open a door for me before.”


  “I will always open car doors for you, querida,” Daniel vowed and smiled. He escorted her to the front door and opened it.


  Three children immediately flew past them and spilled onto the front law. Erin blinked. “Coming out of the woodwork, aren’t they?” She grinned. “I love it.”


  Daniel shook his head. “I have several nieces and nephews.”


  “But none of your own?”


  “I have not been blessed as of yet.” He opened his mouth to say more when Maria Rodriguez walked into the front room.


  “Were you lost, son?” She held out her hands to Erin. “Welcome, Miss Sanders. We are delighted you have joined us.” She turned to her son again to scold when Erin stepped forward.


  “I apologize, Mrs. Rodriguez, for your son being late. My car had a flat, and I was stuck at school. The storm knocked out the phones.”


  Daniel beamed at her, and Maria snorted delicately. “Your guest has saved you, mijo.” She arched an eyebrow. “Now go entertain her while I finish supper. And make sure the children wash off their feet before they track grass across my floor.”


  Two boys ran from the kitchen like they were on fire as soon as Maria walked back that way.


  “You do not enter Mama’s kitchen when she cooks.” Daniel shuddered, but his hazel eyes danced. “A fate worse than death.”


  The smells coming from that direction made Erin’s mouth water. Her nose was hit with the aroma of several dishes, and her stomach growled.


  Daniel chuckled. “Ten more minutes, querida, and then we eat. Would you like to go meet the children?”


  “Yes.”


  Daniel led her back outside to a couple of chairs that were covered. He lifted the covers and set them aside. Erin sat and smiled at the group of half a dozen children who kicked a small ball around to each other. They ranged in age from three to eight. They were beautiful children dressed in their play clothes. The girls wore sundresses while the boys had on plain blue shirts and jean shorts.


  The older children made sure the younger ones had a turn, and Erin watched the scene with interest. There was no squabbling. They moved like a unit and took time to cheer each other on. And then she glanced to her right where another set of furniture sat.


  A lone girl sat on a tan chair that faced the group. She must have been around eleven. Her long dark hair was braided and hung down her back. She didn’t wear a dress but a pair of black jeans and a black shirt. Her feet were bare, and she had them tucked under her.


  There was such sadness on her face that it literally took Erin’s breath away. She turned to Daniel, and his smile was bitter.


  “That is Erica, one of my brothers’ daughters.” He motioned to the group of children. “Her brother Juan plays with the other children. Erica will not.” Daniel’s mouth tightened, and his hands gripped the sides of his chair. “Nor does she talk much.”


  “Why?” Erin frowned. “What’s wrong?”


  “Her father is a bad man. My own brother.” Daniel sighed. “He has hurt this family. Erica is a sensitive child. I think she is ashamed. But she will not speak of it. Mama keeps her and Juan. Their mother was killed when Juan was only a year old.”


  “Can I speak with her?”


  “She does not like strangers.” Daniel held his hand up in apology when she opened her mouth. “Maybe after dinner, querida.”


  “Fine.” Erin glanced at the other children playing, but her heart and mind were on Erica.


  Chapter 5


  Maria rang a cowbell that had children and adults alike scrambling for the door. Erin threw back her head and laughed at the mass exodus to the house. Daniel simply quirked his eyebrow.


  “We’ve amused you again?”


  “Go make sure your nieces and nephews don’t track grass across your mother’s floor.” Erin shooed him away. Daniel glanced at Erica and then back at Erin. He clapped his hands loudly and herded the smaller children into the front of the house.


  The older girl unfolded herself from the chair and walked toward the house slowly. Erin stood and waited for her to walk by. When she was three feet away, Erin smiled at her.


  “Hi. I’m Erin. What’s your name?”


  Dark brown eyes glanced at her and then lowered. “Erica,” she mumbled and kept walking.


  “I’m a little nervous,” she confessed. “I’m not used to so many people. Is there usually this many people here?”


  Erica allowed herself a small smile. “Grandma’s house is always full of people.” The smile slid from her face. “There are so many here.”


  “Does it bother you?”


  The girl shook her head and walked quicker toward the house.


  Erin sighed and watched her go. Something was wrong there. Something that bothered her on several levels. Her stomach growled again, and Erin stepped in the front doorway. If she weren’t used to large groups of children, she may have turned tail and run.


  There were four adults and approximately a dozen children being steered in several directions. Hands needed washed. Feet needed cleaned.


  Erin stepped back and watched the commotion with a grin. A beautiful young woman with long brown hair stepped forward and extended her right hand. Her left hand stayed on the small of her back as she pushed her very pregnant belly forward. The large bump pushed against the beautiful black sundress she wore.


  “Isabel.” The woman smiled.


  Erin took her hand. “Pleased to meet you. I’m Erin.” She glanced around. “Where is Daniel?”


  “Hopefully power washing my sons.” Isabel chuckled. She motioned to the other woman. “That is my sister Rosa. Her husband is driving a truck. He will not be home for another week. My husband, David, is helping Daniel.”


  A tall handsome man stepped forward and offered his hand. “I’m Jose. Pleasure to meet you.”


  Isabel grinned up at the man. “That’s my baby brother.”


  Erin looked from one to the other, and Jose smiled. “I am the tallest. I think that is fair since I am the youngest.”


  Isabel smacked him lightly on the arm. “Round up my children, baby brother. I need to sit down.”


  Jose was instantly concerned. There was a brief conversation in Spanish with Isabel assuring her brother. Erin may have not understood the words, but she did understand the meaning. She instantly took Isabel’s arm and guided her into the dining room.


  “Thank you.” Isabel smiled gratefully. “I am almost ready to have this one.” She rested her hand on the bump beneath her dress. Her smile widened, and she took Erin’s hand. She placed it on the baby.


  Erin felt the strong movement beneath her fingers, and her breath caught. Life. Waiting to join the world. She smiled at Isabel through blurry eyes.


  “What are you having?”


  “A girl.” Isabel looked toward the door. “Finally,” she whispered and grinned.


  Erin grinned back and slowly removed her hand. “Thank you.”


  Isabel patted her hand. “Daniel says you teach. That you would be used to children.” She sighed. “Even so, I will apologize for all the children beforehand. They can be a bit rambunctious. Especially mine.”


  Erin chuckled. “They’re wonderful. I watched them play out front. No child is perfect, but I believe these come close.”


  “How sweet you are.” Isabel sniffled and wiped at her eyes. “Damn hormones,” she muttered. “I actually cried during a commercial the other day.” Isabel’s brown eyes watered again. “Damn diamonds.”


  Erin bit her lip to keep from laughing at the younger woman’s disgust. “You’ll be fine, won’t you? How much longer do you have?”


  “Three weeks.” Isabel patted her stomach. “And then little Isabella will be joining us.”


  Maria walked in with the first dish and smiled at her daughter. “How are you feeling, mija?”


  “Emotional.” Isabel sniffled and smiled at Erin. “But Daniel’s friend is keeping me company. Do you need help, Mama?”


  “Not from you, little one.” Maria’s voice was stern though her eyes danced. “I think that’s why you keep giving me grandchildren. No chores for you.”


  Isabel threw back her head and laughed. “Only you, Mama. Only you.”


  Erin stood. “I can help you, Mrs. Rodriguez.”


  “Maria,” she corrected. “Please.” She glanced at her daughter again. “Round up the rest of my brood, mija. Dinner is ready.” She turned and motioned to Erin. “Follow me, child.”


  Maria handed Erin a large dish of enchiladas and pushed her gently toward the door. “Put these on the end of the table opposite the front door. That’s where Daniel and David sit. Half this dish will be gone before I can blink.”


  Erin turned quickly and deposited the dish on the trivet and turned back to the kitchen. Maria handed her a plateful of corn tortillas and pointed again. “Second chair to the left. Keep a space open for my tamales. Edge these toward Isabel. She craves corn near the end of her pregnancy.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  Erin made seven more trips back to the kitchen before Maria waved her away. “You go now and help Isabel round up the rest. The men will bring in the drinks.”


  Five minutes later, the table was full with Maria at the head with Daniel on one side and David on her other. Isabel sat next to her husband and brother. Daniel motioned to the living room where the children sat and waited for the signal to begin eating.


  Maria had specifically made dishes that could be eaten with hands and not utensils. Several small taquitos and tacos decorated each plate. And then there were also corn chips and salsa in front of each plate. Each child had a glass of lemonade.


  Maria bowed her head to say grace and everyone joined hands. Erin found one hand encased in Daniel’s and another in his sister’s. She bowed her head and listened to Maria give thanks in Spanish and then English. Daniel squeezed her hand gently at the end of the blessing and smiled up at his mama.


  Erin found it surreal. Everyone immediately reached for dishes and seemed to have a system as for what to pass and to whom. It was such a flurry that she simply sat back and let Daniel and Rosa put things on her plate they thought she would like. Soon it was overflowing. Daniel reached for a chimichanga and started to place it on her plate when she laughed and held up her hand.


  “Not on your life, buddy.” Erin shook her head. “I don’t have room for half of this.”


  “Then you will take it home, child.” Maria smiled at her. “It is a blessing to have you here.”


  Conversation and laughter filtered through the table, and Erin listened to bits and pieces. She never had any experience even remotely close to this. Usually she avoided crowds, but she enjoyed the camaraderie and closeness of this group. Siblings finished each other’s sentences. Plates were filled with a mere glance.


  The children finished first, and came to be dismissed from their table. Maria inspected each plate personally and gave her nod of approval.


  “You will play in the back now, ninos. No more in the front yard until the adults have finished. Si?”


  “Yes, Grandma Maria!” The children whooped with joy and left the room in a flurry that made Erin’s head spin.


  Erin ate as much as she could stand before she finally had to push the plate back and watch the activity around her. If Isabel wasn’t on her twelfth corn shell, Erin would eat her book bag. The woman didn’t eat much of anything else, but she couldn’t seem to stay away from the corn shells. Maria met her eyes and winked. Erin hid her answering grin behind her glass when Isabel looked at her and narrowed her eyes. Then she took another corn shell from the plate and saluted Erin.


  Daniel talked with his brother about business but always made time to ask Erin if everything was okay. Did she have enough to eat? Did her glass need filled? Would she like some dessert?


  And somewhere in the middle of dinner, Daniel’s left hand found her right and didn’t let it go. Erin tried to pull back without disrupting the meal, but he wouldn’t let her. She shot him a glance, but he only returned it with a patient smile.


  She tugged one more time, but her hand stayed firmly in his grasp. Erin didn’t know whether to leave it or kick him under the table. The memory of his lips on hers was distracting. But after witnessing his wonderful family in action, she knew now more than ever that she didn’t belong here.


  Not with his beautiful, giving mother or sweet sister. This family deserved a good woman for their son. Not her. Never her. And that hurt more than just a little. Erin tilted her chin up. She couldn’t fix the things she’d done. Couldn’t undo it all. But she could at least make sure this decent family didn’t become hurt by her past. So she left her hand in Daniel’s and enjoyed the feeling.


  Tomorrow she would be the voice of reason. But not now. Not here with this wonderful family. The thing she searched for her entire life but never had.


  “Are we done?” Maria looked around the table and smiled at each in turn. Isabel grabbed one last corn shell and shook it at her mother.


  “Mama. You know I can’t resist these. Why do you put them by me?”


  “Because I adore you, mija.” Maria grinned. “And the rest of those will go home to you so you know that I think of you even when I cannot see you.” She stood and the rest of the family followed. Then they began to filter into the living room or the backyard to check on the children.


  Erin stayed sitting until the rest of the family left the table. Daniel left just a few minutes earlier with an apology about a business call. She stood and began to stack the dishes so she could take them into the kitchen.


  “You don’t have to do that, mija.” Maria smiled kindly from the kitchen doorway. “You are a guest.”


  “I don’t mind.” Erin shrugged and looked around. “And I believe the rest of the family took off.”


  “They would.” Maria laughed. “No one enjoys dishes in this house. And I have yet to get a dishwasher. Though all the children have offered more than once to buy one.”


  “Why wash them twice?” Erin asked.


  “Exactly!” Maria beamed at her. “A woman after my own heart. Now come along. Bring those into my kitchen. I will be more than happy to wash them.”


  “I’ll help.” Erin tucked her blonde hair behind her ear and followed the older woman into the kitchen. It was the first time she had seen it. Earlier, when Maria cooked, no one was allowed in. Any who dared enter her domain were subject to pinched ears and dire warnings.


  The walls were cream and had so many pictures on them, that they almost looked like wallpaper. Erin walked over and looked at all the smiling faces beaming down at her. Young or old. Didn’t matter. Each had a smile for the camera. And the sense of family flooded each portrait. It was a knowing. A certainty that those in the picture would always be there for each other.


  Her hand reached out of its own volition and touched the large family portrait that hung in the center. Daniel and his family. Maria and her husband sat in the middle with their two daughters and three sons behind them. Daniel had his hand on his mother’s shoulder. And in front of Miguel and Maria were at least ten children.


  “That was taken three years ago.”


  Erin snatched her hand back and turned around. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to touch.”


  “Child.” Maria smiled and took her hand in hers. “You touch anything you want to here.” She patted Erin’s hand absently and let it loose. She turned back to the sink. “You have brothers and sisters?”


  “No.” Erin bit her lip and picked up a dishtowel with red apples on it. “I’m an only child, I think.” She grabbed a white saucer and briskly dried it. “I have no family.”


  Maria half-turned and studied her. “You have no mama? No papa?”


  Erin shook her head and avoided her eyes. “I have no one.”


  “Oh, mija.” Maria sighed. “We must have overwhelmed you. I apologize.”


  Erin’s head snapped up. It was the last thing she expected. Usually that bleak news was followed by apologies and more prying. Erin was quick to assure her. “Oh no! Maria, your family is wonderful. All laughing and talking. It’s how I always imagined a family to be.” She smiled at the older woman. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”


  Maria turned back to the sink. “You are always welcome here, mija. Always.”


  Erin reached out and traced the canvas again. “This is your husband?”


  “Si.” Maria turned to look at the portrait. “The love of my life. The father of my children. No better man has ever walked this earth, mija.” Maria dabbed at her eyes. “The cancer took him a year after this. So quickly. And the man I loved all my life was gone in a heartbeat.”


  “I’m so sorry!” Erin blinked rapidly to fight back the tears. “I didn’t mean to pry.”


  “Always so careful, mija. So cautious with everyone’s feelings. Including your own.” Maria stroked Erin’s hair gently. “I loved Jose with everything in me. He was for me. And now I raise his children and grandchildren by myself. But I know I will see my love again.” She moved her hand and stroked the canvas lovingly. “He holds my heart.”


  “That’s beautiful.” Erin smiled tremulously. “Your entire family is wonderful. You’ve both done a wonderful job.” She paused and gathered her courage. “What’s it like?”


  Maria turned to study her, and Erin pushed back the tears that always felt at the front of her emotions lately. “It’s hard. And it’s easy.” Maria sighed. “We love each other. But there are problems even here, child.” The older woman studied her as if taking her measure. “Daniel’s brother, Hector, sold drugs out of the bar Daniel now owns. When the DEA busted him, he tried to implicate Daniel in the whole affair.”


  Maria’s eyes hardened. “When that didn’t work, Hector hired men to come in and destroy the bar.”


  Erin’s eyes widened. “His own brother? What happened?”


  “After several rounds of interviews, Daniel was cleared.” Maria sighed. “And he had enough money to buy the bar and turn it into a prosperous, legal establishment. Something Hector could have never done.” She looked at Erin. “You see, mija, there are problems everywhere. And sometimes sharing them makes the load lighter.”


  “Is Hector in jail?”


  Maria grimaced. “No. Though the police still search for him.” She gave Erin a platter to dry. “And Daniel is very careful who he lets into the club. He has an alarm and night watchmen. For now, it is all he can do.”


  Erin’s thoughts whirled through her brain rapidly. “And Max? Is he Daniel’s bodyguard?”


  “Bodyguard and friend since elementary school.” Maria’s brown eyes were sad. “Who would have thought one of my children would need a bodyguard?” She turned back to the sink and began to wash again.


  Erin grabbed a plate and dried it. “And what of Erica?”


  Maria sighed. “A beautiful, troubled child.”


  The description matched the one social workers gave her so closely that she almost dropped the plate in her hands. How many times had she heard that? The face of an angel and the soul of a devil. Erin shivered in the warm room.


  “You keep her?” Erin put the plate up in the cabinet with shaking hands.


  “Yes.” Maria turned to study her. “You’ve noticed her silence, I suppose.” She shook her head. “Her younger brother runs and plays with the others. Erica? She will not. I’ve tried to speak with her. But she will not say anything to me. I don’t know if it is embarrassment or shame.” Maria dabbed her eyes. “But nothing I say seems to matter. And the other children have quit trying to get her to join their fun.”


  Erin patted the older woman on the back. “Would you mind if I tried to talk to her some more? Maybe see if I can get her to open up? I wouldn’t upset her,” Erin assured her. “I would never do that. I promise.”


  Maria turned fully then and hugged Erin tightly. The familiar panic welled in Erin’s chest for just the space of a few seconds until that was slowly replaced with a calm. The older woman patted her back for a second and moved toward the sink.


  “I will finish the dishes, mija. Find Erica. Please.”


  Erin nodded, put down her towel, and moved toward the kitchen door. “Thank you for a lovely dinner, Maria.”


  “My pleasure, child.”


  * * * *


  Erin moved through the large house carefully. She could gauge where the groups of people were by the conversation flowing around her. The house boasted several Santa Fe prints and marigolds that spilled out of vases at every table. Family pictures took up wall after wall. Erin promised herself that she would study them after she found Erica.


  It was always so fascinating to see someone’s family tree through portraits. One picture stopped her in her tracks. Daniel and his brothers. Three small boys with arms slung around each other with mile-wide grins. Daniel was the tallest. Jose obviously hadn’t hit his growth spurt yet. The thought made her chuckle. And the other boy must be Erica’s dad. Erin leaned in closer. She could see the girl in his eyes and the shape of his face.


  What happened to make a small, smiling boy turn to a life of crime? To irrevocably change his life and hurt all those around him? How could one life go so wrong?


  She leaned back abruptly and swallowed the lump in her throat. What a stupid question. Wasn’t she living proof of bad timing and poor decisions? But it wasn’t drugs that changed her. No. Not quite.


  A hand on her shoulder scared the hell out of her. She spun quickly with her own hand up before she could think.


  Daniel’s hazel eyes peered intently down at her. “I made noise. I cleared my throat. I’m sorry to scare you, querida.” He rubbed his nose with a rueful smile. “I have learned my lesson.”


  Erin’s hand dropped, and she wouldn’t meet his eyes. “I’m sorry.” She rubbed her arms and stepped away. “I was thinking.”


  Daniel picked up her hand and placed it in his. “You’re cold.” He warmed her palm with his two hands. “And I don’t think you were thinking anything pleasant. Would you like to speak with me?”


  “No, thank you.” Erin bit her lip. “I’m fine. You just startled me.”


  “As you wish.” Daniel brought her hand to his mouth and gave it a light kiss. “Did you want to leave?”


  Erin glanced back to the picture. “Not quite yet. Do you know where Erica is?”


  “I do.” Daniel’s gaze narrowed.


  “I’m not going to upset her.” Erin met his eyes. “I spoke to your mother. She said it was okay. I’m simply troubled by her silence.”


  “You and the rest of the family.” Daniel pinched the bridge of his nose. “I never thought you would upset her. She’s simply a sensitive child. And I worry about her.” He looked at the photograph behind her with sad eyes. “I just don’t understand.” His pain was palpable.


  Erin reached for him this time. She threaded her fingers through his and squeezed lightly. “I won’t upset her. I only want to see if I can help her.”


  Daniel brought her knuckles to his mouth again. “I know.” He dropped her hand. “She’s outside on the deck. I’ll be making a few calls in the house.” He walked with long strides away from her.


  Erin watched his strong form until she could no longer see him. He was a handsome man with a fine build to match. She could see the breadth of his shoulders and the slim taper to his waist. And she could see the splendid muscles of his ass as he walked away. Erin’s pulse spiked dangerously, and she fanned herself with her hand.


  She wasn’t going there. She refused to. Sex was merely a physical act to satisfy a need. And she had everything she needed. There wasn’t a snowball’s chance in hell that she would sleep with Daniel.


  Erin turned smartly on her heel and went to find Erica.


  * * * *


  The picture was the same. Eight or nine children shrieked and laughed with each other while one little girl watched them silently from the shadows. It broke Erin’s heart. She walked slowly over to the child so Erica could see her coming. The girl glanced up once at her and then went back to watching the other children.


  “Do you mind if I sit down?” Erin motioned to the chair opposite Erica.


  The girl shrugged.


  Erin pulled out the chair and sat down. The cool breeze filtered through and lifted Erin’s hair. She smiled and held out her hand to touch the gentle wind. “It’s a lovely day.”


  They sat in silence for a minute before Erin spoke. “I’m an only child.” She watched the group of children collapse on the ground laughing as one of the puppies took their ball and ran. “I’m not used to this.”


  “Why are you here then?” The tone was bitter.


  “Your uncle Daniel invited me.” She let the words sink in. “And I’m glad I came.” She leaned forward a bit to the little girl. “I’ll let you know something else, too.” Erin took a deep breath and told the girl one of her biggest fears and secrets. “I don’t fit in anywhere.”


  The girl’s dark eyes looked closely at Erin. Erica examined her hair and face. Then nodded slowly. “I believe you.” Erica motioned to the children. “They quit asking me to play months ago. They don’t understand.”


  “I know it’s hard, Erica. And I won’t tell anyone what we talked about. But do you want to talk with me about it?”


  The girl started to shake her head, but Erin’s voice stopped her. “Don’t decide right now, Erica. I know how hard it is to trust someone. And I would never take your trust and throw it away.”


  “I’m different,” she whispered. “And no one can fix me.”


  Erica stood quickly and walked back inside.


  Erin watched her go with a frown on her face. That little girl was hurting. With shame? As all her family thought? Or was there something more that no one could see? The thoughts went round and round in Erin’s head.


  She remembered being that young with no one to talk to. The constant fear in her body while surrounded with other kids of her age and older who didn’t have families. Many kids formed a family of their own in the system. Being a number hurt. But being with others like themselves eased the pain a bit. Or at least it should have. Until she fell in with a crowd that swore they would protect her. But they never did.


  A tear slid slowly down her cheek and splashed on one of her hands in her lap. Erica had a family. A caring unit that would die for her. She didn’t have to worry about not having enough to eat. Or men sneaking into her bed late at night.


  Erin shuddered and gasped for breath as a memory slammed into her before she could stop it. A foster father. The first of many. She hadn’t even been ten. Erin stood quickly and almost ran into Daniel’s chest.


  His strong arms folded her tightly to his chest. But it wasn’t panic that crept through her. It was relief. She recognized the cologne he wore. The smell of his aftershave. Erin tucked closer and fought the tremors that still worked through her body. He stroked her hair softly and murmured quietly and reassuringly in her ear.


  Erin found her balance slowly. She wasn’t a child any longer. She was a grown woman capable of handling her own affairs. Dependent on no one. Because when she gave pieces of herself away, she never got them back.


  She stepped back from Daniel and smoothed her hands down her pants. She opened her mouth, but he laid his finger across them. Erin looked up and blinked.


