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  Virtually Yours


  Love in the world of Virtual Reality. Where things are never as they appear. What happens when a woman falls in love with a virtual man?


  Perfect Timing


  The heart has a mind of its own. In any time. What happens when a small-town librarian is picked to be the subject study for a man from the future?


  Love An Anthology: “The Arrangement”


  The Portrait


  Hate: An Anthology: “What Goes Around, Comes Around”


  Whiskey Shots Vol. 2


  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.


  Water Goddess


  Erin Sanders is a school teacher with a past that has scarred her very soul. She is close to no one until a chance encounter turns her world upside down.


  Daniel Rodriguez is a man who knows what he wants. He’s a serene soul who feels drawn to Erin through a brief meeting and vows to find out more about her.


  But Erin has secrets that tear at her world.


  Daniel doesn’t heed Erin’s words or warnings. He vows to gently open her eyes to a world she didn’t know existed. A world where a man will give anything to be in her heart.


  Wind Goddess


  Sylvia Masters lives her life by numbers. She’s a wedding planner with an ambitious eye and a will to succeed. When Tristan Calhoun hires her to put together his sister’s wedding, sparks fly. He’s a man accustomed to giving orders and being blindly obeyed. Sylvia assures him that she’ll be the one giving orders and blindly obeying isn’t in the plan, either.


  Tempest, the Wind Goddess, must guide Sylvia to a happy future to ascend to a higher level. But it’s a tall order when the Wind Goddess finds herself trying to help a woman who is as stubborn as she is.


  Three powerful people. A couple who don’t know whether they want to kiss or kill each other. And a massive wedding to plan.


  It’s going to take a goddess.


  ~~To my mother, Iris Brown, an earth goddess in her own right.~~


  Author’s Note to Readers


  Dear Readers,


  I’m knocking on forty. A fact that both baffles and delights me. And with this age comes a great deal of self-examination. But the most important question I ask myself is this: Have I embraced all that I am?


  At twenty, I didn’t know who I was. At thirty, I thought I was sure but found out differently. So here I am almost a decade later truly well with who I am and the decisions I made.


  It’s not the twilight of my life, dearest readers. It’s the breaking of the dawn.


  I wish all of you the strength and determination to push past the boundaries and find yourselves no matter your age. Paint a masterpiece. Change the spark plugs on your vehicle. There is art and mastery in everything. Don’t sell yourself short. Ever.


  My best,


  Crystal Inman


  Prologue


  Tempest held her arm out as a jade green bracelet appeared on her wrist. She cooed and traced the symbols branded into the metal.


  “And aren’t you the prettiest piece of jewelry I’ve ever worn?”


  Wilda snickered. “You two need a moment?”


  Tempest’s head snapped back up. She glanced at her sisters. All of whom were trying desperately not to laugh. She held her head high and smoothed her dress. “I worked very hard for this.”


  “We know, sister.” Kendra smiled and then looked at Eden. “You are the last.”


  “I am.” Eden brushed her thick chestnut hair back from her face.


  Wilda walked over to Eden and put her arm around her shoulders. “The wisest of us all.”


  Eden snickered. “Well. The oldest. I have a feeling ‘the wisest’ is about to