  “Whatever you’re about to say, querida, whether you will say you were thinking or not, is immaterial. Okay?” Erin nodded. “Are you all right? You have been crying.” Daniel gently brushed a tear away.


  “Fine,” she said. “I’m fine. Just give me a minute, please.”


  “Anything for you.” Daniel hooked his thumbs in the pocket of his pants and whistled. “Nice weather we’re having, isn’t it?”


  Erin snickered which turned into laughter. “Quit being so accommodating.” She shook her head. “I was thinking.”


  Daniel’s hazel eyes pinned her. “Whatever you think about, Erin, cannot be good for you. It always brings tears. And there is a deep pain in your beautiful blue eyes. Can I help you?”


  She choked back the lump in her throat with a great deal of effort. “Whoever said that men were insensitive jerks? That they didn’t pay attention to details?”


  “I have a good Mama.” Daniel nodded sagely.


  “Oh geez.” Erin sank back down. “I just need to sit for a moment.”


  “I will join you.” Daniel folded his long length into the vacant seat by her. He stretched out his legs and folded them at the ankle. He tucked his hands behind his head and studied the sky.


  Erin gathered her composure slowly. It seemed to take so much effort these days. And still Daniel stayed and looked at the sky without saying a word. She watched the children play until Maria called them in to clean up.


  “I’ve had a rough childhood.” Erin didn’t look at Daniel as she spoke. “I had no one. I had to take care of myself.” She swallowed the pain and bitter humiliation that always came with her memories. She cleared her throat. “And there were times that I didn’t do such a great job of it.”


  “That’s why you care for the young ones.” Daniel nodded as if affirming something for himself. “I’ve seen that. You want them to have more than you did. How could they lose with you as their champion?”


  “Don’t.” The word was wrenched from her tight throat. “I’m no one’s champion, Daniel. No hero. Nothing even remotely close.” Erin’s hands clenched and unclenched in her lap. “I’ve come to accept what I am. What I’ve done. But don’t look at me with rose-colored glasses and see me for more than I am or ever will be.” Erin stood. “I’m going to say my goodbyes.” She walked away and didn’t glance back.


  * * * *


  Erin said goodbye to Isabel and the rest of the family. And then she found Maria in the living room. The older woman smiled wanly when she approached.


  “It’s been a long day for you, mija, but I’m glad Daniel brought you here this evening.” The woman’s hazel eyes smiled up to hers. “You are welcome here anytime. And please feel free to come by and see Erica.” She stood and hugged Erin tightly. “You are a lovely woman, Miss Sanders. Please don’t be a stranger.”


  “Thank you.” Tears clogged Erin’s throat at Maria’s simple statement. “You have a beautiful family. And I was honored to be a part of that this evening.” She softly kissed the woman’s cheek. “It’s been a long day for you, also. You need to rest.”


  Maria chuckled. “It’s amazing how we women can see everyone else’s needs but our own.” Maria stood slowly and winked at her as she walked toward the stairs.


  Erin watched her go until she could no longer see the other woman.


  “Grandma Maria likes you.”


  Erin turned slowly and looked at Erica. “She seems to. And I know for a fact she loves you. We’re lucky, aren’t we?”


  Erica shrugged.


  “Would you like me to come back and see you, Erica? Maybe to talk? Or we could just sit and watch the birds in the backyard?” Erin held her breath as she waited for the answer.


  Another shrug. “I guess.” The little girl walked past her and stopped at the bottom of the stairs. She looked searchingly at Erin. “You’re older. Do you fit in now?”


  “I try.” Erin was honest. She held her hand over her heart. “Parts of me are very afraid that I’ll never fit in.”


  “Me, too.” And then the girl raced up the stairs.


  Someone cleared his throat.


  Erin glanced behind her and scowled. “And how long have you been there?”


  “A few minutes.” Daniel moved up to her side and cupped her elbow in his hand. “I will take you home this evening. Your car is already at your house. And I had my cousin add a spare.” He frowned. “You had a doughnut. That is not suitable.”


  She arched an eyebrow. “Not suitable?”


  “You do not need to be stranded on the side of the road.”


  “I’m a big girl, Daniel, not one of your nieces.” Her independent nature warred with her gratefulness. “I do, however, appreciate you concern.”


  “How do women do that?” Daniel cocked his head to the side. “You say nice things with a warning tone underneath.” He looked puzzled.


  “It’s a gift.” Erin sighed and shook her elbow loose from his hand. “Listen, I have papers to grade and things to do at my house. Can we leave?”


  Erin followed him out to his car and slid inside the passenger side. Daniel joined her and sat there for a minute.


  “I’m assuming you have a key somewhere to actually start this thing?” Erin blinked at him innocently.


  Daniel turned in his seat and looked at her. “I can count on my hand the number of times Erica has spoken to me. So I would please ask you to come visit her as often as you can.” He took his key and started the car.


  “Daniel.” Erin sighed. “She’s hurting over something. Can you tell me anything about what happened?”


  “About my brother?” Daniel growled low. “He has hurt his children beyond measure. They only have one parent, and he has failed them.” He pulled out of the driveway and onto the street.


  “And he has hurt your business?”


  Daniel glanced at her. “Hector owned the club before me. Around a year later, we noticed the clientele had changed dramatically. There were drug dealers frequenting the bar. We didn’t realize then that Hector designed it that way. He had his hands on every transaction in that place.” Daniel paused. “And then he employed prostitutes to service the customers and dealers. It was his downfall.


  “An undercover cop came in one evening and acted as if he were a drug dealer looking for a good time. As soon as he was propositioned, he flashed his badge and all hell broke loose.” Daniel rubbed his temple. “Agents stormed the place and rounded everyone up. Hector hid both drugs and money somewhere in the club.” He glanced at Erin again. “No one has ever found either.”


  “The bar break-in?”


  Daniel glanced at her sharply. “You’ve talked to Mama.” He nodded and then sighed. “I just installed a brand new alarm, but it was deactivated and the club turned upside-down. The agents didn’t have enough sense to keep my brother under armed guard. He escaped after only a month of trials. No one has seen him since.”


  Daniel pulled into her driveway and parked behind her car. He killed the engine and sat there. “My brother has made many mistakes in his life. He has hurt those closest to him. His children are without either parent.” Daniel looked at her with pain in his hazel eyes. “But he’s still my brother.”


  “I’m sorry.” Erin touched his shoulder. “I didn’t mean to bring all this up. I just thought it would help if I knew a bit of background so I might be able to help Erica. I’m not a counselor,” she warned. “I’m not going to be able to do much but listen.”


  “I will do the same.”


  Erin’s startled blue eyes met his hazel ones. “What?” she sputtered.


  “I’ll listen to you, Erin.” Daniel leaned in closer and brushed his mouth over hers gently. “When you’re ready to tell me what you think of when you go far away.”


  Chapter 6


  Erin hurried inside her home and shut the door. She leaned against the strong wood with her heart pounding in her chest. Daniel Rodriguez. A good and honorable man who liked to hold her hand and kiss her.


  Oh, God help me.


  She sank to the floor and cradled her head in her hands. She could still feel his warm, soft mouth on hers. Erin groaned and closed her eyes. She was not going to fall for the beautiful man. No. Not her. She wasn’t cut out for relationships at all. She had her work and her kids.


  Erin brought her trembling hand up to her mouth and touched her lips. She was a liar if she told herself she didn’t enjoy the feel of him close to her. A sob worked its way up to her throat and stuck there.


  A repeat of the conversation she had with her former boyfriend filled her head.


  Steve was a good guy. A student bent on making good grades and fulfilling his dream of becoming a high school coach and history teacher. That’s why they seemed to fit so well. They both wanted to work with kids. They both wanted so many of the same things.


  She and Steve started dating in their sophomore year and immediately fit together. He was outgoing while she was shy. They always had fun together and seemed to complement each other’s strengths and weaknesses.


  Erin hadn’t had sex with him. And Steve didn’t pressure her. He just reassured her that he would wait until she was ready. That he loved her so much that the physical part was just a small part of their relationship.


  She had believed him.


  And then one day in their senior year, Steve had brought her back to his house and gotten down on one knee. It was their two-year anniversary. Erin remembered it clearly now. He had decorated his house in blue and silver in honor of the occasion.


  It had been beautiful.


  Steve kicked out his two roommates and had made everything picture perfect. There was wine on the table and lasagna in the oven. A large bouquet of red roses spilled over in the middle of the small table. He wore his best khaki pants and a button-up crème-colored shirt she bought him for his birthday. He had even polished his brown loafers.


  She wore a dark blue sundress with spaghetti straps and matching shoes. Even her small clutch matched. She had been so nervous and excited. Earlier that week she bought Steve matching diamond cuff links with their initials in them. They were small but perfect. Erin thought he would love them.


  When he went down on one knee after pouring a glass of wine, Erin felt tears slip down her cheeks and spill onto her hand. Steve asked her to marry him. And it seemed like all her dreams would come true.


  A man who loved her. A job she loved. She immediately said yes. And that’s when it all went downhill.


  Steve began to become more insistent that they consummate the relationship. He didn’t understand why Erin wanted to wait. And she couldn’t tell him. He asked if she was a virgin, and she had shaken her head no. Steve only became more insistent.


  Erin hated sex.


  She would deal with it when they were married, but the thought of having sex turned her stomach. How could she make Steve realize that?


  Four months after their engagement, Erin started having nightmares. She would wake in a sweat with nausea in her throat and her heart hammering in her chest. A month after that, she went over to Steve’s to tell him what was wrong.


  It had been the hardest thing she’d ever done. She had started crying before she even started. Steve came over and put his arm around her to steady her. He kissed her hair and told her that everything would be all right. She could tell him anything.


  They sat on the couch, and Erin gathered her courage. And when she opened her mouth, her childhood spilled out. Her life as a foster child. Her time on the streets. She hadn’t even gotten through half of it before Steve stood and looked at her with disgust.


  “Give me my ring back.”


  Shock rooted her to the couch. Didn’t he say he would understand?


  “Give me the goddamn ring back.” Steve started toward her, and Erin quickly stripped it off and put it on the couch. She stood up and looked at the door.


  “I’m sorry,” she whispered.


  “All this time I thought you didn’t have any experience, and I was going to be the good guy and wait for you to be ready. I would be gentle and love you.” Steve sneered. “But you have plenty of experience, don’t you?” His voice deepened. “Nothing but a whore, Erin. Women like you are nothing but whores.”


  When he stepped closer, she had run. She knew the look in his eyes, and it scared the hell out of her. He would hurt her. He would use her past to excuse anything he wanted to do to her.


  She barely made it to her apartment before she threw up. Erin moved out shortly after that and found another place a little farther out of town. She went out of her way to stay away from Steve and their friends. She finished her schooling and moved far away. The job she held now had been a lifesaver. A new start.


  And could she ever again risk everything?


  Daniel.


  Erin buried her face in her hands as sobs shook her body. She would never tell him. Because men like Daniel didn’t need former whores in their lives. Hadn’t he had enough problems in his life without her complicating everything?


  * * * *


  The phone woke Erin up Saturday at ten o’clock. She frowned and rolled over with a yawn. She picked up the phone.


  “Hello.”


  “How was dinner?” Kendra’s insistent voice filtered through the phone.


  “Woman!” Erin frowned at the clock. “It’s early. I was asleep.”


  “Now you’re awake.” Erin could hear her smile through the phone. “And you can tell me how it went.”


  “Do your sisters ever want to kill you?”


  “Frequently.”


  “Geez, woman.” Erin blinked and tried not to yawn again. “Give me time to get up and have some coffee.”


  “I’ll be there in half an hour.”


  The phone clicked in her ear. Erin rolled her eyes and then grinned. She’d come to really like her assistant. And it’s not like she had anything planned today anyway.


  Erin swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood. She stretched and popped her neck. She glanced at the clock one last time. Her peach tank top and boxers would have to do until she had a cup of coffee. Then a quick shower and a change of clothes. And heaven knows she needed to condition her hair. She pulled it back into a loose ponytail and waited for the coffee to brew.


  Her doorbell rang five minutes later.


  Death would be too quick for Kendra. Erin grabbed her steaming cup of coffee and shuffled to the front door.


  “I swear, you’re killing me!” The next words died in Erin’s throat as she looked up into the amused eyes of one Daniel Rodriguez.


  “Shit,” she muttered and then blushed with embarrassment. “What are you doing here?”


  “I tried to call but received a busy signal.” Daniel shrugged elegantly. “I then assumed you were up.”


  “And you just decided to drop by?” Erin tried not to grimace at her state of undress.


  “I wanted to see if you were busy today.” Daniel held up his hands. “Erica, Juan, and I are having a picnic in the park this afternoon. We would like you to join us.”


  She took in the whole picture he made. Daniel dressed in jeans and a dark green T-shirt. He wore black boots on his feet that added a couple of inches to his already tall frame. He pulled the length of his hair back into a tight ponytail.


  “I don’t know,” she murmured. Erin tried to back up into her house without spilling her coffee or flashing her breasts.


  Daniel smiled and grabbed her cup for her. “Who were you expecting, anyway?” His hazel eyes danced. “You didn’t sound pleased.”


  “My teaching assistant.” Erin turned and motioned him inside. “Please come in. I’ll just go and change.”


  His hand on her arm stopped her. “You are lovely, querida.” Those hazel eyes took in her entire appearance. “You don’t have to change on my account.”


  “Yes.” Erin arched an eyebrow. “I believe I do.”


  Daniel sighed. “I was afraid you’d say that.” His tone made Erin laugh.


  “You stay here. Help yourself to a cup of coffee. I’ll be back in a minute.” Erin strode briskly down the hall to her room. As soon as she reached the sanctity of her bedroom, she shut the door gratefully. Oh God. Daniel Rodriguez just saw her in her nightclothes. His hot gaze on her was totally unexpected. Her body broke out in goose bumps at the memory. She was in trouble.


  Erin rapidly pulled on an old pair of jeans and a gray tank top. She brushed her hair and her teeth and wandered back out to her living room. Daniel sat on one of the chairs that faced her hall. A mug sat in front of him on a coaster.


  He looked up at her and smiled when she joined him. “Will you do me the honor of joining us? Please?”


  “I don’t know, Daniel.” Erin bit her lip. “I don’t want to force my company on Erica. I don’t want to put any pressure on her.”


  “When I asked Erica if she would like to go on a picnic today, she specifically asked if you were coming.”


  “Oh.” Erin’s heart warmed immediately. “Did she?”


  Daniel nodded. “Erica never asks for anything. Mama has to go through her drawers to see when she needs something. For Erica to ask…” He let the thought trail off and cleared his throat.


  “I’ll join you.” The words escaped before she could think.


  “You will?” Daniel looked pleased and relieved. “Thank you.” He took a sip of coffee. “I will come pick you up at noon. Is that all right?”


  “Yes. Fine.”


  Daniel stood. “I will leave now. I have to prepare things.” He pulled Erin to her feet and brought her closer. “Thank you, Erin.” He cupped her cheek and moved her closer.


  There was time. There was always time to pull back. To show him this would go nowhere. But she couldn’t. Erin snorted at herself. She simply didn’t try. And that was the truth.


  And then there was only his mouth on hers. And even though there was a gentleness, she could feel a thread of hunger move through him. His hands tangled in her hair and kept her close to him. Her breasts pushed against his chest while their legs entwined. And then his hands moved down to cup her bottom and pull her even closer.


  A shock ran through her body at the intimate contact. Erin’s breath hitched in her throat. Daniel pulled back immediately and smoothed her hair down.


  “Forgive me.” His breath was harsh in the silent room. “I am sorry.”


  All Erin could do was stare at him.


  Daniel looked at her and cursed himself. “I am sorry,” he repeated stiffly. “I ask your forgiveness.”


  Erin blinked. “Forgiveness?”


  “You are beautiful, Erin. With big blue eyes that have seen too much, I’m afraid. And a heart so big that all the children in the world will surely fit inside.” Daniel gave a small smile. “You touch my heart, querida.”


  “Oh.” That was all she could manage right this minute.


  Daniel bowed stiffly. “We will be back at noon.” He moved to the door and left before she could utter another word.


  Erin shut the door behind him and stared at nothing. This whole kissing thing with Daniel was becoming quite a habit. She touched her lips and shook her head. She had never felt that thrill before. That rush of heat that swamped her entire body. The arousal. She bit down sharply on that. But it was getting harder and harder to do.


  * * * *


  Kendra arrived twenty minutes later. Erin had taken a quick shower and thrown on another pair of blue jeans and red tank top. She left her hair down to dry and went about the mindless task of tidying up her kitchen. She pulled out some bagels and cream cheese and waited for her next guest to arrive.


  As soon as Kendra knocked, Erin answered the door. Kendra wore a light blue silk pantsuit with a short sleeve shell on top. Her hair was pulled back in a slick chignon that emphasized her face. And this time it hit her. Something that she supposed she overlooked so many times before. But her brain was still haywire from Daniel’s kiss and the impossibility of her current life situation.


  “I look like you.”


  Kendra chuckled. “I believe you do. In fact, your school secretary thought I was you when I first arrived to fill out my application.”


  Erin pushed the door open further and motioned Kendra inside. “I’m sorry that just burst out.” She shook her head at herself. “I’m not quite myself this morning. I apologize.”


  “Don’t be silly.” Kendra grinned. “It’s a flattering comparison.”


  “Hardly,” Erin muttered. She motioned toward the kitchen. “I didn’t know if you had breakfast yet. I have some bagels and cream cheese if you like.”


  “Sounds great.” Kendra followed her in and sat at the wooden kitchen table.


  Erin turned her back to her guest and shoved the bagel in the toaster.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Huh?” Erin moved so quick she almost knocked the cream cheese tub off the cabinet. She barely caught it and put it back up. “Sorry.


  Kendra stood and walked over to her. “Calm yourself, child.” She touched Erin’s shoulders softly. “Tell me what’s wrong.”


  “Daniel Rodriguez.” Erin shut her eyes briefly. The bagel popped up, and she slathered cream cheese on both pieces and put it on a plate for Kendra. She put another bagel in. “He was here this morning.”


  Kendra took her plate and sat again. “Isn’t that good?”


  “I think he likes me.” God help her. If that kiss was any indication, he did a lot more than like her.


  “Isn’t that better?” Kendra asked blandly and took a bite of her bagel. She chewed slowly and watched Erin.


  Erin didn’t say anything until the second bagel popped up. She added cream cheese and sat across from Kendra.


  “There are things about me that are important. They’ve changed my life.” Erin took a bite of the bagel and gathered herself. “Most are not nice.” Wasn’t that a great politically correct way to say she was unsuitable?


  “I believe you told me before you’ve had an unpleasant earlier life.” Kendra took a drink out of a mug that Erin didn’t remember setting down. She continued, “But look who you are now. A beautiful, successful woman. A woman who has a great life. What man wouldn’t be attracted to that?”


  “You said you had sisters.”


  “Yes.”


  “Is there any possible way that I could be one, and we just don’t know it?”


  Kendra’s eyes filled for a second. She blinked back tears and covered Erin’s hand with her own. “I’m sorry, Erin. I would know. But I’m pleased that you would ask this.” She patted Erin’s hand. “Have you ever thought of finding your birth mother and seeing if you have siblings?”


  “Not until now.”


  “You’re looking for acceptance.” Kendra said the words with certainty.


  Erin looked at her, startled. “How did you know?”


  “You want to look for people with a blood tie who would be more apt to accept you and the things you’ve done. You’re searching for the family you’ve never had. But you’re totally ignoring the family you have now. All these people in your life who love and worry about you. What of them?”


  “I’m protecting them.”


  “You’re insulating yourself.” Kendra took anther bite of bagel and licked her lips.


  “You don’t know what I’ve done.”


  “Tell me then.”


  Erin felt a small nudge inside of herself. And then the words bubbled up in her quickly. She looked Kendra square in the eye. “I’ve whored myself.”


  Kendra studied her calmly. “Because you enjoyed it?”


  Erin shuddered and felt the nausea climb in her throat. “God no! Because I needed the money.”


  “How old were you?”


  “When I first started?”


  Kendra nodded.


  “I was fourteen.”


  “And where were your caretakers?”


  “I didn’t have any.” Erin shuddered in remembrance. “I left the foster home when one of the stepfathers came into my bedroom one night.” She took a breath. “He wasn’t the first.”


  “So.” Kendra’s blue eyes snapped furiously. “You were given to a family that should have taken care of you. The stepfather assaulted you. You left. You raised yourself on the streets. And did you immediately begin sleeping with men?”


  Tears streaked down Erin’s face. “I was starving. And no one would hire me because I was so young. I ate out of the garbage and slept in a box in the winter. One of the restaurant owners found me after about six months and brought me inside. He said he was worried about me.” Erin closed her eyes as the memory washed over her. The shame burned her cheeks.


  “The restaurant had already closed, and we were the only ones there. He told me to take off my coat so I could get warm because it was raining outside, and I was chilled. When I took off the coat, I knew something was wrong. He was looking at me strangely and asked me how old I was. I lied and said sixteen.


  “He said he wanted to warm me up. He put his hands on my arms and rubbed them up and down. But then his breathing changed, and he moved closer.” Erin shuddered. “He kissed me and pushed me back on one of the tables. He ripped my shirt.” She opened her eyes. “He raped me there. And then he acted guilty afterwards and threw three hundred dollars on the table where he just screwed me. Told me to take the money and never come near his restaurant again.”


  Erin took a shaky breath. “I took the money and left.”


  Kendra took both her cold hands into her warmer ones. “You survived, Erin. Survived in a world that tried to rip your soul from you. I want to give you your other gift, but now is not the time.” She sighed. “So I’ll reiterate my first gift and give you acceptance.” Her warmth flowed into Erin.


  “Those of us who love you will accept you, also.” She pulled Erin closer and whispered into her ear, “Listen with your heart. Open yourself up to the possibility that you are more now than even you realize. Give acceptance a chance.” Kendra kissed her cheek and moved back.


  Erin blinked and felt the tears flow down her cheeks. Kendra still held her hands. She had never told anyone the extent of her shame. The sexual acts she traded for money so she could simply eat. Two years of her life where she wept during every encounter and cried for the pieces of her soul that splintered and disappeared.


  “I can’t tell him.” Erin pulled her hands back and wrapped them around herself. “He’s a good and decent man. And honorable.” Erin shook her head. “I have no place in his life. He just sees this.” She motioned to herself. And then she touched her chest. “But he doesn’t see what I was. The dark things I’ve done. And I can’t tell him. I can’t have him looking at me like a whore.” Erin choked back a sob. “I would never recover.”


  Kendra frowned and shook her head. “You would take his chance away to show you the man he is? You would cripple him before he even starts?”


  “This isn’t about him!” Erin slammed her fist on the table. “It’s about me. It’s about who I am.”


  Kendra took one last sip of her mug and stood. “It’s about both.” She turned and left the kitchen. The front door shut a minute later.


  Erin cradled her head in her hands and briefly wondered if the school offered stress leave. She blew out a breath and tried to steady herself but found that she was okay. Her headache hadn’t come back. Her hands weren’t shaking. She actually felt a bit relieved now that she told Kendra the truth. Or most of it.


  She didn’t feel the need to rehash every moment in the various foster homes. Or talk about the nameless, faceless men she slept with from the ages of fourteen to sixteen. It all faded into one long nightmare that at the time she thought would never end. The very day she turned sixteen, she applied for a job washing dishes. And that was the beginning for her.


  Every day she would work an eight hour shift and study for her GED in the evening. She had always enjoyed schoolwork but never had the time or energy to deal with it when she was younger. She just tried to survive at that point. But as soon as she started to study for her GED, her life began to fill with purpose.


  Every morning would be dishes. Every evening was her workbook. And when she finally took the test, she passed. She was seventeen then. A girl afraid of shadows and men. A girl who worked another year before she quit her job and enrolled at the university. And she worked while she went to school. Saving her money. Studying as hard as she possibly could.


  Erin learned the value of wanting something badly enough to sacrifice to attain it. She knew in her first semester that she wanted to be a teacher. Small children who would need a guiding hand. She didn’t want to teach the older children. It was still almost unbearably painful to look at other teenagers and compare herself to them. So she completed her elementary education degree and minored in psychology.


  She had remade herself after college. After her painful lesson with Steve, she quit looking at men. Quit even thinking about have a relationship with any of them. She was tainted. It was a fact she accepted. And no man affected her.


  Until Daniel Rodriguez.


  The man she just seemed to be going on a picnic with this afternoon.


  Erin pressed her fingers to her temple. It was like drowning slowly. Her head would bob, and she would breathe. Only to sink once again. She had to control this before it got too far out of hand.


  She would let Daniel know today that there could never be anything between them. Ever. It didn’t seem fair to enjoy his kisses while she knew it never would, never could, go any farther.


  * * * *


  Erin glanced up at her kitchen clock. Almost noon. She smoothed down her tan shorts and grabbed the homemade chocolate chip cookies she made earlier. She couldn’t remember the last time she actually baked, but these had turned out pretty good.


  Cooking was another thing she learned so she could save her money and only spend it on the necessities. There were a great many failures, but now she could put together a simple meal without burning down the house. And her cookies were better than average.


  Erin nervously grabbed one and nibbled on it. She still wasn’t used to the butterflies that swept through her at the thought of seeing Daniel again. She groaned and tightened her ponytail.


  I’m a basket case. Erin took another bite of the cookie and glanced at the clock again. And then Kendra’s words came back to her. Acceptance. Isn’t that something she fought for all her life but truly never received? She could have bitten her own tongue when her past spilled out of her mouth and to her teaching assistant.


  But Kendra didn’t call her names or look at her like a piece of trash. She had been indignant. Upset because Erin was left to make the best of a situation that had destroyed others. Kendra accepted her. The thought rocked her so badly, she sank into the nearest kitchen chair.


  Was she insulating herself? But wasn’t that what she had done for years? Keeping everybody out and herself in? Not showing anyone the ugliness? The invisible scars she always carried?


  “I can’t do this,” she whispered. It felt as though she were splintering in two. The desire to tell Daniel warred with her strong sense of self-preservation. This was a man who was rooted in family. A huge, glorious family that loved each other. What would he do with a former prostitute as a girlfriend?


  The bile rose in Erin’s throat. She could never tell him. They would be friends. Just friends. And he need never know how badly it hurt her to stay that way. Her hands shook slightly as she replaced the tinfoil over the rest of the cookies.


  The knock startled her, and Erin took a second to compose herself. She smoothed her bangs down and made sure all the buttons on her short-sleeved blue shirt were done. Then she slid her feet into her tan sandals and walked toward the door. She turned the knob and pulled it open.


  They made a picture. It nearly stopped Erin’s heart in her chest.


  Daniel stood proudly behind the children in blue jeans and a blue button-up shirt. His dark hair was slicked back and pulled into a ponytail. He had his left hand on Erica’s shoulder. She was dressed in blue jeans and a pretty yellow shirt with a blue butterfly zipping across it. She wore plain white sandals, and her toenails were painted yellow. Her dark hair hung loosely about her face, and there was a shy smile on her face.


  Daniel had his right hand on a wriggling Juan with a mile-wide grin on his face. It showed the adorable gap where his top two front teeth used to live. The boy was dressed in jean shorts and a shirt with a ferocious dinosaur on it. He wore brown sandals that buckled across his feet. Someone had tried to tame the wild black hair on his head, but it looked to have been a losing battle. It simply stuck up here and there randomly as if waving from his head.


  “Are you ready?” Juan asked impatiently.


  “Juan.”


  The single word made the boy look up at his uncle. He sighed. “Would you please join us, Miss Sanders, for a picnic?”


  Erin was utterly charmed. She beamed at the young man. “I would be delighted.” She cocked her head to the side. “I don’t suppose you like chocolate chip cookies, do you?”


  “Are you kidding?” The small boy’s grin widened to impossible lengths. “Are you bringing some?”


  “I believe I am.” Erin picked up the plate off the table by the door.


  Daniel cleared his throat. Erin glanced up at him with a smile. The smile froze on her face. He looked at her intently, and she blushed under his scrutiny.


  Erica moved forward and reached for Erin’s hand. “You can sit with me in the back,” she whispered.


  “I’d love to.” Erin broke eye contact with Daniel and grabbed her slim brown purse to sling over her shoulder. “We’ll let the boys drive, shall we?” She locked the door behind her and followed the small group out to the car.


  The black Bronco was lovely. All tinted windows and polished chrome. It was obviously one of Daniel’s pride and joys. He gallantly opened the back door and waited for both ladies to climb inside.


  Erin handed the cookies to Erica and hopped in. The gray plush inside was lovely. She caught Erica’s eye and winked. Then Erin slid her sandals off and ran her feet along the soft carpet.


  Erica giggled, and Erin smiled. The girl slid her own sandals off and mirrored Erin’s actions.


  Daniel climbed inside and quickly started the vehicle. Juan fidgeted in his seat and looked at his uncle.


  “How much longer?”


  “Juan.” Daniel sighed and then grinned. “Ten minutes. That’s it. Would you like to play your Game Boy until then?”


  “Si!”


  Daniel reached into a compartment between the seats and handed the boy a small handheld electric device. “Only until we reach the park. And with the volume down low. Understand?”


  “Yes, Uncle.”


  Seconds later, Juan was totally engrossed in whatever was happening on the small screen in front of him. His nimble fingers flew over the buttons.


  Daniel looked in the rearview mirror. “Are you two okay back there? Too hot? Too cold?”


  Erin grinned at him. “We’re fine, though we may each have a cookie to tide us over.”


  “May I have one?” Daniel asked.


  “Sure.” Erin grabbed one and handed it to him. His fingers brushed against hers, and their eyes met in the mirror. Erin dropped hers and looked back at the cookies in her lap.


  “Would you like one, Erica?”


  “Okay.”


  Erin handed one of the biggest ones to her and watched as the small girl handled it delicately before taking a bite.


  This is going to be a good day. Erin leaned back against the seat and enjoyed the rest of the ride.


  They arrived at the park a few minutes later, and Juan flew out of the passenger’s seat with a yell.


  Daniel arched an eyebrow at him and waited for him to calm down. “You will carry the drinks, Juan. Can you do that?”


  “Yes, Uncle.” Juan moved around to the back of the vehicle.


  Daniel stepped out and helped Erica out. Then Erin scooted across, and he took her hand in his. She smiled gratefully but took her hand back as quickly as possible.


  “Mama packed us a picnic.” Daniel grinned apologetically. “In case you thought I had thrown this together myself.”


  Erin’s lips twitched. “What? No ‘S’ on your chest?”


  Daniel cocked his head to the side and then roared with laughter. “I’m no Superman,” he admitted. “I’m more of a Clark Kent, Erin.” He picked her hand up and kissed it before dropping it reluctantly and moving to grab the large picnic basket in the back.


  Erica moved closer to Erin, and Erin smoothed the girl’s hair down. Erica looked up and smiled shyly.


  Juan had a small ice chest clutched in both hands. Erin moved forward to help when Daniel’s small shake of his head stopped her.


  “We will be over there, Juan.” He pointed to a set of lovely red picnic benches closest to where they parked. “You may take the drinks.”


  “Si.” The boy’s cheeks puffed out as he manhandled the ice chest and walked stiltedly toward the chairs.


  Erin bit her lip to keep from laughing. The ice chest was nearly as big as the boy carrying it. She watched until he made it to the chair and set it down.


  “He carried it with pride, Erin.” Daniel’s voice broke through her thoughts. “If it had been too much, I would never have allowed it.”


  She swung around to look at him. “He’s something else, isn’t he?”


  “That would be one way of putting it.” Daniel smiled down at Erica. “Can you take the blankets, mija?”


  “Yes, Uncle.” Erica glanced down and waited for Daniel to give her the blanket to spread on the ground.


  He gently placed it in her arms and hooked the picnic basket over his arm. He shut the back door of the Bronco with his free hand. Then he looped his arm through Erin’s and smiled at her. They watched Erica walk over to where Juan stood.


  “You look lovely today, Erin.”


  She glanced up and watched Daniel’s eyes darken as they looked at her. Any and all words died in her throat at that look. There was desire written plainly across his face.


  Erin struggled for a second to get her arm back.


  “Just for today, Erin.” Daniel’s soft voice moved over her. “Don’t pull away from me. I won’t hurt you, querida. I won’t hurt you.”


  Erin nodded slowly and moved with him toward the picnic table and the children.


  He may not hurt her, but she would surely hurt him.


  Chapter 7


  Daniel instructed Erica to put the red-checkered blanket down and Juan set the ice chest on the corner of it. Then Daniel opened up the wicker basket and began to place the dishes side by side on the edges of the blanket.


  There was fried chicken, corn, beans, and rolls. Then Daniel took out macaroni and potato salads.


  Erin blinked. “Maria knew there was only going to be four of us, right?”


  “Mama knew.” Daniel pulled out two fluted glasses and smiled at her. “But she also knows what a bottomless pit Juan is.”


  The boy snickered. “You’re the bottomless pit, Uncle.” He grinned his toothless smile and giggled.


  “Impertinent boy.” Daniel chuckled. “Open up the cooler, Juan. You may get one soft drink for you and your sister.”


  “Awesome!” Juan reached in and took an orange soda for himself and a root beer for his sister.


  Daniel reached in and plucked out a bottle of red wine with a smile. “And this, my dearest Erin, is ours.”


  Erin blinked. She’d never been on a picnic before. Not once. And there was this lovely man who thought to bring her along and feed her. To include her in this moment.


  She stood quickly. “I’ll be right back.” Erin glanced around and saw the restrooms. She hurried toward them with tears burning behind her eyes. Once inside, she locked the door on the stall and sat on the toilet while tears ran unchecked down her cheeks. She sniffled and tried to steady her emotions.


  “Erin?” Erica’s small voice echoed off the walls.


  “I’m here, Erica.”


  “Are you all right?” The worry was evident in the girl’s tone of voice.


  Erin blew her nose and stood to unlock the door. She smiled reassuringly down at the girl. “I’m fine.”


  “You’ve been crying.” Erica moved closer and patted her arm. “I’m sorry. Are you sad?”


  “I’m happy.” The emotion moved through her mercilessly and had her eyes leaking again.


  Erica threaded her fingers through Erin’s. “Uncle Daniel is a good man. He likes you. Do you like him?”


  Erin bit her lip and tried to stem the tide of tears. She sniffed. “I like your uncle. Yes.”


  “But you’re afraid, aren’t you?” Erica cocked her head to the side. “Because you’re different.”


  “Oh, honey.” Erin pulled the girl closer. “My heart hurts from being different. I don’t know what to do.”


  The girl’s dark eyes looked up at her in understanding. “I like you, Erin. I know you’re different, and that’s fine. I want to be like you when I grow up. You’re pretty, and you’re smart.” She smiled shyly.


  Erin choked back another round of tears and held the girl tightly to her. One emotional breakdown for the day was enough. Two was teetering toward emotional instability. She got herself under control slowly.


  “Can you forgive me, Erica?” Erin peered down at her. “I did not mean to make my troubles yours.”


  “Are we friends?” Erica’s dark eyes flooded with uncertainty.


  “Yes, child. We are friends. You can always come to me.” Erin kissed the top of Erica’s head with a chuckle.


  “I’m glad.” The girl sighed.


  “Come.” Erin threaded her fingers through the small girl’s. “I’m sure the boys will be worried about us.”


  “Boys are silly.”


  Erin threw back her head and laughed. “That would be an understatement.”


  * * * *


  Daniel’s eyes were worried, but Erin managed to keep herself together during the picnic. They all ate a bit of everything. Daniel and Erin drank two glasses of wine and watched as Juan persuaded his sister to go play on some monkey bars.


  The park wasn’t busy at all. There were only a couple of children on the slides at the far end of the park. Erin nibbled on yet another cookie and washed it down with the last of her second glass of wine. She watched Erica and Juan play.


  “Will you talk to me, querida?” Daniel’s soft voice interrupted her thoughts. He moved his hand so that it covered her own.


  Now, her inner voice urged her. Tell him now. But to ruin this day with her past seemed almost profane.


  “I can’t,” she whispered. “Not today. Please, Daniel. Not today.”


  Daniel sighed and plucked the glass from her fingers. “As you wish, querida.” He packed the rest of the food up and placed it back in the basket. When the blanket was empty but for the two of them, Daniel stretched out and placed his head in her lap.


  The jolt of awareness stunned her. He had moved easily and simply lay there, silently asking her to accept his presence.


  Erin’s hands shook, and her body trembled at the close proximity of him. They lay perpendicular to each other. Both with legs stretched out. Daniel’s eyes were closed, and he breathed evenly.


  “I have wished this.”


  Erin blinked rapidly. “Wished this?” she squeaked.


  Daniel smiled. “To have your lap underneath my head, Erin. To simply be here with you and enjoy the sun shining and the sound of children’s laughter.”


  Charmed, Erin chuckled. “You wish for so little. How about world peace or something of the like?”


  Daniel’s eyes opened, and the hazel orbs pinned her. “I think this is enough for me.” He reached down and took her hand in his.


  Erin’s belly jumped with nerves. How calmly he placed himself close to her and offered something without taking anything. She bit her lip and then reached down to stroke his temple.


  He sighed. “That feels nice.”


  His words emboldened her. Erin touched his silky hair with a smile and softly freed it from its tether. She worked her hands through it blissfully. How could one man smell so good? Feel so good?


  Erin stroked his hair thoughtfully and let the day simply wash over her. It was nice. Better than nice, she admitted to herself. She glanced up to make sure the children were doing okay and grinned at Erica’s laugh. Juan was doing an impression of a monkey while hanging by his legs.


  “This is good for her.” Daniel’s voice broke her out of her reverie. “She rarely leaves the house anymore. Even school seems to be a trial for her. Her grades have slipped. I have hired a tutor, but she says Erica only pretends to study. She has no interest in anything.”


  “You have no idea why?”


  “None.” Daniel sighed. “My niece keeps to herself. She refuses to let anyone in. Even Juan is kept at a distance. I can’t remember the last time she laughed.” He closed his eyes again. “You will keep stroking my hair, yes?”


  “Si,” she teased and chuckled.


  They spent the afternoon in the park until the kids complained of sore legs and tired eyes. Dusk fell, slowly turning the yellow light to a pale pink. Daniel gathered up all the supplies and took them to his Bronco quickly and efficiently.


  Erin kept the last six cookies in her hand and doled them out to the children. Erica slipped her hand into Erin’s, and they walked back to the Bronco together.


  Daniel rearranged things while Juan sat on the bumper and offered suggestions.


  Before they reached the Bronco, Erica tugged Erin’s hand. Erin leaned down.


  “What is it, Erica?”


  “Can you come back to Grandma Maria’s?” she pleaded.


  Erin sighed. “Not today, Erica. But I’ll be over sometime this week to check on you. I can even help you with your homework if you like.”


  “But not tonight?” Erica’s lip quivered, and her small eyes filled with unshed tears.


  Erin kissed the top of her head. “I have to grade papers, hon. And then I must finish my lesson plans for tomorrow. But you have my word that I will be by this week. And you and I will talk. All right?”


  “Okay,” she whispered.


  Erica’s hand tightened on Erin’s, and she walked stoically toward the vehicle.


  They all climbed in. It was a quiet drive back to Erin’s home. The children were subdued, and even Daniel seemed to have something on his mind.


  When her small house appeared, Erin turned to the three of them and smiled. “Thank you for inviting me. I had the best time.” She squeezed Erica’s hand gently and smiled at Juan. Then her eyes shifted to Daniel, and she blushed.


  “Thank you.”


  “Anytime, querida.” Daniel moved to get out, but she waved him off.


  “I’ve got it.” Erin opened her door and dug her keys out. She walked up the driveway and waved at the vehicle behind her. Erica was lost in the shadows, but she could see the two males lift their hands to wave. She made it to her porch and fitted the key into the lock.


  Erin turned around one more time and waved as they drove away. She opened her door and shut it quietly behind her. And then she leaned on its solidness while her heart thumped painfully in her chest.


  She wanted to go back to Maria’s. She wanted to sit at the table and discuss the day while listening to the excited retelling from the children. And then, God help her, she wanted to end her evening with Daniel. Just being with him. Looking at him. Listening to his gentle voice wash over her.


  “I need to get a grip,” she reminded herself. Erin pushed herself off the door and threw her purse on the table by the couch. She walked slowly into her bedroom and stripped off her clothes. Then she made her way to the bathroom and filled the tub with hot, steaming water.


  She couldn’t stand cold water. It had come from years of not having enough money to pay for electricity. How many times had she shivered in the frigid water just to get a man’s scent off of her?


  Erin’s stomach rolled, and she gripped the towel rack tightly. Those days were gone. That life was gone. She would never go hungry again. And all her baths would be hot water. She simply needed to soak her bones and gather her thoughts.


  She stepped into the water and hissed at the change in temperature to her body. The heat settled into her as she sank deeper into the water.


  Erin closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the white porcelain of the tub. The day filtered through her in pieces. Details she filed away to enjoy later. The children’s laughter. The feel of Daniel’s hair in her hands. The good food and company.


  “It’s fine.” She blew out a breath. “It’s great. I’m just a friend. And Erica needs someone to talk to.”


  But she knew it was more than that. It was the feelings that all three stirred in her. Erica was the girl she wanted to protect above anything. She wanted to peel all the pain away and soothe the girl. Juan was an imp who needed a woman in his life to laugh at his silliness and be there when he needed another perspective.


  And Daniel? What did he need?


  “I’m going to have a nervous breakdown,” she muttered.


  Erin washed herself and stepped from the tub. She wrapped a large dark blue towel around her body and sighed. She quickly dried off and slipped on pale peach pajama pants and a tank top with a large magnolia on it. Her hair was being difficult, so she simply pulled it back into a loose knot. She slid her feet into a pair of green fuzzy slippers.


  “I need some distance.” Erin moved into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. It wasn’t a pretty sight. There were half a dozen eggs and a liter of milk. She wrinkled her nose. Looked like some type of omelet for dinner.


  Erin heard the knock at her front door and lifted her head. She had more people in her home this last weekend than the entire past year. Odd. She walked toward the door, and opened it. Her jaw dropped.


  Daniel stood there with another wicker picnic basket and a dozen white roses wrapped in green tissue paper.


  “This afternoon was for the children, querida. This evening is for you.”


  “Daniel,” she said pleadingly.


  “Invite me in.” He smiled gently. “I’ve brought you dinner.”


  She counted to three and made her decision. “Come in.” Erin exhaled and held the door open.


  He was gorgeous. It seemed to strike her deeper every time she looked at him. Those hazel eyes that saw her. Those strong hands that even now gripped items to help her night go a little easier. He was dressed in simple blue jeans and a green T-shirt. But nothing about Daniel Rodriguez was simple.


  And inside him? A good man who took care of his family. A man who made a life for himself and tried to make it better for others.


  Erin pressed a hand to her trembling stomach. She had to end this tonight. She couldn’t live with herself if things went further. How could she possibly sacrifice this man’s feelings for her sense of security? It was contemptible at the least.


  She shut the door, and Daniel handed her the ivory white roses. Erin lifted them to her nose and inhaled the fragrance on a sigh.


  “I’ll put these in water.” Erin smiled tightly and went to find a vase in the kitchen. When they were properly arranged, she turned. Daniel stood in the doorway watching her.


  “They pale in comparison to your beauty.”


  Her breath hitched at the words. “I’m not who you think I am.”


  “You are a teacher of young ones, yes?”


  “Yes.”


  “Are you married?”


  “No.” Erin sighed. “I’m not married. Nor will I ever be.”


  Daniel chose to ignore that. “You are lovely inside and out. You are exactly who I think you are.”


  She swallowed the lump in her throat and the tears threatened to spill over her dark lashes. Her blue eyes met his. “My past has marked me. I cannot be more than a friend to you.”


  “Your past?” Daniel repeated. He frowned. “And this is the past that has made you who you are?”


  “Yes,” she whispered.


  “Then I accept your past.”


  “Oh, Jesus.” Erin slumped into the nearest chair. She cupped her head in her hands. “I think I’m going to throw up.”


  “You are ill?” Daniel moved closer to her and massaged her back gently. “Was it the potato salad?”


  “Oh my God!” Erin stood quickly and shoved the chair back into the kitchen table with excessive force. “It wasn’t the potato salad! How can you look at me and accept what you don’t even know about me?” Her hands clenched in fists. “I’m not a good person! Do you get that? I’m not a good person!” She buried her head in her hands and wept at the pain.


  Daniel folded her gently against his chest and held her while she wept bitter tears. He patted her back gently and stroked her soft, blonde hair. Deep sobs racked her body and felt as if they were ripped from her very soul.


  She held everything in so long that it was a constant painful ache. How could she tell this caring man what she was? The thoughts raced around in her head painfully until she stepped back and held her hands up.


  “You don’t understand.” Erin took a shaky breath. “And that’s my fault. I’ve let you believe I’m someone who you could be with. But I’m not.” Her blue eyes met his hazel ones.


  “You wanted me to talk to you, Daniel? I guarantee that after this conversation, you’ll never want to talk to me again.”


  Daniel stepped forward, but she shook her head. “Don’t touch me, please. Just let me get through this, and you can leave. Okay?”


  “I will let you speak, querida.”


  Erin rubbed her hands up and down her arms. “I grew up in foster homes. My mother gave me up when I was just a baby. I was a mistake. Someone who should never have been born.” She looked everywhere but at him. “Growing up in the system is hard. Harder than you would think, actually.” She took a breath. “You have to make friends in there. Friends who have your back. People who will look out for you. And I had that. Or so I thought.” The bitterness washed over her.


  “No one seemed to pay much attention to me until I was about six. By then I could steal money from a lady’s purse when she came for a visit and still smile at her. I went into a few homes, but they never worked out. And one of my so-called brothers touched me in a way that was anything but brotherly.”


  Shame crept through her, and her cheeks flushed. “I didn’t know who to tell. But I started doing bad things immediately so they would take me back. And they did. But there was always another family. Another person who couldn’t wait to put their hands on me.”


  Erin closed her eyes. “And most of the stepfathers made their way into my bedroom. As soon as that happened, I would run away. The foster home soon labeled me ‘troubled.’ Troubled,” she repeated. “Because I took exception to being sexually abused in their lovely homes.


  “But the halfway house wasn’t any better.” Erin rubbed her hands faster. “As soon as I turned twelve, I caught the eye of others at the house.” She opened her eyes and pinned Daniel with brilliant blue edged in pain. “I was the favorite party toy. I would perform oral sex on the boys for cigarettes for my friends.” Nausea swam in her throat. “And when I had enough of that, I ran away from there.” Her smile could have etched glass. “But the fun didn’t stop there.


  “I had no money. I had nothing but the clothes on my back and a pair of tennis shoes barely held together by duct tape. So I ate out of trash cans and slept in a box in an alley. And one day a restaurant owner took me in. But he wanted more than to help me.” Erin smiled bitterly. “He raped me and then paid me. Told me to stay the hell away from him. So I did. But guess what? All of a sudden I had three hundred dollars. Fourteen years old with three hundred dollars. And I slept in an actual bed that night. Courtesy of a rapist.”


  She fought against looking at Daniel. Her hands trembled as she smoothed them on her kitchen countertop. “I was too young to get a real job. No one would hire me. So I hired myself out.” Tears slipped down her cheeks. “I slept with men for money, Daniel. I’ve whored myself for a roof over my head. Sometimes I think I would have been better off if I had just killed myself. Most pieces of me are gone anyway.”


  Erin met his eyes through blurred vision. “I got a real job when I was sixteen and never looked back. I’ve made myself who I am today, true. But what I’ve come from is shameful and vile. I would never wish myself on anybody.” She blinked and tried to focus. “And now you know.” Erin bit her lip and looked at him fully.


  Furious would have been too kind a word. She stepped back a foot as she saw his fists clench and unclench. A muscle worked in his jaw, and there was murder in his hazel eyes. His breath hitched in and out unevenly.


  “Daniel,” she whispered.


  “Do not talk to me yet, please.” Daniel closed his eyes and tried to breathe evenly. It didn’t work. He turned his back to her and hit the wall as hard as he could. That didn’t help either.


  Before Erin knew it, he was beating his fists against the doorjamb with a murderous fury that shocked her. His bloody knuckles left smears on her ivory paint, and she cried out in fear.


  “Daniel!” Erin rushed over to him and leaned against his back. She put her arms around him. “God, please! Don’t! Please don’t.” She put her forehead on his back and sobbed.


  His body stilled immediately, and he rested his head on the door.


  “I’m sorry. So sorry.” He turned slowly and brought her closer to him. “Erin,” he whispered. “I would give anything to take away your pain. Anything.” His tears fell on her hair as he held her.


  They stood there for at least ten minutes and just held each other. Erin finally pulled back and refused to meet his eyes. “So, you see, I’m not suitable for you or your family.”


  Daniel gently put his hand beneath her chin and lifted it so he could look into her eyes. “You are beautiful, Erin. A strong woman. A child who was broke but still survived. Why do you push me away?”


  “I’m not worthy of you,” she whispered. “I’m not worthy of anyone.” Erin stepped back. “You need to leave now, Daniel. I’ll be by to see Erica this week, but I think it would be best if we didn’t see each other again.”


  “I don’t.”


  Erin tried to find her voice. “What do you mean?” she whispered.


  “Do you think this changes what I feel for you?” Daniel clenched his jaw. “Though I would gladly beat the hell out of any and all of these people who hurt you.” He brushed his hands through her loosened hair. “But I love you, Erin. Do you have any idea how long I’ve wanted to tell you that?”


  “Daniel.” Erin shook her head. This wasn’t happening.


  “I’ve wanted to tell you since the beginning. Since you slammed into my life. But I knew something was wrong. And now I know you’ve been hurt. And I accept that as I accept you.”


  “You can’t,” she muttered. “You can’t accept me.”


  “But I do.” Daniel smiled gently. “You are a miracle. And I want you in my life.”


  “Oh, Jesus.” Erin sank into a chair and closed her eyes. It was hormones. It had to be. Daniel wanted her still. She opened her eyes and hardened her jaw. “I won’t sleep with you. Does that change your mind?”


  “No.” The word was soft in the silence of the room. “There is more to love than the physical side, querida. And when you are ready, then I will be also. But for now, I simply wish to get to know your heart.”


  Erin’s hands shook on the table. “What would your family say? Knowing you brought a whore into their house?”


  “Enough!” Daniel slammed his hand down on the table. “You are no more a whore than my sainted mother.” He reached over and picked Erin up out of the chair with little effort. “Quit speaking of yourself like that!” Daniel’s grip loosened. “God, Erin.” He tugged her closer to him and whispered in her hair, “I love you. Get used to hearing it. Because I do. And whatever the problems of the past, we can work through them. All of them.”


  Erin shuddered in his arms and tried to screw her head on tight. Her emotions swamped her. A wanting to believe. And a quick slice of fear that said she never could. But above all, the strength of the man holding her.


  “I was engaged once,” she mumbled.


  Daniel moved back and frowned. “What happened?”


  “I told him what I was, and he left.”


  “Son. Of. A. Bitch.”


  Erin’s jaw dropped. “I’ve never heard you curse before.”


  Daniel smiled wanly. “It’s a rare thing, querida.” He glanced at the clock. “But I feel as though I’ve lived a lifetime in the space of the last ten minutes.” He stroked her hair softly. “Nothing you’ve said changes my feelings. Nothing,” he said sternly. “But I’ve worn you out so I will leave now.”


  He reached behind him and put the picnic basket on the table. “Eat tonight. Think of what I’ve said.” Daniel paused. “Think of me, Erin.” He paused as if to kiss her but turned instead and walked toward the front door.


  Erin followed him on trembling legs. “You’re not staying?”


  Daniel smiled. “Rest yourself, querida. I have a feeling I am bothering you right now. You’re unsteady on your feet. And I wish you to be steady when we finish this conversation.” He opened the door. “Sleep well.”


  And then he was gone.


  Erin heard the door shut as if through a fog. She turned and walked back into the kitchen then looked at the wicker picnic basket as though it were an alien artifact. She opened the top of it and peered inside.


  A tired sob escaped her.


  Maria had made this basket, also. There were flautas and burritos wrapped tightly in plastic. Small containers of sour cream, guacamole, and pico de gallo. There was also another bottle of red wine with a red bow tied to it.


  Erin sank into a chair, rested her head on her arms, and cried.


  Chapter 8


  Erin woke early Monday morning after a night of tossing and turning. There were only a couple of nightmares, but she was so restless she continually woke herself up. She ended up getting up at three and warmed up two chimichangas. Then she tried to go back to sleep. Didn’t seem to work.


  She dragged herself into the shower and took a quick one while she worked over the previous evening in her head. Daniel said he loved her. But she simply didn’t believe him. Erin didn’t think he was lying. He wasn’t that type of man. But he simply didn’t know any better. He was probably just going on attraction. And there were ways around that.


  Erin dressed in a slim ivory dress and pulled her hair back with a clip. She slid on white sandals and put a bit more make-up on than usual. There were bags under her eyes that spoke of her restless night. She dabbed on a light pink lipstick and grabbed her schoolbag.


  She opened the door and almost stumbled over the chalk and large roll of butcher paper on her doorstep. Erin didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. She took a deep breath and allowed herself a smile. What did Kendra say? That Daniel had style. He had that in spades.


  Erin scooped the supplies and loaded them into her car. A light drizzle started as soon as she approached the school. It had to have been one of the wettest autumns on record. She drove into the parking lot and looked around. First one to arrive. It no longer even phased her. It was her life. Not some bar owner who said he loved her.


  Her hands shook slightly as she lifted the supplies and schoolbag out of the car. Damn him, anyway. Telling her to think of him. She could hardly think of anything else. Arrogant man. Erin stomped her feet on the rug outside the school and sighed.


  She deactivated the alarm and switched on the lights. The halls shone brightly in the light, and she grinned. One hell of a janitor they had now. The last one seemed content to do his level least.


  Erin walked down to her classroom and flicked those lights on, too. Her classroom at least filled her with a measure of peace. The certainty of it. The normalcy.


  “Penny for your thoughts.”


  Erin spun and clutched her hand to her chest.


  The janitor stood there with a bag full of doughnuts. “I brought some if you’d like a couple.”


  “Maybe the sugar will offset the heart attack you almost gave me.” Erin grinned at the other woman’s laugh and moved forward. “What kind do you have in there?”


  “Maple, plain, and chocolate.” Tempest licked her fingers. “My three favorite food groups.”


  Erin looked at her slim figure in the janitor’s uniform. “I should be so lucky.” She smiled. “I’ll take a maple, please.”


  Tempest opened the bag and held it out to her. “Help yourself.” As soon as Erin grabbed hers, Tempest grabbed another one. “Mmmm, heaven.”


  “Close to being on a cloud, isn’t it?”


  Both women swung their heads toward the sound of the third voice in the doorway. Kendra scowled at the janitor and shook her head. “If I’ve told you once…”


  “…You’ve told me a thousand times.”


  Erin cocked her head and looked at the pair. The shock of recognition rendered her speechless. Then she gasped.


  “You’re sisters!”


  Both heads turned toward her with smiles.


  “Of course we are.” Kendra snagged a doughnut and took a healthy bite. “No one can drive me more insane than her.”


  “Flatterer.” Tempest licked her fingers and smiled.


  “I thought your sisters were far away.” Erin frowned.


  “They are. They were.” Kendra snorted. “It’s what I get for being the youngest.” She motioned to Tempest. “Nothing like having my every moment monitored for God knows what.”


  “We worry for you.”


  Kendra arched an eyebrow. “Paybacks, sister. Keep that in mind.”


  Erin watched the conversation with fascination. “Wow. Will I get to meet the other two?”


  Kendra groaned in pain. “Only if I’ve been really, really bad, and someone is pissed off at me.”


  Erin threw back her head and laughed. “You’re too funny.”


  “If I were kidding.” Kendra winked at her and looked at the clock. “Run along, Tempest. You have a job to do. As have I.”


  Tempest nodded. “Pleased to see you again, Erin.” She stuck her tongue out at her sister and left.


  “She’s the picture of maturity, isn’t she?” Kendra snorted and took another bite of her doughnut. “Though she has great taste in sugar, I have to admit.”


  Erin chuckled. “Are all of you so gorgeous?” She shook her head. “I feel like someone should take your likeness and make you into a sculpture or something.”


  Kendra blushed. “Hush, child.” She cleared her throat. “So. How is Daniel?”


  “Nice segue.” Erin shook her head. “It’s that Mack truck mentality, isn’t it?”


  “I’m cursed with it.” Kendra put her things down and pulled the shades open. “So?”


  “He’s great.” Erin took another bite of her doughnut. “He thinks he’s in love with me. So obviously he’s delusional.”


  “Oh my God!” Kendra spun around so quick her blonde hair whipped against her cheek. “He told you that?”


  Erin sighed, her blue eyes sad. “He did. Now I just have to convince him he’s not.”


  Kendra opened her mouth, but Erin held up her hand. “I can’t take another talk right now. I’m sorry. I’m on overload, and it’s simply a matter of will that keeps me from curling into the fetal position and sucking my thumb. Okay?”


  “Understood.” Kendra nodded. Then she moved closer and pulled Erin to her. “You can find your balance, child. Even as off-kilter as you feel now. Find your anchor, and all will be well.”


  “I hope so,” Erin whispered. She pulled back and smiled shakily. “I must be the poster child for ‘I need a hug’. Is there a sign on my forehead?”


  “No.” Kendra’s lips twitched. “But some things don’t need signs.” She turned and looked at the sky as the first raindrops fell. “Probably another inside day. What do we have planned?”


  Erin polished off the last of her doughnut and smiled. “I happen to have lots and lots of paper in my car for anxious little children to write, glue, and color on.”


  “Do I need to ask where it’s from?”


  “Probably not.” Erin picked up her car keys, and Kendra followed her outside.


  * * * *


  The light drizzle continued throughout the day. The kids enjoyed walking from the main building to the music room. Small drops of moisture clung to their heads, and they laughed with the joy of it.


  Erin tipped her head up and laughed. She could fix her makeup when the kids were at lunch. Right now, she would simply enjoy. The bell rang, and the children dragged their feet until the last possible moment. When they were finally inside, Erin turned and walked back to her classroom. Her blonde hair hung limply by her face, and her makeup was nonexistent.


  She grabbed her purse and walked into the bathroom. All the children were in class so she took her time retouching her face. Daniel’s words moved through her. His complete acceptance of her and her life. Her hands shook as the emotion flooded her.


  Mary walked into the bathroom and hurried over. She frowned as she looked at Erin. “What’s wrong? Are you ill?”


  “No,” Erin whispered. “Just a bit of a headache. It’ll pass.” She clutched the small sink with both hands. She met Mary’s concerned eyes in the mirror and tried to smile. “I’m fine. Really.”


  Mary didn’t look convinced. “If you’re sure…” She trailed off.


  “I’m sure. But thanks for asking.” Erin smiled weakly as Mary turned and left.


  It was like being on a roller coaster where she couldn’t see the twists and turns. She would zip along just fine until another dip shocked her. She breathed deeply and centered herself with a great deal of effort.


  Erin opened her eyes and looked at herself. She was fine for the moment. Her blue eyes were clear. Her pulse had slowed to normal. She wasn’t going to have a panic attack in the girl’s bathroom.


  She opened the door and walked back down the hall slowly. Kendra seemed to be taking an early lunch with Tempest. Erin grinned. More alike than either would care to admit. It must be in turns nice and maddening to have a sister. Much less three.


  They could talk to each other. About anything. Erin stopped in her tracks. That bond. That’s what Erica needed. She hurried to her classroom and waited for Kendra to come back from lunch.


  * * * *


  The final bell had rung, and the kids hurried off into their separate lines to play outside in all the drizzle before their parents made them go home and play inside.


  Erin put her papers in her black schoolbag and looked at Kendra. Her assistant tidied the room quickly and efficiently. She glanced out the nearest window once and smiled. Then she went back to work.


  “Can I ask you something?”


  Kendra’s head came up, and she nodded. “Anything.”


  “Daniel’s niece is having problems right now. She doesn’t know who to trust. Her mother is dead, and her father is away.” It seemed like the easiest explanation. “I would like to get her to open up about what she’s feeling.” Erin paused. “The bond between you and your sisters is a strong one. And you have a way with children. Would you consider going with me to visit Erica?”


  “If that would be okay with her family, I would love to.”


  “Thank you.” Erin’s breath came out in a rush. “I’m in a little over my head with this. I want to help, but I have no idea where to start.”


  “Listen.”


  Erin stopped and cocked her head.


  Kendra walked toward her. “When all the words are gone, and there is nothing left to say, listen. You are drawn to this girl. Why? What does she say without words? How does she act? What do you feel when you look at her? That is the key, Erin.”


  Erin nodded slowly. “I’m going to call Maria, her grandmother, in a few minutes. Are you free this evening? I realize it’s short notice, but this has been bothering me.”


  “I would be glad to.” Kendra straightened another pile of papers.


  Erin finished stuffing her book bag. “I’ll be in the office.”


  “Okay.”


  Erin walked out of the classroom and down the hall to the office. Something niggled at the back of her brain. It was almost maddening. There was something she wasn’t seeing, and it bothered her.


  She walked into the office and grinned at the emptiness. Even the secretary had left. She picked up the phone and dialed Maria’s house.


  “Hello!”


  “Hi, Maria! This is Erin.”


  “Hello, Erin. What can I do for you, mija?”


  “I wanted to visit Erica today after school, but I would like to bring a friend. My teaching assistant, Kendra. Do you think that would be all right?”


  “That will be fine, child.” Maria sighed. “Erica is having a bad day. She came home from school and went directly to her room. She won’t come down. I think now would be a perfect time. We’ll be here when you’re ready.”


  “Give us half an hour.” Erin looked at the clock. “That should be plenty of time.” She hung up and left the office.


  The next thought stopped her in her tracks. The shame. The hurt. Oh, Jesus. Erin pressed her hand to her mouth so she didn’t throw up. She knew those feelings too well. The knowledge slammed into her. The certainty. Erica had been abused. That precious little girl had been hurt in the basest way.


  Erin’s hands shook as she stood there. Fury ripped through her quickly, and she clenched her fists. She had her family around her. Who could have done such a thing? Someone at school? She simply couldn’t see anybody in her family touching the girl. Not her uncles. Not any of the other kids.


  The thoughts went round and round in her head. She stood in the hallway and tried to regain her composure. All she had right now was a feeling. She needed the truth. It was the only way she could help the little girl.


  * * * *


  The ride over to Maria’s house was silent. Erin’s thoughts were a million miles away, and Kendra simply sat silently and watched the scenery roll by. When they reached the driveway, Daniel stood on the front porch. He leaned casually against one of the white posts at the front. He wore blue jeans and a plain blue T-shirt. His hair fell loosely to brush the top of his shoulders. His booted feet were crossed at the ankles.


  Kendra chuckled. “I assume that is Daniel.”


  Erin glanced at her and shook her head. “That’s him.”


  “I like how he waits for you to arrive. It speaks well of him.” She looked at Erin with laughter in her blue eyes.


  “You. Are. Bad.” Erin bit her lip to keep from laughing. “Get out. Right now. And behave yourself.” She turned the engine off and stepped out.


  The drizzle had stopped about ten minutes before, and the moisture still clung to the pieces of grass in the lawn. It was still overcast and a bit chilly. Erin watched Daniel as he shifted his position to see the both of them. And his body stiffened.


  Ah. Erin glanced at Kendra. Their likeness surprised him. That could work for her. Maybe she could push Kendra in his general direction. The pain bit into her, but she pushed it aside. She had years of practice.


  “Hi, Daniel!” Erin moved closer and waited for Kendra to catch up. When she did, Erin turned to her and smiled. “This is Kendra.”


  Daniel moved forward and down the steps. He bowed low and straightened. “My pleasure, Kendra.”


  She smiled back at him. “As it is mine, Daniel.” She motioned to the house. “This is beautiful. Your home?”


  “My mama’s.” Daniel patted the post nearest to him. “I live a bit out of town. But Mama called and told me that Erin was coming over today to see Erica. I rearranged my schedule to be here.”


  “Good idea.” Kendra and Daniel shared a look which made Erin’s teeth clench. They were conspiring against her. There was a look of understanding and just the barest inclination of Daniel’s head toward her. She would set that straight after her visit with Erica. That precious little girl was the most important part of this trip.


  “Where’s Erica?”


  “In her room.” Daniel frowned. “She has had a bad day.” He looked apologetically at Kendra. “I don’t know how she will take to someone else visiting.”


  “I promise that I will not upset her.” Kendra smiled reassuringly. “Erin thinks that since I have three annoying sisters I might have some insight.”


  Erin moved forward. “If you’ll tell us where Erica’s room is, we’ll go now.”


  “As you wish.” Daniel moved aside and ushered both women inside. “At the top of the stairs. You go left. It’s the first door on your right. It is closed now. Please knock. Erica values her privacy. I will be in the dining room when you have finished.”


  Erin moved forward with Kendra right behind her. She didn’t look back once but felt Daniel’s eyes on her the entire time. When they reached the door, Erin tapped lightly and waited for a response.


  “I’m busy.”


  Erin glanced at Kendra and shook her head.


  “It’s me. Erin. And I’ve brought a friend with me. Is it okay if we come in?”


  There was silence. And then the door opened just a crack. Erica’s wide eyes looked out. Then she yanked the door open.


  “It’s you!” She looked at Kendra in awe.


  Erin frowned and looked from child to friend. Kendra’s face glowed. Erica’s face was pleased.


  “I didn’t think you’d ever come.” She took Erin and Kendra both by the hand and pulled them inside her room. She shut the door with a small kick and looked at them both.


  Erin didn’t immediately ask the several questions floating around in her head. Instead, she took in Erica’s bedroom with something akin to awe.


  The child was an artist. There were lines strung from one corner to another with picture after picture pinned on them. And every inch of the wall seemed to be wallpapered with more artwork.


  There were animals and people. Flowers and houses. Erica had a gift that shone brightly on every piece of paper. Even her bedspread showed a kaleidoscope of colors that bled together and swirled. Her pillowcase matched. And the small dresser by her bed had been painted to match the bedspread.


  One small desk sat up against the wall with a pile of papers on top. There were dozens of colored pencils and crayons scattered across them. An unfinished portrait lay on top. Erin caught her breath as she could see yesterday’s picnic unfolding before her.


  “Your pictures are beautiful,” she whispered.


  Erica turned dark eyes on her and smiled shyly. “I like to draw. Grandma Maria keeps buying my paper and colors. So I draw.” She looked at Kendra. “I knew you’d come.”


  Erin frowned in puzzlement. Her blue eyes moved from one to the other. “Do you know each other?”


  “No.” Erica pushed her dark hair back and moved toward the desk. “But I’ve seen her.” She shuffled the papers around until she found what she was looking for. There were perhaps five sheets in her hand. She looked nervous.


  Kendra spoke for the first time. “You honor me, small one.” She brushed her hand over the girl’s hair and smiled. “I would be proud to see your work.” She bent down and looked Erica in the eye. “I am Kendra.”


  “These are for you.” Erica’s hands shook a bit as she handed the stack to Kendra. She bit her lip as she watched Kendra take her papers and straighten.


  Erin moved closer, and her jaw dropped. The first picture showed Kendra in a light blue gown with her blonde hair blowing about her face. The likeness was unmistakable.


  “Wow.” Erin shook her head.


  “I thought you were her.” Erica tapped the paper. “But when I met you, I knew you weren’t. But now she’s here.” She stepped back. “Do you like them?”


  Kendra spent several minutes on each picture. Four were of her simply standing in different clothes. But the fifth one shook Erin to the core.


  There were four of them. Kendra and her sisters. They had their arms around each other and stood in a garden with flowers spilling along the ground. She could practically smell the irises and honeysuckle. The women faced her, and she could see the beauty glowing from all of them. It took her breath away.


  There was Tempest. And the one with the red hair must be Wilda. The oldest sister, Eden, stood on the end. Kendra stood next to Wilda, beside Tempest. Even though Erica drew in colored pencil, the colors seemed so vibrant on the page. She could see each woman’s eyes looking at her. Their hair appeared to move as if a slight breeze blew.


  Kendra glanced at Erin and then back down at Erica. “You are a true artist, little one.” She took the last picture and handed it to Erica. “Will you sign this for me?”


  “Sure.” The little girl blushed and took it to her desk. She signed her name and handed it back.


  “I don’t understand,” Erin said faintly.


  “I dreamed her.” Erica blinked. “And when I woke up, I drew her.” She smiled at Kendra. “You’re beautiful.”


  Kendra’s lips twitched. “Thank you.” She handed the picture to Erin. “Your picture is rather flattering.”


  “Who are the others?” Erica asked.


  “Her sisters.” Erin bit her lip. This was all rather odd. “Did you dream them, too?”


  “Just once.” Erica sat down on the edge of her bed and closed her eyes. “They gather in the garden. Wilda teases Eden and tells her that the garden needs more flowers. Kendra laughs, and Tempest makes the breeze come.”


  Erin sank down right beside her. Her hands shook. “You dreamed this?”


  “It was lovely.” Erica sighed. “They laugh, and they tease.” She looked at Kendra. “Are they really your sisters?”


  “Each and every one of them.” Kendra sat on the floor and smiled up at the two females. “Not every one has lovely dreams like you do.” She motioned to the pictures. “Or can draw so beautifully. Have you always been able to do this?”


  “No.” Erica’s face closed off. “Just the past year or so.”


  “You don’t mind that Kendra is here, do you?”


  “No.” Erica tried to smile. “But I know why you’re here. Both of you. You want to know my secret.”


  “It might help if you talked about it.” Erin folded her hands in her lap. “You’ve been hurt. I can see that. I’ve been hurt, too. I only want to help if I can.”


  “No one can help.” Erica’s voice was small in the silent room. “More people would be hurt. He said so.”


  Erin’s spine stiffened. Her worst fears confirmed. When she glanced at Kendra, she saw her friend concentrating on Erica.


  “We can help you, Erica. We can stop him.”


  “He came here.” Erica’s breath hitched, and she sobbed.


  Erin didn’t hesitate. She folded Erica’s body close to her and rocked the little girl while she cried. Her tears mingled with Erica’s, and she let them fall.


  “It’s not your fault,” she whispered. “It’s never your fault.” Erin kissed the girl’s head and rocked her still. “Let us help you.”


  “I’m scared,” Erica whimpered. “No one will understand. They’ll say I was bad. And he’ll come back and hurt me.” She looked up at Erin with dark, tear-filled eyes. “If I don’t talk about it, no one will know.”


  “Erica.”


  Her head turned at Kendra’s voice.


  “Listen to me, please.” Her voice softened and soothed. “This man is bad. Not you. He hurt you. Your family needs to know to protect you. They love you. Your heart will never heal if you keep this pain in it.”


  “They’ll hate me.” Erica hid her eyes and refused to look at either woman.


  Kendra closed her eyes for a moment and then looked at Erin. “I can help, but I need my sisters. Do you promise to keep this between us?”


  “I do.” Erin watched her carefully.


  Kendra walked forward and leaned toward Erica. Her soft words soothed the child until she was calm enough to talk.


  “I won’t ask you who did this, Erica. Your heart is so fragile right now. But we need to know what he has done to you. We need to help you.”


  “He touched me.” The girl shuddered and balled her hands in her lap. “He came in the night and touched me. In this house.” Erica struggled with the words. “He told me he loved me. He would come back for me. And if I told anyone, he would hurt them badly. I was his.”


  Erin felt faint as the words washed over her. Erica was molested in this house. The nausea rose in her throat, and she forced it down with an effort. Tears stung her eyes as she listened to Erica go over everything he did to her.


  When Erica finished, Kendra hugged her and laid her down on the covers. “You will sleep, child. You will dream beautiful dreams that make your heart soar. And you will know that none of this is your fault. You will heal. And you will never be touched like that again.”


  Erin stood with trembling hands. In this house. The words echoed in her head.


  “Stop it!” Kendra faced her, furious. “The man who did this is not Daniel. That you already know. He was no one that you’ve met.”


  “How do you know?” she whispered.


  “Close your eyes, Erin. Concentrate.”


  Images of Friday’s dinner flowed through her. The close-knit family. The laughter and the love. It was none she had met. The truth was a certainty that couldn’t be denied.


  “Who is he?”


  “You will know.” Kendra sighed and looked down at the sleeping child. “It will be hard for her. But at least she has shared the pain. She can begin to heal now.”


  “Who are you?” Erin studied her carefully. Her pale blue eyes were intent on the other woman.


  “I’m your friend.” Kendra brushed back her own hair with a smile. “Your health and well-being are of the utmost importance to me.”


  “You’re a very odd woman.”


  Kendra’s shoulders shook with soft laughter. “You have no idea.”


  * * * *


  They stayed in Erica’s room for another fifteen minutes and watched Erica sleep. Then they looked at all the pictures in the room. The girl had talent. That was obvious. And Erin’s mind was already working on how she could focus that talent into something to help the girl.


  They left the room and walked downstairs. Daniel was alone in the living room though dinner was ready on the table. He had ordered Chinese. There were all sorts of little containers littered all over the table. He glanced up at their approach.


  “Come. Sit.” He motioned to the table with an expansive wave. “I’ve ordered dinner. Mama is at a friend’s house playing poker.”


  “Poker?” Erin smiled. “Go, Maria.” Her smile faded as she sat. She glanced at Kendra and noted that she seemed easy in the setting. How was she going to tell him that his niece whom he loved dearly had been molested? And in this very house? Her stomach lurched, and she looked at the food with near panic. She would throw up if she ate a bit of it.


  “Be at ease, Erin.” Kendra motioned to her full plate. “We will talk after dinner. You need to eat.” She picked up a larger white container and nudged it toward her. “Try these. They’re delicious.”


  The knot in her stomach eased a bit. Kendra was right. It would take everything in her not to betray Erica’s trust while still ensuring her safety. Erin picked through the containers and put enough food on her plate to fortify her resolve.


  Out of the corner of her eye, she watched Daniel. His motions were stilted, and she watched nervously. He knew something was wrong. Their eyes met, and she tried to smile. But she simply couldn’t.


  They ate in silence. When everyone was finished, Daniel cleared the table. He came back a few minutes later with a pensive look.


  “You both know something.” He looked from Erin to Kendra and back again. His hazel eyes studied her intently. Then he stuffed his hands into his pockets and jangled the change nervously. “I would have you tell me.”


  Kendra sat silently and looked at Erin. After Kendra inclined her head slightly, Erin took a deep breath. She would give anything in the world to not have to share the news she knew she had to.


  “Erica has been hurt.” The words were soft and unsteady. Erin sighed. “Someone has hurt her in this house.” She met Daniel’s eyes and tried to convey her meaning without dredging it up again.


  “Who has hurt her?” Daniel’s hazel eyes clouded over in pain, and he staggered toward a chair. He sank into it slowly. “Did she tell you?”


  “No.” Erin clenched her fists in her lap. “It is no one who was here Friday. I’m sure of that. But the fact remains that someone you know has come into this house and touched her inappropriately.” The last part of the sentence rushed out.


  “Erica?” Daniel’s jaw tightened, and his eyes darkened to a forest green. “Someone has touched my niece?” He hit the table in front of him and fought to control himself. Erin watched his inner struggle and stood up. She walked over and stood behind him. Then she leaned down to hug him. Trying her best to comfort him.


  At first, he was stiff. She could feel the tension bow up in him. He hurt for his niece. Daniel turned suddenly and buried his head in her stomach. Erin held him there while he shook. When he settled, he looked up into her eyes.


  His voice was hoarse. “I will call Max immediately. He will install an alarm system and stay here until further notice.” Daniel’s hands shook as he called Max on his cell phone. Five minutes later, he snapped the phone shut and looked at the women.


  “He will be here in half an hour. The alarm will be installed tomorrow. And no one, no one, will ever touch my niece again.” He looked a decade older as he sat there. “Can I do anything for her?”


  “Reassure her.” Kendra’s voice floated over to them. “She is afraid others will hate her. She thinks this is her fault. The man has convinced her that she’s bad. And she’s scared to death to disappoint any of you. She’s resting now.”


  “Oh, Jesus.” Daniel wiped at his eyes. “One of my own. Jesus.” He breathed deeply. “I will have to tell Mama.” Utter fury contorted his features. “I will find out who this man is. I will make sure he pays for what he’s done.”


  “Don’t ask Erica who it is.” Erin moved and sat down next to him. “She’s dealing with a lot right now. Get her a counselor. Let her tell you when she’s ready.”


  “Did you have a counselor?” Daniel asked starkly.


  “No.” Erin blushed and stammered. “I didn’t.” She looked at Kendra in shame.


  “I love you no matter what, Erin.” Kendra smiled. “And I don’t think I’m the only one.” She stood smoothly. “I need to go home now.” Lightning streaked across the sky, closely followed by thunder. Kendra laughed. “I think we’re in for another storm.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “I love those.”


  “How’re you getting home?” Erin stood. “Here. Take my car. I can catch a ride.” She shoved her car keys into Kendra’s hand. “Daniel can take me, can’t you?”


  “I will.” Daniel inclined his head.


  “Thank you.” Kendra took the keys and looked at Daniel. “Just love her.” She walked out of the room. They heard the door open and close.


  “I like your friend,” Daniel said. He rubbed his hands over his face. “But I’m not interested in her. No matter how closely she resembles you.”


  “What?” Erin looked down at him.


  Daniel stood slowly. “We both knew what you were doing on the front porch, querida. Your Kendra is interesting. Wise. But she is not for me. You are.”


  “I can’t do this right now.” Erin turned her back to him. “We need to concentrate on Erica. She needs help.”


  She felt Daniel’s arms slide around her. His breath warmed her ear. “I will make sure no one ever hurts my niece again. But I’m concerned about you. About your pain.”


  Erin shook in his arms. Her past lay between them right then. All the men she had lain with. All the shameful things she had done.


  “I’m not for you, Daniel.” Erin turned and looked him in the eye. “You can’t love me.”


  “Too late.”


  A loud knocking broke them apart, and Daniel strode from the room. Erin composed herself with a great deal of effort. What would it be like to lean on a man like Daniel? To know that he would be there no matter what? To have a love like that?


  She looked up as Max and Daniel reentered the room.


  “Hi!” Max’s large form filled the doorway. “How are you?” His face broke into a surprised smile.


  “I’m fine.” Erin smiled back. “How are you?”


  “I’ve been better.” Max’s smile faded. “But I will make sure no one hurts Erica again.” His beefy hands clenched, and he popped his knuckles.


  Erin walked over and put her hand on his arm. “You’re a good friend, Max.”


  The big man blushed, and he coughed. “Um…thanks.”


  Daniel glanced at the clock. “Mama will be home in about twenty minutes. I will speak with her. And then I will take Erin home.” He motioned to Max, and the big man lumbered over. “Keep an eye on the children, please. And you may want to call a couple of the crew over to watch the house this evening.”


  “Done, boss.” Max nodded and flipped his cell phone open. He turned his back and walked back into the living room.


  “Don’t blame yourself.” Erin’s blue eyes found Daniel’s. “How could you know what would happen? That Erica would be hurt?”


  “It is my job.” Daniel punched his fist into his hand. “I take care of them. I have failed. And for this, my niece will pay the price.” He sighed and shut his eyes. “How will I tell Mama? Tell her that her grandchild was hurt under her very roof?” He shuddered with pain.


  Erin smoothed down her dress and moved forward. She pulled Daniel into her arms and tried to shoulder some of the pain she knew he must be feeling. To experience the abuse left scars that never quite healed over, but Erin had no concept of the pain it could cause others.


  Daniel’s heart broke for his family. Erin could see the pain etched deeply in his face while he struggled for control. But she knew without a doubt that no one would ever harm his niece again. Kendra’s words came back to her. She was something more than she claimed to be. Her calming influence. Her gift with people.


  “Thank you, querida.” Daniel moved back and smoothed down his hair with a stilted motion. “I ask that you let me speak to Mama alone.”


  “Are you sure?” Erin bit her lip. “I could try and help.”


  “Positive.” Daniel’s eyes blazed. “I will take care of this.”


  They both sat and waited in silence until they heard Maria arrive. Her cheerful voice floated through the house followed by her laughter.


  Daniel met Erin’s eyes, and she quickly stood.


  Maria walked into the dining room and smiled. “Ah. So nice for a woman to come home and see her son and his friend.” She motioned to the front of the house. “And is that Max’s truck, too? He has come to visit?”


  “He will be staying here awhile, Mama.”


  Erin stood and excused herself. She wandered into the hallway to look at the pictures again. She was a coward. There was no way in the world she wanted to hear what was being said in the dining room. Her fist clenched. How would Maria react? Erin’s stomach lurched. She would feel the same as Daniel.


  Five minutes later, Maria walked toward her with tears streaming down her face. She looked haggard as if someone had aged her a couple of decades. Her beautiful dark eyes were filled with pain. Erin didn’t think twice. She opened her arms, and the smaller woman moved into them and clung to her.


  “I’m so sorry, Maria,” Erin whispered. She kissed the woman’s hair softly. “But she will heal now. And no one will hurt her again.”


  “In my house.” Maria lifted her head and pinned Erin with her gaze. Her hand trembled. “I need to see her. To see if I can do anything.”


  “Give her time, Mama.” Daniel walked up behind her and squeezed her shoulders. His eyes met Erin’s. “Erica is sleeping now. When she wakes, you may go to her.”


  “Si.” Maria sighed. “I will go and clean up a bit. Then I wait.” She turned and walked at a snail’s pace away from them.


  “Oh, Daniel.” Erin’s heart broke for the older woman. “Will she be all right?”


  “This man.” Daniel spat the words. “He has destroyed a part of her. And I will see him pay for it. For both of them.” He sighed. “I will take you home now.”


  “Are you sure?” Erin grimaced. “I can take a cab. Why don’t you stay here with your mother?”


  “I will take you home.” Daniel smiled. “And I want to thank you. For everything.”


  Shame spilled through her. Thank her for what? Destroying a family? Prying a painful secret from a child? Jesus. She was a walking fucking hazard. Nausea roiled in her stomach. Yeah. She was a great houseguest.


  “Sure.” Erin’s voice was flat. “Take me home, Daniel.” She turned on her heel and walked to the front porch.


  He joined her a few minutes later with his keys dangling from his hand. They walked quietly to the car where he let her in and then himself. They rode in silence to her house.


  When they reached the driveway, Erin started to unlock her door and step out, but Daniel’s hand stopped her. She peered at him in the darkness.


  “What?” she whispered.


  “I need to speak with you. This evening.”


  “Are you sure you don’t need to be getting home?” Erin’s nerves were stretched to the point of breaking. How could she explain how fragile she felt at this moment? Exposed. As thin as a threadbare sheet blowing in the breeze.


  “I would come in.”


  “Fine,” Erin bit out. “Come in. But I have a long day tomorrow and need some rest.” She shook his hand off and opened her own car door. She didn’t wait for him. As she hurried to her front porch, her shoes tapped on the driveway.


  Erin felt Daniel behind her a minute later. His nearness and warmth permeated the chill she could feel deep in her bones. Her hands shook as she slid the key into the lock. When the lock tumbled, Daniel reached from behind her and pushed the door open.


  Her house was dark. Erin hadn’t thought to turn on any lights. The only glow came from her single nightlight in the kitchen. She turned to flick the light switch when Daniel’s hand covered hers.


  “Daniel.” Panic coated her voice. There was a strength and purpose in him that thrilled and scared her.


  He didn’t want to talk. That much was clear to her as her hand lay protected in his. Daniel wanted a piece of her that no one else ever had. And that scared the hell out of her.


  Chapter 9


  Erin stayed where she was. She was afraid to move. To breathe.


  “Erin,” Daniel breathed against her ear. “I have to touch you. Please. Let me.” He turned her slowly so that she faced him and cupped her cheek. “So beautiful,” he murmured. He brushed his lips softly against hers, and she sighed.


  She would be lying to herself if she claimed she didn’t want to kiss Daniel. Her pulse leapt as he gently grazed her lips again. His hazel eyes looked down at her. Erin could see the desire written plainly across his face. She closed her eyes as he ducked his head again.


  But this was not the gentle kiss she expected. Erin felt his tongue trace the smooth outline of her lips, and she gasped. And then his tongue slid inside the softness between her lips to stroke her tongue in leisure.


  Erin’s stomach tightened at the slow rhythm his tongue set. And still Daniel’s hands did not move down. They simply held her in place while he tasted her. She moved her tongue against his hesitantly. Finding his rhythm. Stroking his tongue as he had hers. Taking him further into her mouth.


  She kept her hands at her sides out of fear. What would happen if she wound her arms around him? Pressed her body to his?


  Warmth spread through her as Daniel’s right hand moved down to the top of the neckline of her dress. And yet his mouth still moved against her. Tasting. Testing.


  Erin felt the first button of her ivory dress give beneath Daniel’s hand. She immediately withdrew from his wicked mouth and looked up at him. His ragged breath whistled in and out of his lungs. His eyes were wide open and looking at her. Stark desire in the hazel depths.


  She shook her head. “I can’t.” Her blonde hair came loose from the clip and fell over her shoulders. “I can’t give you that.”


  “Let me,” Daniel murmured. “I won’t hurt you, Erin. I will never hurt you.”


  Erin tried to step back but Daniel tangled his fingers in her hair. “I’ve never had anyone touch me like that.” She tilted her chin up. “I know that’s hard to believe, but it’s true.”


  “I love you.” Daniel looked her in the eye. “I love you for who you are. Others before do not matter, querida. My heart beats for you. Only for you.” He touched her lips gently. “I want to give you that.” He rested his hand above her right breast. “I give you my heart, Erin. I wish only to touch yours.”


  “I don’t know if I can.” Erin trembled. “I’ve never…” She trailed off helplessly. Tears brushed against her lashes.


  “Querida.” Daniel brushed the tears away with his knuckles and brought them to his mouth. He kissed the moistness.


  Erin’s resolve crumbled, but her fear remained. “Okay,” she whispered. She reached to undo the rest of her dress buttons, but his hands stopped her.


  “We will take our time. There is no rush, querida.”


  Her hands dropped back to her sides. Then Daniel moved forward to take her mouth again. There was a mixture of gentleness and hunger as his hands moved to press her body closer to his.


  Erin brought her hands up hesitantly around his neck. The small gesture brought a groan from the man who still pleasured her mouth with his. A little thrill of power raced along her nerves at the sound. And then Daniel pressed her closer to him. One hand tangled in her hair while the other moved below her waist to cup her bottom firmly in his hand.


  And didn’t that feel decadent? To have this powerful man want her?


  Daniel moved back from the kiss for a second before his mouth moved across to her jaw and then to the nape of her neck. His hot breath on her pulse point left her gasping. And then his teeth nipped lightly, and her knees nearly buckled.


  Nothing had ever felt that good. He sucked gently on the tender flesh and then nipped until her hands were clenched in his hair to keep him there. The feelings blew through her with an intensity that scared her. Her nipples peaked under her dress, and the sensation caused her to tremble.


  She’d never kissed a customer. Never had one who cared much for what was above her neck.


  But Daniel seemed intrigued by her neck. Her shoulders. The hair that even now tangled in his hands. He withdrew and then licked from her pulse point down to the opening of her dress. And stopped.


  Erin stood in front of him while strange sensations pulsed through her body. She was aroused. She couldn’t lie to herself. Or the man in front of her.


  Daniel undid the next button and looked at her. She knew he could just see the top of her lacy white bra. And then his hands moved over her exposed skin while his mouth moved back to hers.


  And those hands. Those magical hands traced over her bare skin and left a trail of heat in their wake. Erin pressed closer. Daniel’s scent stirred her to something akin to pain. She wanted more of him. Needed more.


  She moved back from him and tugged gently on the strip of cloth that bound his hair back from his face. The dark locks moved free and framed his face. Erin reached out to take a small curl around her finger. She tugged it lightly, and Daniel’s eyes darkened.


  Erin licked her lips nervously and moved forward of her own accord. She traced every plane of his face slowly, memorizing him. He closed his eyes on a groan and stood absolutely still while she touched him. Ran her fingers through his glorious hair. Touched his soft mouth only to bring it to hers once again.


  Daniel’s hunger notched up a bit. Erin could feel the tension in his body and tried to calm the nerves she could feel move through her. As if Daniel could sense this, he immediately slowed his pace.


  The kiss became leisurely again. Another button undone. And then Erin could feel Daniel’s hand gently cup her breast through her bra. She moaned at the sensation of his warm palm against her skin. Her nipple hardened painfully, but he didn’t touch it yet. He simply cupped her roundness while nibbling on her lips.


  Erin tugged at his hair in need. She didn’t know what she wanted. But she knew that if he stopped, she would be lost.


  “I do not wish to scare you, querida.” Daniel’s husky voice brought goose bumps to her skin. “But I need to touch you. All of you.” He looked in her eyes. Longing shone brightly in his eyes.


  “Touch me,” she whispered.


  Daniel brought his hand down with a satisfied sigh, and closed his mouth over her taut nipple.


  Pleasure shot through her with an intensity that left her dizzy. Her stomach tightened as he suckled the hard nub through her bra. The hot moistness left her breathless and wanting.


  “Oh, God,” she muttered and clutched his head to her chest. Spasms of pleasure shot through her as he moved to her other breast to show it the same attention. Her knees buckled then. But she needn’t have worried.


  Daniel swept her into his arms and cradled her close while he walked purposefully to her bedroom. He lowered his arms and let Erin’s feet find the floor. But he kept one arm hooked around her. And when she stood, he continued to kiss her.


  Hunger swept through her. Erin kissed him back with all the abandon she felt. Nothing had ever felt so right. Daniel growled low as he undid another button and traced the opening down to her belly button.


  He traced the circle slowly, and Erin trembled. Daniel pulled back and then dropped down slowly to his knees. Erin’s blue eyes widened as she watched the top of Daniel’s head. And then his mouth replaced his hand.


  Erin’s body tensed as he kissed her belly and nipped softly at her flesh. She shook with the force of her pleasure. Tension built in her until she wanted to scream. And yet Daniel continued to take his time to kiss every inch of exposed flesh. His hands wrapped around her and held her in place while he lavished attention on her.


  “Daniel,” she breathed.


  He raised his head then, and her breath caught in her throat. Blatant need. Desire for her. And he didn’t try to hide any of it.


  Daniel stood slowly, and Erin reached out to slowly undo the buttons on his shirt. Her hands trembled, but he stood stock-still as she pushed the shirt from his shoulders. The sight of him took her breath away. His olive skin so perfect. A small smattering of hair from his chest down to his stomach. And lower.


  Erin’s eyes traced the trail with wide eyes. His erection strained against the khaki pants, and she swallowed convulsively. When she raised panicked blue eyes, she saw him watching her.


  “Not until you’re ready, querida. I promise.”


  She nodded jerkily and drew in a deep breath. And then Erin touched. Her hands traced over his bare chest and circled one nipple and then the other. Daniel twitched but didn’t say a word though he watched her the entire time. A muscle worked in his jaw, but Erin didn’t worry. Daniel would keep his word. She could explore to her heart’s content.


  Erin leaned forward and kissed Daniel’s cheek then slid her lips to his jaw. She nipped him and heard him draw a shaky breath. Pleasure shot through her. Erin glanced up at him and then back down. His eyes were closed. She chuckled lightly and moved down to his chest.


  Her hands moved over his nipples, slightly tugging at the hard pebbles. And, emboldened, she took one into her mouth and sucked gently.


  “Erin.” Daniel shook with the force of self-control he imposed on himself. “Please,” he pleaded.


  “Please quit?” she teased. “Or please continue?”


  “I can’t think,” Daniel growled.


  “Good.” Erin smiled and took him back into her mouth. She ran her tongue over him. Back and forth. He trembled beneath her ministrations. She stepped back, and he opened his eyes slowly.


  Erin held out her hands, and Daniel took them in his. He tugged, and she went willingly. Daniel undid another button and ran his hand along the top edge of her white lace underwear. As Erin’s stomach clenched, she gasped.


  “One more button, querida,” Daniel whispered in her ear.


  “I know.” Erin bit her lip and found a bit of courage. “I’ve never been touched with love, Daniel. Never. I would have you show me.”


  Daniel’s head dropped onto her shoulder, and he quivered. “I will show you love, dearest one. Every time I touch you, know that it is only with love.” His hand lowered to undo the last button.


  Erin stood in front of him as he stepped back and looked at her. She pulled the ivory dress from her shoulders and let it pool at her feet. Daniel’s indrawn breath strengthened her. She trusted him. Wanted him like she had never wanted another. She walked on shaking legs to her bed and sat down.


  Daniel sat beside her and turned to take her into his arms. “You are beautiful, querida. You take my breath away.” He gently laid her back on the bed, still in his arms. His bare chest brushed against her, and she moaned at the feeling.


  Erin started to undo the clasp of her bra, but Daniel’s hands stopped her. “I will do this, love.” She nodded and waited.


  Daniel’s hands moved over her breasts and to her shoulders. Then they dipped down to find the clasp. A second later, they moved back up and brushed her straps from her shoulders. Daniel slid the bra from her and tossed it away from them. And then he bent his head.


  Erin writhed as Daniel’s mouth found her nipple and suckled it gently. She moved her hips against him, wanting. She’d had sex dozens of times, but it had never been like this. So much pleasure, she would surely die from it.


  Daniel’s hand moved down and slid around her hip. He brought her closer to his body, and Erin rubbed against him. She could feel him straining at the fly of his pants and hurriedly tried to undo the slacks. She wanted to feel him. Every inch of him against her.


  Daniel’s hands stilled her. “Soon, querida. Soon. Let me taste you. Let me pleasure you.”


  Erin’s temperature spiked at the words. He was doing that. Inflaming her senses. Filling her head and heart with only him. His scent and taste.


  Daniel lifted his head and smiled. “I have only begun, sweet one.” He bent his head and licked her nipple. “I will know every inch of your body.”


  Erin moaned and threaded her fingers through his hair. He was killing her. Slowly. And in the best way possible. And then she felt Daniel’s mouth move from her breast and down further. But he didn’t stop at her belly button. He went further.


  Her breath hitched in her throat as she looked down at the top of his head only inches from her panties. Surely he didn’t mean to…


  “Daniel!” Panic caused her voice to come out sharper than she intended.


  He lifted hazel eyes filled with desire. “Yes, querida,” he rasped. Daniel must have realized what she was about to say. He smiled. “Trust me.” And then he bent his head.


  All thought left her as his breath moved gently against her. Then his mouth closed over her.


  Erin’s hips slammed up, and her fists clenched in her sheets. She would die of pleasure. Today. At this moment. Daniel’s hand palmed her, and he kissed the inside of her right thigh. He hooked his fingers in her underwear and slid them gradually down her legs. Erin felt exposed. Not only was she stark naked, but she felt as if Daniel could see into her very soul.


  Daniel kissed his way back up from her ankles and nipped at the back of her left knee. His long hair tickled a bit, and she felt a giggle. It died abruptly when his mouth settled over her with nothing between them.


  Erin reached down and clutched the back of his head as his mouth and tongue moved against the heat of her. As her legs fell open, Daniel hooked his arms around her thighs while he pleasured her.


  She moaned as desire built to an intense level. Erin couldn’t see. Couldn’t hear. She could only feel what Daniel did to her. Small spasms shook her but still he continued the rhythm he set for her. And then she couldn’t breathe as the first orgasm of her life burst through her with such intensity that she screamed Daniel’s name. Her hips bucked up again and again as the orgasm ripped through her.


  “Enough,” she pleaded breathlessly. Erin blinked and tried to bring her world into focus. Her legs shook as small spasms moved through her. She looked up, and Daniel moved over her. He had taken his pants off and stood before her in all his glory.


  Her mouth ran dry. She wasn’t done. Not by half. This magnificent man wanted her. And she wanted him fiercely.


  Erin studied him quietly for a moment as he stood there. He had already placed a condom over himself. And the quiet consideration touched her. She wanted him. She wanted it all.


  “Daniel.” Erin held out her arms, and Daniel moved into them with a sigh.


  “I didn’t know if you would still want me,” he muttered.


  “Yes.” Erin cupped his face and tilted it toward her. “I want you.” She reached down between them and took him in her hand. “Show me, Daniel. Show me.”


  Daniel let Erin guide him into her, and he groaned at the feeling. Erin smiled slightly as his arms tensed. She lifted her hips slightly, and then nearly laughed at Daniel’s growl.


  “Woman,” he implored. “I can only take so much.”


  “Show me.” Erin smiled and lifted her hips again.


  Daniel surged inside her, and she gasped at the pleasure. He filled her completely. Erin hooked her legs around his waist. The delicious friction fueled her desire once again. Daniel rained kisses on her throat and breasts as he set the rhythm between them.


  Erin moved her hands from Daniel’s waist up his back and clung to him as the sensations slammed through her. Exquisite. The feel of this man. He found her lips again and kissed her breathless. The tension gathered in her swiftly.


  Daniel settled his hands on her hips as he moved in and out of her. Erin trembled underneath him as he moved one of his hands between her legs and stroked her tenderly. The combined sensations pushed her over the edge. She clung to him as her legs tightened around his waist, and her breath caught once again. She heard Daniel’s hoarse shout as he followed her over the edge into completion.


  Erin could barely hear. Her heart beat so fiercely in her chest. Pleasure lit every cell of her body. Daniel moved to her side and cuddled her close. He placed soft kisses on her cheek while he stroked her hair.


  “Are you all right, querida?”


  Was she? Erin couldn’t bring herself to look directly at Daniel. All her emotions scrambled through her as if waiting for a final decision. Everything had a price. Nothing was free. That much she had learned from the streets. But this man in her bed asked for nothing but her heart. That precious organ she kept from everyone. Because to let someone in meant pain.


  But what had Kendra said? To cripple Daniel before he started was unfair. To pin on him the crimes of others seemed the same. She felt as though she would split in two.


  “Fine.”


  Daniel tipped her head up to study her face. “Do you regret this, querida?”


  “No.” She never would. It was the most beautiful thing she had ever experienced. How could she ever regret that? But the doubts already crept at the edges of her mind. Sure. This was great. But what about tomorrow? And the next day? Daniel had to take care of his family. She would be nothing but a burden to him.


  “Don’t.” Daniel’s firm voice broke through her thoughts.


  Erin started at the tone.


  “I feel your withdrawal, Erin. Your body tenses even now. And you pull away from me.” He sighed. “What are you thinking? For I fear that I am no match for the thoughts in your head.”


  “I’m a liability,” Erin stated. She stared into the darkness and gathered her thoughts. “I care for you, Daniel. I do.”


  “But?”


  “But I do more harm than good. I don’t want your family to pay for my sins. I don’t want to corrupt good people with what I am.”


  “What you are?” Daniel sat abruptly, and Erin could see his scowl through her mini-blinds. “I would rattle your teeth if I thought it would do any good.” He stood from the bed and jerked his pants back on. “I’ll tell you what you are.”


  Erin stiffened.


  “You are a woman who has been hurt beyond measure. A woman who teaches small ones. A woman afraid of her own heart even though she would risk hers to help another. You are a selfless woman who still abuses herself even though others have stopped.”


  Daniel snatched his shirt from the floor and strode from the room.


  Erin shot off the bed and pulled her ivory dress around her. She hurried to the living room, but Daniel was already putting his shoes on.


  “Daniel,” she began.


  “Do not,” he growled. He paused when he finished tying his shoes. He pinned her with his gaze. Those hazel eyes were dark with emotion. “I can speak to you of the moon and stars, querida. I can give you love until I have nothing left to give. But I can never make you love yourself.” Daniel pulled open her door and shut it behind him.


  Erin’s legs gave way, and she sank into the couch. Isn’t that what she wanted? To not do any more harm? Then why did her heart feel broken and shredded?


  The sob broke through her with enough force to double her over. Nausea climbed into her throat and made her choke. Erin hurried to the bathroom and lay on the cold tile while her body shook and pitched. She was in turns hot and cold. Daniel’s words washed over her again and again. He didn’t understand. He couldn’t. But was that the truth? The honest truth?


  Maybe.


  Erin pressed her fingers to her aching temples. She protected herself so long and from so many that she didn’t know how to trust. But she had given Daniel her body. And he had treated her so tenderly that she wanted to weep with the beauty of it.


  She stood from the floor slowly and swayed against the doorframe. Erin was weary to the bone. She pulled the ivory dress from her shoulders once again and stumbled to her drawers to find a pajama set to wear. As soon as she dressed, she fell on the bed and into a deep sleep.


  * * * *


  Erin called into work Tuesday with a small sigh of guilt. It wasn’t as though Kendra couldn’t handle it because she could. She simply hated to miss work. But the headache she fell asleep with last night wouldn’t go away. Erin had taken enough pills to choke a small horse, but nothing had worked.


  Guilt pressed down on her with a heavy weight. Daniel had given selflessly of himself. Had made her come to life. And how had she repaid him? She snapped her fingers. Oh, that’s right. She’d run him off. Sweet.


  She dressed in jean shorts and an orange tank top and cleaned every damn inch of her house. Erin finished around two o’clock and collapsed on her couch. The killer headache was now a dull throb behind her right eye.


  “I’m so tired,” she mumbled. Erin closed her eyes and drifted off.


  * * * *


  The pounding on the door woke Erin with a start. She frowned and glanced around. The sun was setting. She could barely see the last rays as they filtered through her kitchen window. She pulled her ponytail tighter and went to answer the door.


  Daniel stood there.


  Erin’s caught her breath, and her heart hammered in her chest.


  “Daniel,” she breathed.


  “Are you all right?” Daniel breezed past her and paced the length of her living room. He raked his fingers through his hair and scowled.


  “Are you?” she asked.


  He stopped for a second and shook his head. “I apologize for my behavior last night.” Daniel clenched his fist. “I had no right to say those things. To hurt you like that.” He stopped in front of her, and his hazel eyes pleaded with her. “I wanted so badly to hear the words back that I did not think. I’m sorry.”


  “Oh, Daniel.” Erin shook her head back and forth. “Your words were right. As hard as that is to admit.” She bit her lip. “I never expected anyone like you. Ever.” She smiled at him. “And I’ve had more practice tearing myself down than building myself up.” Erin wrapped her arms around herself.


  “Querida.” Daniel moved forward and pulled her to him. He stroked her hair and gently murmured in her ear.


  “I know what you want from me, Daniel. I do. But I don’t know that I’m capable of that.”


  “You are a wondrous woman, Erin Sanders. I have no doubt that you are capable of a good many things.”


  “Flatterer,” she mumbled.


  He chuckled. “I tried to call you at school, but they said you were not in. I thought the worst.” His voice sobered. “I didn’t want to cause you pain.”


  “Daniel.” Erin stepped away from him. “You do something to me. I’ve never met anyone like you. You are gentle and kind. Honorable.” She snorted. “Do you know how much that scares the hell out of me? I don’t know men like you. I don’t know families like yours. It’s overwhelming.” She smiled. “You are overwhelming.”


  “I am but a man, Erin.” Daniel lifted her hand to kiss the palm of it. “Nothing more. Nothing less. And I will do my best to give you the time you need.” He sighed. “I would give anything to make this better for you.”


  “But you can’t.” Erin sighed and let her head rest on his shoulder. “Logically, I know that. And even now, my heart shies away from that which it doesn’t recognize.” She closed her eyes. “I’m a bit muddled.”


  Laughter rumbled through Daniel’s chest. “I trust in you, Erin. You will come to your own conclusions in your own space and time.” He lifted her chin. “I can be an assertive man at times, but I will give you all the time you need to decide.” He paused. “We will date, yes?”


  “Date?” Erin sputtered.


  Daniel smiled down at her. “Si. We will go out and be together in social situations.”


  It sounded innocuous enough. Erin studied him. He was kind and handsome. Patient. Understanding. Why in the blue hell was she dragging her heels?


  “Dating sounds fine.” Erin blew out a breath.


  “Excellent.” Daniel clapped his hands together and looked at the watch on his arm. “It is nearly seven now. We can go grab a bite to eat. How is that?”


  Erin arched an eyebrow. “Don’t waste any time, do you?”


  “Every moment in your company is precious, Erin.” Daniel lifted her hand and kissed the back of it. “Why would I waste it?”


  Her cheeks colored at his words. Lethal, that one. “I don’t really want to go out this evening.” The minute the words left her mouth, Daniel grinned. Erin held up her hand. “That doesn’t mean what you think it means.” She rolled her blue eyes. “I simply meant I don’t want to dress up to eat.” She glanced around her house. “And I really don’t want to stay here.”


  “I have a bit of paperwork to handle this evening.” Daniel nodded. “How would you like to join me at the bar? We can order in and ignore the rest of the world.”


  “Ignore the rest of the world?” Erin smoothed her hands down her orange tank top. “Why didn’t you say so?”


  * * * *


  Daniel waited while Erin changed into jeans and a long-sleeved green Henley. She left her hair down and put a little makeup on. She slid her feet into her brown boots and joined him back in the living room.


  His eyes lit up when they saw her. “You are lovely, Erin. Truly lovely.” Daniel reached out to take her hands, and she shook her head.


  “You’re shameless.” Her lips twitched.


  “I like to touch you,” he stated. His hazel eyes darkened. “I like it very much.”


  Erin felt her stomach tighten at the husky words. Oh yes. She liked it very much, too. But she wasn’t going to let her hormones rule her world. Just wouldn’t happen. And the jury was still out on her heart. Damn it.


  She brushed her hair back and grabbed a light brown jacket from the arm of the couch. “Do you have any idea what we’ll be eating this evening?”


  Daniel shrugged and helped her with her jacket. “We will eat whatever you desire.”


  “Pizza?”


  He closed his eyes and smiled. “Yes. I love you.”


  Erin snickered and slapped his arm. “Quit. You’re wrapped in a hormone-filled haze.” She shook her head and followed him out to the porch. Erin turned and locked her deadbolt. It snapped loudly in the silence. When she turned, Daniel leaned forward.


  “I’m wrapped up in you, querida.” Daniel brushed his lips against hers. “And there is nowhere else I’d rather be.”


  Erin put her hand against her chest and told herself to breathe. Oxygen in. Oxygen out. That way she wouldn’t hyperventilate and pass out. “I need room, Daniel. We can date, but you have to respect the space I need.” She nudged him out to arm’s length away from her. “Something like this.”


  Daniel raked his hands through his hair and frowned. “This is too far.”


  Erin waited silently.


  “Fine,” he sighed and looked at her forlornly. “But my space is lonely.”


  “Your space will adjust.” Erin walked out to Daniel’s vehicle with him trailing behind her. He opened her door, and she settled inside. Then he walked around to his side and climbed in.


  Daniel started it, and the vehicle purred. Erin smiled and patted the dashboard. “I don’t think my car has ever made a sound like that.”


  “We can have my cousin look at it.” Daniel shot her a glance. “He is a great mechanic. And I’m sure he could make your car purr.”


  Erin warred with herself for a minute. What harm would it do? Good God. If she wouldn’t even let someone look at her car, she really was in a bad way.


  “Okay,” she agreed.


  Daniel reached for and squeezed her hand. “We will park in the back of the bar so you don’t have to be bombarded with my patrons.”


  “How is Erica?” Erin turned and studied Daniel in the shadows of the streetlights. His profile tightened.


  “She is better.” Daniel tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. “Max protects her like his own. And Mama is trying to do the best she can.” He turned to study Erin. “Erica didn’t tell you who hurt her?”


  “No.” Kendra’s words echoed in her head. Erin would know when she saw him. And she believed that. It kept her focused.


  “She will not tell us, either.” Daniel paused. “I’ve made an appointment with her to talk to somebody. And if she feels comfortable with the doctor, then I will see that she goes back.”


  “That’s a good idea.”


  Silence fell in the car.


  Daniel cleared his throat after a couple of minutes. “Would you like to see someone, querida?”


  “Would I like counseling?” Erin fiddled with the sleeves of her jacket. “I don’t know. I called one of those hotlines once. But I was too ashamed to say anything.” She shrugged. “It may have been different if I had told someone. Anyone.”


  Daniel reached over and stroked her cheek. “If or when you would like to speak with someone, I will take you.”


  She turned her head to the window so he wouldn’t see the tears trembling on her eyelashes. Her blue eyes stung with the effort it took to not let a single tear fall.


  “Thank you,” she managed.


  Erin watched as they turned into the bar parking lot and drove to the back. Quickly Daniel killed the engine and turned to her again. “What would you like on your pizza?”


  The laughter choked her. Her emotions spun from one dizzying place to another. “My pizza?”


  “Yes.” Daniel stepped out of his side of the car and shut the door. Then he walked around to her side and opened the door.


  Erin stepped out and shook her head. “Everything but black olives. Is that okay?”


  “Perfect.” Daniel hooked his arm around her waist and propelled her forward. “And I will have one of my bartenders bring up a bottle of red wine.” He unlocked the back door and steered her inside. “Meet me upstairs in my office, please. I have to go check with my staff to make sure that everyone is here and has their assignments.” His hazel eyes laughed down at her. “I believe you know the way.”


  “By heart,” she said wryly. Erin watched Daniel stride off, whistling. Her heart beat frantically in her chest. Her palms were wet, and she brushed them down the sides of her jeans. Just a little pie and wine, right? She blew out a shaky breath and climbed the stairs to Daniel’s office.


  Erin recalled the previous times she made this journey. Funny how time changed things. If anyone had told her that she would willingly be in Daniel’s company having dinner, she would have called them a liar. But the handsome bar owner touched her. And now she had to decide how far to let him into her life.


  She swung the door open and stopped in her tracks. Erin’s heart lurched in her chest. Daniel’s office was in pieces.


  Chapter 10


  Erin turned and stumbled back downstairs. There was no way that Daniel knew his office had been trashed. He would never have sent her up there. His brother. The thought stopped her at the bottom of the stairs. Hector would keep coming back until he found what he wanted.


  She ran to Daniel at the main bar. “Daniel!”


  He turned, puzzled, and saw the expression on her face. “What is it, Erin?”


  “Your office.” Erin shook her head. “Someone’s been in your office. There are papers everywhere. Everything is demolished.”


  Daniel turned to the tallest bartender. “Call the police.” He looked at Erin. “You stay here.”


  “I think he’s gone.” Erin motioned upstairs. “I didn’t see anyone.”


  “Stay here,” Daniel bit out. “I’m so sorry I had you go up there alone.”


  Erin listened with half an ear as the bartender requested officers to the bar. She watched Daniel take the stairs two at a time and heard his office door open with a slam. Five minutes later, the police arrived, and Erin escorted the two officers upstairs.


  Daniel paced the floor with a scowl etched on his handsome features. He clutched papers in his hand and mumbled under his breath.


  “Mr. Rodriguez?” One of the officers stepped forward. “I’m Officer LaHue, and this is Officer Newhouse. Could you tell us what happened here, please?”


  Daniel stopped and dropped the papers on his desk that was broke in half down the middle. “I came in to open the bar about ten minutes ago. I sent Ms. Sanders up here to settle in for dinner when she rushed down and informed me that someone used my office for target practice.” He raked his hands through his hair and grimaced.


  Both officers’ eyes swiveled to Erin, and she had to stop herself from taking a step back. She avoided police her entire life. There were several times they would evict her from whichever park or alley she kept her life in at the time.


  Daniel moved forward and put his arm around her shoulder.


  “Did you see anyone, Ms. Sanders?” Officer LaHue asked.


  “I’m sorry,” Erin stammered. “No one was here when I came up.” She motioned to the phone torn out of the wall. “I was going to call for pizza.”


  “Do you have any idea who would do this, Mr. Rodriguez?” Officer Newhouse arched an eyebrow.


  “I may have an idea.” Daniel lifted his head. “My brother is on the run from the police. He used to own this club. I’ve had another break-in not too long ago.”


  “Your brother’s name?”


  “Hector Rodriguez.”


  The officers paused at the name.


  Erin watched suspicion cross the officers’ faces. Oh yes. They had heard of him before. And they didn’t seem happy about it.


  She glanced around the room. Daniel’s desk was broken in two. Every one of his filing cabinets was torn up, and papers trashed the floor. Someone had taken a knife and cut large slits in his carpet that looked like claws. The small window behind Daniel’s desk was broken, and glass littered the shredded carpet. Every portrait on the wall in pieces.


  The phone, computer, and fax machine looked as though someone had taken a sledgehammer to them. All the circuits inside the items were strewn across the side of the desk and floor. There wasn’t a single thing in the room that hadn’t been touched. Even the picture of Daniel and his family had been ripped to pieces.


  “And you have no idea where your brother is, Mr. Rodriguez?”


  Irritation crossed Daniel’s features, and they hardened perceptibly. “I assure you, Officers, if I knew, I would tell you.”


  “And you have an alarm system?”


  “Yes.” Daniel plucked his cell phone from his pocket and called downstairs. Erin heard the phone ring. “Who deactivated the alarm this evening?” He paused and nodded his head. Daniel slipped the phone back in his pocket. “Jake, our main bartender.”


  “We’ll be downstairs talking to your staff, Mr. Rodriguez. If you think of anything else, please don’t hesitate to call.” Officer LaHue looked around. “Your report will be ready in forty-eight hours. I suggest you file a claim as quickly as possible.”


  “Thank you, Officers.” Daniel watched the two men walk back downstairs. Then he closed his eyes and struggled for a minute.


  Erin could see the emotions cross his face. When he opened his eyes, he reached for her. Erin moved willingly into his arms and tried to comfort him as best she could. To be violated was horrific. She could only thank God that no one had been hurt this time. If Daniel hadn’t stopped by to see her, he could have been hurt.


  She shuddered, and Daniel held her tighter. “Are you cold, querida?” he whispered against her hair.


  “No.” Erin shook her head. “But I worry about you. What would have happened if you had been here?”


  “Hector would not have come here if I was. He is a coward.” Daniel’s hazel eyes blazed with fury. “I will hire more guards for the club. I will not let him win.”


  Erin reached up and stroked his jaw softly. “I’m just glad you’re okay.”


  Daniel’s breath wheezed out of his body, and his arms tightened. “I’m glad you’re okay.” His eyes pleaded with her. “I would never have let you come up here by yourself.”


  “I know that,” Erin reassured him. She snuggled closer and smiled against his chest. “We still ordering pizza?”


  Daniel chuckled. “Yes, love. We will, however, eat downstairs in one of the private rooms instead of my office.” He brought Erin’s lips to his own. “Thank you.”


  “No problem.” Erin looked up into his eyes. “Now feed me.”


  * * * *


  Daniel finished off the last piece of pizza and looked at Erin. She twirled the wineglass stem in her hand and took a sip of the deep red wine. The room wasn’t soundproof but kept most of the raucous bar action out of the space.


  Erin sat back with a sigh and studied Daniel. He’d rolled his sleeves up so he wouldn’t get sauce on them. His hair swung freely and hung low enough to brush his shoulders. She wanted him. The admission frightened her. What happened to her iron will? Her sense of self-preservation? Every defense crumbled under Daniel’s gentle words. It scared the hell out of her.


  “What’s wrong?” Daniel leaned forward and placed his wineglass beside the empty pizza box.


  “Nothing.” Erin shook her head and tried to smile.


  “You don’t lie very well, querida.” Daniel studied her. “Your eyes darken, and there is a frown on your face.” He smiled gently.


  “Quit reading me.” Erin rolled her eyes. “A woman has to keep some things to herself, you know.” She took another sip of wine.


  “You don’t want to share?” Daniel’s silky voice washed over her.


  Her lips twitched. “Quit seducing me.”


  “You wound me.” Daniel stood and walked over to her. Then he sank into the couch with a small sigh and put his feet up on the table in front of them. “I only ask for your thoughts, querida.”


  “My thoughts and I are both confused.” Erin took another sip of wine and looked around the small room. She sat on a small brown leather loveseat. An oak coffee table sat in front of them with the remnants of their dinner. Half of the delicious red wine was gone, but Erin couldn’t blame her wayward thoughts on that. She was only on her second glass now.


  She could see the dancers on the floor gyrating to the steady beat of the bass. Women and men abandoned all inhibitions and let the music seduce them. Several couples were twined together so no one could tell where one ended and the other began.


  “Let’s dance.”


  Daniel arched an eyebrow. “You wish to dance?”


  “Yes.” Erin finished the rest of her wine and put the glass back on the coffee table. She stood and held out her hand. Daniel quickly stood and slid his hand into hers.


  “I am in your hands, querida.” His hazel eyes darkened. “Be gentle.”


  Her lips twitched, but she didn’t say a word.


  Erin opened the door, and the music assaulted her senses. But she didn’t shrink back into herself as she would normally do. She wanted to feel the freedom other people did. To touch and be touched. To possibly think that she was worthy of someone’s attention.


  She wanted to feel beautiful, damn it. Not secondhand.


  Daniel let her lead him to the edge of the dance floor farthest from the front door. Then he pulled Erin gently to him. As she let her body relax into his, Erin lifted her arms and looped them around his neck. She rested her cheek on his shoulder and simply felt.


  Daniel’s hands caressed her back slowly and rested just above the curve of her hips. They swayed back and forth, lost in each other. As she felt Daniel kiss the top of her head and gently sweep back a stray lock of hair from her face, Erin smiled.


  She could get used to this.


  The music changed from fast to slow in a heartbeat. Erin started to pull back, but Daniel murmured a protest and drew her back to him.


  “I’m enjoying this, Erin.”


  Erin moved her head just far enough to look up into his hazel eyes. They were intent on her. And then Daniel lowered his mouth so slowly to hers. And Erin felt the warmth and strength of the man in that single kiss.


  His tongue stroked and teased hers. Finding all the secret places in her mouth that brought her pleasure.


  The sensation was like a slow burn in her blood. Heat infused her body, leaving her breathless as he lifted his head once more and smiled.


  “Gentle enough?” she managed.


  Daniel chuckled. “You are so careful with everyone, querida. How could you not be gentle?” He spun her lightly in a circle and tightened his grip a bit. “Do you know how long I’ve waited to get you in my arms?”


  “You were just in my arms.” Erin blushed and tried to duck her head.


  “There is more than that, love.” Daniel brushed his lips against her cheek. “You don’t know how much it means to me that you accept my touch. That you trust me to lean against me like this.” He chuckled ruefully. “Not too long ago, I recall a certain beautiful blonde almost decking me.”


  “She thought you were trying to hurt her.” Erin stated it plainly and with no apology.


  “Never, querida,” Daniel whispered. “You are far too precious to me.”


  Erin let the words wash over her and struggled to accept the sincerity behind them. A small part of her was still scared shitless. Scared to lean too hard for fear of falling flat on her face again. So she said nothing.


  They danced two more dances before Erin looked at the watch on her wrist. “I’ve got to go, Daniel.”


  He sighed and loosened his grip a fraction. “So soon?”


  “You really are shameless.” Erin leaned forward and brushed her lips against his. “I’ve got to call Kendra tonight and see how her day went. And I want to check some of the papers I brought home last night.” She paused. “Have I ever told you how much your gifts mean to the children?”


  Daniel smiled, and his teeth gleamed in the dimly lit room. The beat of the music pulsed through the wood floor and washed over them. “I don’t believe you have.” He quirked an eyebrow. “Is that perhaps worth another kiss?”


  Erin smiled up at him and ran her fingers through his hair. Then she pulled his head down to hers and touched her lips to his. But she didn’t pull back after the first, soft touch. She stroked the seam of his lips with her tongue and sighed in pleasure when her tongue met his.


  It felt so right to touch him like this. To accept his words and his body at face value. Erin trembled beneath him. Her world shifted at a dizzying speed, and her heart slammed in her chest. She pulled back and blew out a breath.


  “I will take you home, querida.” Daniel kissed her forehead and then took her hand. He led her out to his car and tucked her inside. They drove in companionable silence back to her house. Halfway through the drive, Daniel leaned over and took her hand in his.


  When they pulled into her driveway, Erin leaned over and kissed his cheek.


  “Thank you,” she whispered.


  Daniel picked up her hand and turned it palm up. He gently placed a kiss in the center of it and smiled. “I will see you tomorrow, querida.”


  She shook her head. “I’m going to be busy with schoolwork and housework.”


  “Then I will come over and assist you.” Daniel smiled. “I will cook for you.”


  “You can cook?” Erin’s face must have showed her surprise.


  “I have a good Mama,” he said simply.


  She stepped out of the vehicle and walked to her front door. Daniel’s headlights were on her the entire time. Erin fitted the key into the lock and stepped inside her house. A couple of minutes later, she saw Daniel drive down the road.


  Erin pressed her hand to her stomach and touched trembling fingers to her lips. A man who cooked. Who could bring her pleasure. Who wanted to touch every part of her life. She steadied herself with an effort and walked into her bedroom. The sheets were still mussed, and she smiled.


  Maybe acceptance was exactly what she needed.


  * * * *


  The next morning, Erin walked into her classroom and set her bag down. This was her life. She looked around the class at all the homemade art, desks, and books. A feeling of peace enveloped her. She had made a good life for herself.


  “Yes.”


  Erin spun around and grinned at her teaching assistant. “Kendra!” She chuckled. “You and your sister are so silent, you’re scary.”


  Kendra swept inside the room dressed elegantly in navy slacks and a white peasant blouse. Her hair swung freely around her shoulders, and she grinned. “I walk lightly.” She came closer and studied Erin. “Are you all right?”


  Tiny niggles of guilt worked through Erin, but she nodded. “I’m sorry about that. I was feeling a bit under the weather yesterday.”


  “But now?” Kendra’s blue eyes probed hers.


  “Better. Thanks.”


  “Good.” Kendra nodded and stepped back. “I was hoping you would say that.” She brought a stack of papers from behind her back. “I had the students color you a picture yesterday. I thought you might want to take a look at them.”


  Erin took the stack and felt tears clog her throat. Get well Ms. Sanders was written very carefully on every paper. S’s were backwards. And some letters were almost unreadable, but the sentiment warmed her heart.


  She hugged them to her chest and smiled at Kendra. “Just what I needed.”


  “I thought it would be.” Kendra brushed her hair back. “And how is Daniel?”


  A blush worked its way into Erin’s cheeks before she could think to turn. “He’s, ah, good.” She turned quickly and laid the papers on her desk.


  Erin felt Kendra’s hand on her arm.


  “You are a good fit, Erin.” Kendra patted her gently. “I’m glad you see that.”


  “Not a word to Mary,” Erin mumbled.


  “I promise.” Kendra laughed lightly and stepped away from her. “Would you believe she asked me yesterday if I was dating anyone?”


  Erin turned and looked at Kendra with an impish grin. “Not to be hateful. But better you than me.”


  They both looked at each other and burst out laughing.


  * * * *


  The day went smoothly. All of Erin’s students were happy she was back, and she was sure to thank each and every one for her cards. The rain that darkened every day seemed to dissipate from the morning, and the afternoon found the kids outside playing on the playground.


  Erin watched all the kids run around and smiled. The smile faded when she thought of Erica. That was still one puzzle that she would solve. Come hell or high water. That little girl deserved to be safe and know for certain that her abuser would pay for what he’d done.


  The bell rang, and the students raced back inside. Erin gave her class the final assignment and watched as Kendra passed out snacks. When the final bell rang, Erin directed the children to their proper places in line. She glanced up at Kendra as she sorted through papers.


  “I’m going to be heading out sooner than usual.”


  Kendra looked up briefly and nodded. “No problem. I have some things to do around here, but I’m leaving shortly, too.” A frown touched her brow for a second before she smoothed it away. “You go ahead and go home. Rest up for another one tomorrow.”


  Erin grinned and waved as she ushered everyone down the hall. She looked up at the clock on the wall as she walked out of the building. When was the last time she left this early? She snickered. Probably never.


  She started her car and backed it up. Erin picked up a soda on the way home and planned to grade her papers before Daniel came over. That way they could spend the evening in relative peace.


  Erin bit her lip. And maybe she could persuade him to feed her in bed. Wicked thoughts rushed through her and heated her blood. An evening couldn’t get much better than that.


  She pulled into her driveway and stepped out. There were flowers on her porch again. A cascade of blue blooms that spilled their exotic fragrance the closer she came to them.


  She smiled and picked up the wicker basket. Erin snatched the white card from the blossoms and broke the seal.


  
    
      They can only hope to attain


      The perfect blueness of your eyes


      Till this evening,


      Daniel

    

  


  Erin grinned foolishly and opened her door. Daniel was quite the romantic. She gently placed the basket on her coffee table and sighed. Now she would simply finish her grading before he came over to make her dinner. Erin shook her head, kicked off her shoes, and pulled the papers from her bag.


  * * * *


  Erin.


  Erin blinked and looked up from the papers she was grading. Her blue eyes stared vacantly around. Then she shook her head and looked down at the next paper in front of her.


  Erin.


  Her head snapped up and she frowned.


  I apologize. But there is no other way to do this. To finish this. To show you what must be done.


  Kendra’s voice. Erin tilted her head to the side. She was having some type of odd hallucination. With Kendra’s voice. She glanced down at the papers. Obviously too much table time.


  Know that I love you, daughter of my destiny, and that only you can help. What I give you, I give not lightly. And when the gift is bestowed, I will be powerless. But I believe in you. I have always believed in you. You are strong. You are a survivor. And I know that you will save us.


  The voice weakened a bit.


  Forgive me, daughter. It is my final gift.


  The power slammed into Erin so fast her knees buckled in her chair, and she slid sideways onto the kitchen floor. Her eyes stared blankly as images raced through her mind. Her sisters laughing. Her parents’ edict. Wilda learning to make fire. Tempest controlling the wind. Eden pointing at the ground and dozens of flowers blooming. And she, the Water Goddess, pushing the lake to its boundaries and letting it settle with a deep satisfaction inside of her. Years of training. Years of failure with mortals. A deep kinship she felt with her family.


  And Erin.


  It was as if she watched a movie of herself. The day Kendra walked into her life. The subtle changes and guidance she wasn’t even aware she had. Her schoolchildren. Night after night at her kitchen table grading papers. And Daniel. His hazel eyes smiled kindly into hers. Their first kiss. How gentle he was. What a good man. A man she could trust with her heart. Her very soul.


  And then it changed again.


  Kendra and Erin came together as one. Their life lights twining and filling in where one left off. They saw the rest. Kendra mistaken for Erin. Taken back to the bar. Daniel pleading for them. Then Daniel being knocked out and dragged from the room. Mortals/men tying them up. Leering. Telling them what the men would do with them. And a dark man with cruel eyes. Daniel’s brother. He hit them. Pulled their hair. And he would do much, much worse. Their panic that they couldn’t interfere. They felt their sister’s horror at the situation. Crippling fear that rippled from the heavens down to her.


  Erin stood up slowly. Her blue eyes shone brightly with the power that only a Goddess possesses. Kendra’s voice faded completely from her consciousness.


  “Worry not.” Her voice a combination between hers and Kendra’s. “I will give aid to our sister.” She slid her hand down her body and clothed herself in a sky blue gown that whirled at her bare feet. Her blonde hair swirled freely, and she threw back her head.


  “I command the rain. Take me to Kendra.” She felt her body break into a million pieces as the wind wrapped around the mist in her house and carried her to her destiny.


  * * * *


  Erin felt more. There was no other word for it. The power streamed through her body with a strength she felt to her marrow. She commanded the rain. Every drop of water. She could cause a hurricane or hurl lightning through the sky. Blue streaks shot from her fingertips while she traveled as rain through the sky to her destination.


  And they would pay.


  Anger built, and she let it swell inside her. Those men took Daniel and Kendra. The men would kill them. And for what? Money? Drugs? Her blue eyes flashed and a bolt of lightning parted the clouds in an angry white line. She felt her sisters’ gasp of distress but blocked it.


  She would solve this. Oh yes. And they would pay for what they’ve done to her. To her family. No excuse. Never an excuse. Nothing they say would matter. She would hurt them all. It was no more than they deserved.


  Erin descended in a rain-wrapped fury. She blew the doors open on the warehouse. The two guards glanced up and frowned. She reached through the rain to slap their heads together. They crumpled to the ground, still clutching their automatic weapons. Erin scowled, lifted the guns, and tossed them to the wind. They would be dismantled before they ever touched the earth again.


  Erin.


  Her name but a whisper.


  Erin, I know you are here. And the pain you feel is deep. But these men didn’t rape you. They didn’t take your family. Do not use your power to destroy. Only you can…


  The voice trailed off. Erin paused and closed her eyes. She looked deep inside herself. All those years at someone else’s beck and call. The nights she lay with men whose names she didn’t even know. The humiliation. The loneliness. It was a dark spot in her. A place the light never touched.


  But as she looked, light encompassed her. It stroked the dark spot with caring fingers and deep love. It seemed to whisper lightly. Promises that would never be broken. The words a duality of Kendra’s and Daniel’s voice. And as she watched, the dark spot shrank and lightened. It melted into the light and moved through her reluctantly. It didn’t want to leave, and Erin felt panic.


  She pushed deep and found the nest of pain. The secret hurts and shames. And she added her voice to theirs.


  I’ve found my home now. You must leave. I deserve more than this shadow on my soul. I was but a girl. A girl with no one to love and protect me. But I have that now. I have true love. Love that won’t abandon me. And I will not have you a part of me any longer.


  The dark spot tried to coalesce, but Erin was firm.


  Leave me.


  It shimmered darkly and then dissipated completely.


  Erin’s soul mended in a heartbeat. Every emotion she denied herself flooded her system with the force of a tidal wave. She shook with the onslaught. There was a deep pain. And then peace rippled through her. Whole at last.


  Her eyes shone a brilliant blue. Now she could concentrate on the task at hand. She closed her eyes and reached out with her mind. Daniel and Kendra were downstairs in the basement. Hector taunted Daniel with what he would do to Erin.


  She was so focused on Daniel that when Kendra’s scream ripped through the air, a bolt of lightning shot down and touched the ground between the two open warehouse doors.


  Erin clenched her fists and moved as a wraith toward the stairs. A man came from nowhere and smiled a predator’s smile as he looked at her. He wore fitted navy slacks and a white T-shirt with short sleeves. His dark hair was pulled back away from his cruel face.


  “Lost, little lady?” His dark brown eyes fastened on her breasts, and he licked his lips. “I can give you what you need.” He brought a gun up from behind his back and aimed it at her. “Take off your dress.”


  Erin arched an eyebrow. “That’s how it usually works for you, isn’t it?’ Her blue eyes bore into him. “You threaten them. And when they give you what you want, you hurt them.” Her jaw tightened. “I think you need just a bit of that humiliation. A taste to remember this. Don’t you?”


  The man raised his hand up as if to hit her, but he never made contact. Erin slammed him to the ground with a thought. She silenced him before he could yell out. His dark eyes were scared.


  “Remember this, mortal. Remember it well. Because if you ever hurt another woman, I will find you. Find you and finish this. Do you understand?”


  The man’s eyes widened even further. And then Erin stripped him to the skin with a wave of her hand. He struggled hopelessly against the unseen bonds. She positioned him spread-eagled in the center of the dirt.


  “Be grateful that I don’t have you on all fours barking like a dog.” Erin kicked him squarely in the ass. “Remember my warning, mortal.” She strode off toward the basement.


  Chapter 11


  It was dark. Erin closed her eyes and let the emotions of her loved ones guide her. Daniel and Kendra were both hurt. And Max. Erin pressed her hand to her breast. He was unconscious. Beaten to a pulp when he tried to stop them. The scenes flashed behind her eyes, and she growled. She walked unerringly in the dark to the closet where they shoved his body.


  Erin opened the door and bent down. She pulled him out and laid him gently on the ground. She brushed her hand across his feverish brow. “Rest now, Max,” she whispered. “And know that no other could have a truer friend. We are lucky to have you in our lives.” Erin bent and placed a kiss gently on his cheek. His breathing evened out instantly.


  As she stood she reached out into the night. She easily found the one who needed her most. Erin glided downstairs and found the room that was meant for her.


  Kendra was tied to a chair tightly with rope that cut into her wrists and across her waist. The white blouse she wore was stained with blood and tears. Her navy slacks were sullied with the dirt of the room. Her blond hair hung limply by her face that had several bruises on it. Kendra had a black eye and a cut lip. Two men stood off to the side and discussed what they would do when Hector gave her to them.


  Kendra slowly raised her head and saw her. There was weariness in her eyes and a deep relief that touched Erin to her soul.


  I will save you, sister. She passed her hand toward Kendra, and Kendra slumped into painless unconsciousness.


  Erin moved into the room and cleared her throat.


  The men’s heads popped up, and they scowled.


  “Hey! Hector didn’t say there were twins.” Suddenly, he smiled. “You can have one, and so can I.” The big man strode forward. He had a dark complexion with a scar that ran from his right ear to his cheekbone. Raw-boned and massive, his short hair was greasy and slicked to his head. His clothes bore the marks of Kendra’s blood.


  Erin’s stomach turned.


  “You will have no one, mortal.”


  The man snorted. “I believe I’ll have everything I want, bitch. You, your sister, the money Hector owes us.” He grinned and wiped his hands across his thin lips. “I’ll get paid for this.” His dark eyes roamed over her. “In more ways than one.”


  Erin held her hand up, and both men stopped in their tracks. The thin one in the shadows struggled against invisible bonds. She strode up to the bigger one and studied him.


  “You’ve killed before. Men, women, and children. It doesn’t make a difference to you, does it?” Erin’s blue eyes snapped fire as she gazed into his dark, panicked eyes. “But you’ve never come across anything like me, have you?” She probed deeper, and she felt the man wince.


  Nausea swelled inside her. He had done unspeakable things. Tortured animals. Abused his girlfriends. Raped women. Killed men.


  Erin shook with rage. “I will give you something, mortal. Something that you’ve earned these many years. I give you a tenth of the pain you’ve caused.” She leaned forward and touched his feverish cheek with her cool hand. “Feel it. Feel the pain as if you suffered yourself.”


  Then the man’s mouth opened in a silent scream. His eyes darkened until they were but pinpricks in his face. His big body shook in shared pain.


  Erin moved to the smaller man. Tears leaked from his dark eyes. She blinked slowly and let him speak.


  “Please,” he whispered. His eyes shot to the spot where his comrade had fallen and spasmed like a trout out of water. As he met her eyes, he begged, “Please.”


  “Is that what your victims say? Please?” Erin tilted her head to the side. She looked into the man’s mind as easily as if he were an open book. “You’ve not killed anyone, have you? But you cause others pain as if it were your right.” She clucked her tongue. “It would be different if you had remorse, but you don’t, do you? Only now when your life may be forfeit do you plead.” She dug deeper. “I give you your first victim’s pain.” Erin shook her head slowly. “He was but a boy. A boy that you used and discarded.” She brought her hand up, and the man moaned. “Feel his pain, mortal. Feel everything he felt. Now.”


  She touched his cheek and watched the memories flood through him. Erin turned and untied Kendra with a thought. Carefully she picked Kendra up and carried her battered body back upstairs. “You will hurt no more, sister. I thank you for the pain you shouldered for me. The blows meant for me. And know that you will never hurt again.” She placed Kendra gently on a bed of water and cocooned her from further pain.


  Erin glided back downstairs and found the room where Hector paced like a tiger in front of Daniel. Daniel wasn’t as badly hurt as Kendra. His hands were scraped where he had fought his attackers. And there were bruises on his face. Those hazel eyes glared at the man in front of him.


  “You have no use for her. She cannot help you. Release her.”


  Hector looked like Daniel. One could tell that they came from the same parents. Dark hair. Hazel eyes. Almost the same build. But Hector had cruel lines around his mouth and eyes. His knuckles were bloody, also. He wore a light blue shirt and blue jeans. His long hair was pulled back in a ponytail. He clenched and unclenched his fists.


  “Give me the money, Daniel. Now. And I won’t kill her. What my men do to her is none of your business. You should have kept her out of it.”


  Daniel erupted in a howl that brought goose bumps to Erin’s flesh. “You will not harm that woman. You will not harm anyone anymore. How can you stomach what you’ve become? You’ve hurt Mama. Brought shame and dishonor to our family. Over what?” Daniel’s eyes blazed. “Drugs and money. A world that would as soon slit your throat as look at you.”


  Hector stepped forward and slapped Daniel hard across the face. As Daniel’s head snapped back, Hector leaned in close. “Do not speak to me of family, Daniel. Do you not think I know who called la policia on me? One of my own blood. My own family turned me in,” he growled. “You will tell me where the money is. Where the drugs are. Or I will cut your beloved into tiny pieces and feed her to my dog.”


  Erin stepped into the room. “You will harm no other, Hector.”


  Hector’s head swiveled around, and his jaw tightened. “I see you’ve loosened your bonds. No worries, though. I really did want Daniel to see your death. He needs to know I’m serious.” He pulled a gun out of his waistband and pointed it at her.


  “No!” Daniel shouted, struggled against his ropes and moved the chair as if he could stop the inevitable.


  Erin held her hand up. “I’m not the one you bound. Though you thought I was. You have harmed a Goddess. A woman who could crush you with a thought. A mere blink of the eye. And she took my pain upon herself. Sacrificed for me. And you think that I would let you do more harm? That I would let her sacrifice be in vain?” Erin’s blue eyes blazed. “I think not.”


  Hector pulled the trigger, and Erin stopped the bullet with a thought. It spun in the air a foot from her face. She waved her hand, and it dropped, harmless, to the ground. Daniel made a strangled sound in his throat. Erin kept Hector’s gaze.


  “You have killed for these drugs. You’ve harmed your family for money. Out of respect for your mother and love for your brother, I will not kill you. And only for this.” Erin moved closer to him. “I have seen your sins. I have seen what you’ve done to your own daughter.” She spat in his face. “Your soul is black, Hector. Harmed by deeds that you have chosen.”


  “You bitch!” Hector raised his hand to strike her, and Erin enveloped his hand in hers. She held it tightly as he struggled.


  “Do you even now think you have the upper hand? Is your conceit so great you think you are still in control of this situation?” Erin’s lip curled. “You are nothing here.” She pulled him closer so their faces almost touched. “I will not kill you,” she bit out. “But I will give you pain. The pain that you’ve dealt this night. For if I were to give you the lifetime of pain you have meted out, you would go insane.” Erin reached up with her other hand and softly stroked his cheek. “Feel one night of what others feel when you enter their lives. And remember it.”


  A light arced from her finger to Hector, and he crumpled, moaning, onto the floor. He flinched from invisible blows and bucked against the invisible onslaught.


  “Erin?”


  She glanced up from the writhing mass on the floor. “Daniel.” Her soft words moved over him and cushioned him from the pain that moved through his body. It was all gone in an instant.


  “I don’t understand,” he mumbled. “How did you stop him? How did you stop the bullet?” His hazel eyes questioned her. “Where is Kendra? Is she all right?” Guilt swamped his eyes.


  Erin shook her head. “It’s a long tale, Daniel. And one I don’t have time to tell this evening.” She untied him quickly and looked around. “The police will be here soon. And I don’t have a lot of time. Kendra is upstairs. She is mortally wounded. An internal bleeding I’ve stopped for now. But I don’t have much time to repair it. Max is also upstairs. He’s hurt, but he’ll live. I’ve summoned the authorities. You must tell them that you’ve managed to escape. And that you did all this.” Erin reached out and stroked his cheek. “You were so brave. Honorable,” she murmured.


  “What are you?” he whispered as he touched her cool cheek.


  “I am the Water Goddess.” Erin stood and threw her arms wide. “I command every drop of water in this world. It was my gift from Kendra.” She folded her arms around herself again. “I will see you again, Daniel. Soon, if destiny allows. But right now I must take Kendra to her sisters. Her family.” She bent and kissed him. Blue light enveloped the pair. Peace. Rightness. Erin sighed and broke apart from him.


  “Wait for me.”


  Before he could utter another word, she turned and disappeared.


  * * * *


  Erin cradled Kendra softly in her arms. She knew what she needed to do. Only her powerful sisters could undo the damage the mortals had done. She closed her eyes and wished herself to them.


  Seconds later, she appeared before the three.


  Kendra’s memory did not do them justice. They were vibrant beings that exuded power with every breath. Wilda’s red hair flew about her face as she twisted her hands. Tempest growled low and sent mini-tornadoes into the vortex in the sky. Eden cried silent tears that landed on the white floor and sprouted blood-red roses.


  “Sisters.”


  The one word cut through their grief and had them scrambling toward her with a single-minded purpose.


  “Give her to us,” Wilda demanded. She held out her arms.


  “No.” Erin smiled sadly. “We are connected. I can’t let go of her. Whatever you need from me, take it. But I will not let her go.” She brushed back the stained blonde hair and looked up at the trio pleadingly. “Heal her.”


  Tempest blinked back tears that collected on her ebony lashes. “Kendra made us promise not to interfere. She knew this would happen.” Tempest covered her face with her hands and shook with the force of her sobs.


  Eden moved forward. “Hold her, Erin. Hold her tight.” Her mouth pinched tightly. “Because I’m going to attempt something that I never have. And I will need all of you to assist.”


  “Can you help her?” Erin stroked her pale cheek. “Take my life.” She looked up at the three. “Put it back into her. I don’t care. Just fix it.” Her tears splashed onto Kendra’s face and ran down her neck.


  “You would give your life for her?” Wilda studied the mortal with the powers of a Goddess. Her eyes shone bright green in her pale face.


  “Gladly.”


  “I don’t know how this is going to work.” Eden sighed and sank to her knees. “No other has ever given her powers like this. I don’t know if I can make it as it was before.” She rubbed her hands wearily across her face. “Damn it, Kendra. You’ll be the death of me yet,” she mumbled.


  Tempest let out a watery laugh. “Remember the time she let Pegasus out? And you had to chase and catch him before Mama and Papa found out?” She snickered. “I didn’t think you could move that fast, Eden.”


  “I damn near didn’t.” Eden smiled. She stroked Kendra’s hair lightly. “You’re safe, sister. Your daughter is here.” She glanced up at Erin. “She would give her life for yours, sister. The least you can do is live it.” Eden motioned to her sisters. “Come here. Lay your hands on Kendra.”


  Wilda and Tempest hurried over and sank to their knees beside their sister. Wilda stroked Erin’s hair while Tempest touched Kendra’s shoulder.


  Eden glanced up at Erin. “I don’t know how this will turn out. But I do know that your life will never be the same. Can you accept that? Will you accept it?”


  “I will.” Erin smiled gratefully at the trio. “I can never repay what you’ve given me. What Kendra has given me. But I will gladly give the last breath in my body for her. For any of you.”


  “I will never doubt Kendra’s judgment again,” Tempest vowed. She kissed Erin’s cheek. “You honor us.”


  Wilda kissed the other cheek. “You honor us.”


  Eden smiled and leaned in to kiss her forehead. “You honor us.”


  The four women bowed their heads and laid their hands gently on Kendra’s broken body. Erin concentrated like she never had before. She could feel the love and strength of her sisters flood her body. The scorching power of Wilda. The cool breeze of Tempest rifled through her. And the elemental earth from which they all came pulsed from Eden.


  Her hair lifted on her head and danced about with the power flowing through her. Erin closed her eyes and pushed it all toward Kendra without a second thought. If she lost her life, so be it. Every pulse of energy moved out of her and into the inert body in her lap.


  “Live,” she commanded. “Live, damn it.”


  Their combined energies settled on Kendra’s skin and into her cells with a small sigh. The tissue repaired itself slowly. No mortal had ever harmed a Goddess before. And the small cuts seemed resistant to the magic the sisters carried. The bruises and larger cuts took an eternity to heal and close.


  Erin never broke her concentration as Kendra’s body repaired itself. She trembled with the force of the energy she expended. With soothing words and a calm hand Eden steadied her.


  The sisters worked hours on Kendra. Time ceased to have meaning as they held the circle that cushioned their sister. And when the last cut sealed, Eden sat back bathed in sweat. Her lustrous brown hair dulled from her exertions.


  “Rest, sister.” Tempest helped Eden to her feet. “You have done everything possible. Now we must wait.” She glanced back at Kendra. “She knows we wait for her. It’s enough.”


  Wilda conjured a large oak bed with crimson covers. She lifted both Erin and Kendra with a thought and settled them comfortably atop the large mattress. “We let them rest now. And pray that what we’ve done is enough.”


  Erin was so tired she couldn’t even open her eyes as she listened to the sisters talk. Was she ever this tired? Surely not. She closed her eyes and dreamed.


  * * * *


  Erin.


  Erin stirred slowly and opened her eyes. Kendra! She looked down at the Goddess at the foot of the bed. Are we awake?


  No. Kendra smiled and stretched. You are in my mind as I am in yours.


  Erin reached over and touched Kendra’s unmarred face. Will you be okay? What can I do for you?


  You have already done all for me that you could. Kendra grimaced. I didn’t realize being a mortal could be so painful. She chanced a glance at Erin. Are my sisters mad?


  Mad? Erin snorted. Just a bit. She smiled. But they’ll be glad you’re back. Her brow furrowed. You are back, right?


  I will be. Worry not, daughter of my destiny. I will be right as rain. Her lips twitched. Are you ready to give up the powers I gave you?


  I have a man waiting for me. Erin smiled a secret smile. A good, honorable man. She glanced at Kendra. And I have you to thank for that. I will gladly give you back what is rightfully yours.


  You may not be able to give it all back. Kendra smiled. But I knew the risks when I made the exchange. Will you accept that you will be a part of me for eternity? That your children will live in me as I will exist in them?


  Erin reached over and took Kendra’s hand. I would have it no other way.


  * * * *


  Erin woke with her hand in Kendra’s.


  The Goddess woke with a start and peered blearily about. “Where are the banes of my existence?”


  Wilda, Tempest, and Eden hurried over and hugged Kendra tightly.


  “You worried us, little one!” Wilda scolded Kendra over her tears. Tempest couldn’t keep her hands from shaking as she softly stroked Kendra’s hair.


  And Eden simply smiled down at her youngest sibling. “I have you to thank for the century I aged while waiting. Paybacks are hell, sister.”


  Kendra stuck out her tongue. “I have succeeded, have I not?”


  “I swear to God that if you ever pull a stunt like that again, I will truss you up in the highest tower.” Tempest’s tears splashed down on her.


  “I am the Water Goddess, sister.” Kendra kissed Tempest’s hand and smiled. “You need not leak on me.”


  “You are not the Water Goddess yet,” Eden reminded her with a nod toward Erin.


  Kendra looked back and smiled at Erin. “You three know that I will not be the same, don’t you? That we two will always be a part of each other. And in that, you three will also share.” She looked back at her sisters. “Is that acceptable?”


  “Yes.” All three spoke in unison.


  Kendra stood up slowly and pulled Erin to her feet. “I dare not come back to my body when it was damaged and assume to be the Water Goddess for you would surely have died. So I stayed in the damaged body for as long as I could. But now the exchange will cause you no pain.”


  Wilda gasped. “You did that on purpose!”


  “And you wouldn’t?” Kendra blinked slowly and turned to them. “You would have gladly given your life for Kelly, wouldn’t you?” She looked at Tempest and Eden. “And you two for your mortal?”


  They each nodded.


  “Then hush.” Kendra grinned at their collective gasp of outrage.


  “She’ll be harder to live with now more than ever,” Tempest mock whispered.


  Erin threw back her head and laughed. A throaty, full-blown laugh that stirred the clouds and lifted the hearts of all those around her. She wiped the tears from her eyes and smiled broadly.


  “Come to me, Kendra. I have a gift for you. One that comes from my heart. Will you accept it?”


  Kendra moved forward and clasped her hands. A light blue light erupted from where their hands met. “I gladly accept this gift, daughter of my destiny. And know that when you wake, the exchange will have been made.” She stood still as her powers poured back into her body with an eagerness that surprised her. Erin slumped forward and fell into her arms. “Sleep, daughter.” She gently kissed Erin’s brow. “Sleep.”


  * * * *


  Erin ached in places that, honest to God, she had no right to ache in. Even her teeth felt sore. She opened her eyes slowly and looked around. In her bed. In her room.


  “Thank God,” she muttered.


  Someone stirred at her elbow, and Erin lifted her head an inch to see who was with her. Hazel eyes met blue.


  “Daniel,” she breathed.


  And then he was with her. Smothering her gently with kisses from mouth to brow and back again. His hands stroked her soft blonde hair eagerly, and tears fell from his eyes onto her cheeks.


  “Shhh,” he soothed her. “You’re home. You’re all right.”


  “Max?” she asked.


  “Max is fine,” Daniel assured her. “In fact, he’s at the hospital right now pestering me as to when he gets to see you.” His hazel eyes studied her closely. “And Kendra?”


  Erin looked away as she felt tears gather in her eyes. “Back where she belongs,” she admitted.


  Daniel cupped her chin and turned her face toward his. “You both saved us.” Then his eyes hardened. “Hector would have killed all of us for his drugs and money.” Daniel shook his head. “I can’t believe he is my brother.”


  “Where is he?”


  “In custody,” Daniel said shortly. “Where he deserves to stay the rest of his days.” He sighed heavily. “So much pain from one man. I don’t know where to begin to apologize. I should have kept you safe. But I didn’t.” Daniel looked into her eyes. “Hector told the police where the drugs and money were when he realized he would never see daylight again.” He growled in disgust.


  Erin placed her fingers to his lips. “Love isn’t safe, Daniel. I’ve learned that. And I wouldn’t trade a moment I’ve spent with you for anything.”


  “Love?” Daniel grinned and leaned closer to brush his lips against hers. “Did the ‘L’ word actually escape these lips?”


  “It did.” Erin smiled and nodded. “I love you, Daniel. Deep in my soul. And even though I’m not a perfect example of what a girlfriend should be, I would like to be yours.”


  “I don’t think so.”


  Erin’s jaw dropped open, and Daniel lifted it gently. “I don’t need a girlfriend, querida. I need a wife. A mother of my children. A strong woman who will love me and my many mistakes.” He pulled a black box out of his pocket and opened the lid.


  A sparkling one carat princess cut diamond sat high upon glittering platinum. “I need you to be my wife.” Daniel took the ring out and held out her hand. “Will you do me the honor?”


  “Daniel,” Erin breathed. Tears welled up and spilled over her lashes.


  “Enough tears, querida,” Daniel admonished gently. “I feel as though that’s all I’ve brought you.”


  “Daniel.” Erin slid the ring on her finger. “You’ve brought me tears of joy. You’ve healed my heart and given me love.” She looked at the sparkling ring on her finger and smiled up at him. “You honor me. And I will gladly be your wife.”


  He swept her close to him and hugged her tightly against his chest. “My love. My life.”


  “Our love. Our life,” Erin corrected him and lifted her head for his kiss.


  Chapter 12


  It was a madhouse. There was not another word for the chaos that spilled through Maria’s house. Children dashed to and fro while adults tried to herd them like small cattle. Even through the closed door behind her she could hear the laughter and shouts.


  Erin stood in Erica’s bedroom in front of a full-length mirror. She studied herself in the beautiful ivory wedding gown that had been Maria’s. Her hair was pulled back in a loose chignon with blonde tendrils curling about her face. Erica stood next to her in her white lace gown. She clutched a wicker basket with white flower petals in it. The small girl’s hair was a mirror image of her own.


  “You are beautiful.” Erica smiled up at Erin in the mirror.


  Erin fought back tears at the girl’s words. She turned around and sat on the bed. Then she patted the place beside her, and Erica joined her.


  “I have something that I wish to speak to you about.” Erin took a deep breath.


  Erica cocked her head to the side and studied her. “It’s important, isn’t it?”


  “Very.” Erin brushed her hand down Erica’s hair. “I’m marrying your Uncle Daniel today.”


  “Yes.” Erica smiled. “I’m glad.”


  “As am I.” Erin grinned at her. “But there is also something else very important that might happen today. But only if you want it.”


  Erica frowned. “What is it?”


  Erin took Erica’s hands in her own. “We love you, Erica. You and Juan both. Daniel and I have talked about it. We would like to adopt both of you. We would be your mother and father.” Erica’s silence unnerved her. Erin rushed on. “You wouldn’t have to call us Mama and Papa,” she assured Erica. “But you would live with us, and we would take care of the both of you.” Tears brushed her eyes, but she held them back. “I know it’s a lot to take in. And you don’t have to answer right now. We just wanted you to think about it.”


  “You would be my mother?” Erica studied Erin.


  “I would be your mother.” A tear slid down Erin’s cheek. “I would take care of you both with every breath in my body. We would be a family.”


  Erica launched herself at Erin and clung tightly to her. “You will keep us? You will love us?”


  “Yes!” Erin hugged Erica and smiled. “All of the above.”


  Erica sniffled against her dress. “I want you to be my mother. And Uncle Daniel is a good man. He will make a good father.”


  “The best father.” Erin rested her head on top of her new daughter’s. “We have the papers downstairs. But we wanted to make sure that it is what you both wanted.”


  “I’ve never wanted anything more.” Erica pulled back and tugged Erin’s hand. They both walked to the mirror.


  Erin felt as though her heart would burst. A husband. A daughter and a son. How did she become so blessed?


  “You finally listened to your heart, little one.” Kendra appeared in the mirror.


  Erin and Erica both spun around. The goddess stood there dressed in a pale blue dress of silk that swirled about her body. It was sleeveless and the bodice wrapped lovingly across her. Her blonde hair blew about her head as if from an unseen wind.


  Erin felt the connection immediately. Erica ran to the Goddess and hugged her tightly. “I hoped you would come. I drew another picture. I wanted you to see it.” She ran to her desk and rifled around through the pages until she found what she was looking for. She handed the piece of paper to Kendra and stepped back shyly.


  Kendra brushed the paper lovingly. Erin moved closer to look at it. Kendra was dressed as she was now. But there was a bright blue bracelet that adorned her left wrist. Tiny ancient symbols crisscrossed through the light and shone brightly. At Erin’s questioning look, Kendra lifted her arm.


  And there it was.


  The shock of power hit Erin with the force of a shove. Kendra reached out to steady her.


  “I have you to thank for this, Erin.” Kendra smiled. “You are an amazing woman. You have exceeded my expectations.” The smile faded. “But I need to know if you regret the exchange.”


  “I regret nothing.” Erin leaned forward to kiss Kendra’s cheek. “I wouldn’t change a thing. Not one minute of it.” She hugged Erica to her side. “I have a family now. I’m not afraid.”


  Kendra smiled and leaned down. “And what of you, little one?”


  “I’m going to have a mother and a father.” Erica nodded. “Erin promised.” Erica looked up at Erin with complete trust in her eyes.


  “Family is most important.” Kendra smiled. “And I have a gift for you this day, Erica. Would you like to see my sisters?”


  “Can I?” The girl’s eagerness was palpable. Her dark eyes lit.


  “They have seen your portraits, child. And they know you have a gift.” Kendra lifted her hand. “Join us, sisters.”


  Erin watched in awe as an invisible wind rippled through the room and settled. Tempest formed immediately in an emerald sheath. Her satin shoes adorned with diamonds that matched perfectly. Her blue eyes didn’t miss a thing as the girl squealed and rushed forward to speak to her. Tempest glanced up at Erin and winked.


  Wilda came next in a bright red flash that took Erin’s breath away. The Goddess wore a crimson red pantsuit with short leather boots that flashed rubies. She pulled her hair back in a loose ponytail and grinned.


  “Show us your work, child.”


  Erica’s hands flew around her desk as the two Goddesses hovered over her every word.


  Erin sensed the clean smell of the earth before a large red rose appeared in the center of the room. The petals unfolded slowly to reveal Eden’s form. She wore a pair of jeans and a blue and green flannel shirt. She had on a pair of worn tennis shoes covered in dirt and a hat that she tucked her beautiful mahogany hair into.


  “I apologize.” She smiled and stepped forward. “I was working in the garden when Kendra called.”


  The woman’s beauty shone from her like a lighthouse on a foggy day. She walked over to the desk, too.


  “They’re incredible.” Erin looked at Kendra. “And I could feel them before they appeared. Is that part of what has happened?”


  “The gift we shared is powerful.” Kendra nodded. “We are linked for eternity, Erin. You will always have a part of me as I have one of you.” She motioned to Erica. “And we will watch over your little ones. You needn’t worry about someone else hurting her.”


  “I have Goddesses in my daughter’s room.” Erin sank to the bed with a goofy grin on her face. “I’m getting married today. I have a son and a daughter.”


  Kendra hugged her tightly. “You are blessed, Erin.” She sighed in regret. “We have to go now, daughter.”


  Three heads turned simultaneously. The Goddesses each placed a kiss on Erica’s head and walked to Kendra.


  They turned in tandem and smiled at Erin and Erica. Their voices meshed. “We wish you peace and joy. Abundance and balance. And a lifetime filled with love.”


  There was a small pop, and they were gone. It was a good thing Erin was sitting, or she would have fallen flat on her face.


  “You fit in.” Erica walked over and sat beside Erin. She took Erin’s hand into her smaller one and squeezed it. “And so do I.”


  Maria walked into the room five minutes later, smiling and bustling. “Ah, mijas. Are you almost ready?” She winked at Erin. “Your groom paces the floor like a caged tiger. I think he is a bit impatient.”


  “Grandma Maria.” Erica stood and moved forward. “I love you, but I have to move out.”


  Maria’s eyes met Erin’s, and Erin nodded. Maria rushed forward and gathered her granddaughter close. “That you do, mija. But you will see me often.” She kissed the top of Erica’s head. “You and Juan are always welcome here. And I think your new family will come to visit often.”


  Erin stood and folded the two females in her arms. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” Peace moved through her like a lazy river. She had a family. A home. A love that touched her through her pain. She stepped back and looked in the mirror again.


  “I don’t want to keep Daniel waiting, now do I?” She winked at Maria and then Erica. Erin straightened her shoulders and walked into her new life.


  * * * *


  Kendra cried as Daniel and Erin said their vows. Her heart filled to capacity when the children painstakingly printed their names on the adoption certificate. The bracelet on her wrist was powerful, yes. But she had seen the power of love in force.


  Tempest patted her back and handed her a handkerchief. “Cry, love. For you deserve it.” Her eyes lit on the happiness below them. “I have enjoyed this immensely. It gives one hope.”


  Wilda smiled at her sisters. “Two of us have succeeded, Tempest.” She brushed her titian hair back and nodded to Kendra. “Though one of us almost got herself killed.”


  Eden shook her head. “I swear if you try that, Tempest, I’ll bring you back from the dead and kill you myself.” Her brown eyes moved worriedly from Kendra to Tempest. She shook her finger. “Don’t think I don’t know what you are capable of.”


  “Oh, ye of little faith.” Tempest’s lips twitched. She glanced at Wilda and Kendra. “We knew it wouldn’t be easy.” She took a deep breath. Thoughts flew through her with a rapidness that would have dizzied her sisters. So quick to make a decision. It was always her way. And once she made the decision, she would stick to it until the end.


  Her heart skipped a beat as she thought of her past failures. She had been so close once. So very close. And then her mortal had chosen a path that took her away from her happiness. It had damn near killed Tempest.


  Their ascension was important. There was no doubt. But it was the investment from the Goddesses. It was the process of taking a person’s life and guiding them to an ending that would feed their soul.


  Wilda and Kendra had chosen wisely. Tempest’s mind flew back over their mortals and studied them. Her sisters chose women physically like themselves with personalities to match.


  What would she do with a mortal with a temperament to match her own? Tempest grinned. Probably send the witch flying through the air like that little girl in the mortal movie. A tornado was a definitive form of travel. Tempest bit back a chuckle. She was not an easy female. None of them were. But Tempest cloaked herself in stubbornness as much as Wilda preferred her red garments.


  Her sisters came through with flying colors. She could do no less.


  Tempest stood at the edge of the cloud and waved her hands in front of her. The clouds parted on a sigh and left the sisters with a view of the world below them.


  “Are you nervous?” Kendra whispered.


  Tempest arched an eyebrow and shook her head haughtily. “I am never nervous, sister.” She paused. “I am merely studying.”


  Maybe that was the key after all. Tempest frowned. A mortal like herself? God help her. If they didn’t kill each other in the first couple of days, they would probably be best friends. She bit her lip.


  So many women who needed guidance. Women who had a Goddess in them but had no idea how to set her free. Tempest watched for several minutes as the mortals conducted their everyday lives, oblivious to her scrutiny. There was a woman in Wyoming who had potential. Another in Maine who needed a helping hand.


  Tempest closed her eyes for a second. She needed a worldly woman. One who could embrace her life fully. One with a zest for life and all its possibilities. Her fingers tangled in her hair. Should she? An ebony-haired woman with a stubborn streak? Would the choice save her, or devastate her?


  Tempest closed her eyes and sent her soul soaring downwards into the midst of mortals. She could feel the indecision and insecurity. And then her thoughts snagged on a voice. A voice that could have cut glass with irritation so deep it seemed to be carved in every word.


  “That one.” Tempest pointed, and her sisters gathered close.


  Wilda looked slightly ill. “Um…Tempest?”


  “Yes, sister?” She turned and studied Wilda.


  “Does this mortal remind you of anyone?” Wilda’s green eyes were wide and unblinking.


  Tempest shrugged. “Not really.” She brushed her ebony hair back and smiled. “But I like her spirit.”


  “You’ll have your work cut out for you, sister.” Eden shook her head. “This one has buried her heart deep. Her head rules her world.” She looked at Tempest. “How do you propose to handle that?”


  Tempest waved her hand, and her blue eyes hardened in determination. “I choose her. She will come around. You’ll see.”


  Her three sisters peered down again, and shook their heads in unison.


  “Tempest.” Kendra sighed. “You may very well have met your match.”
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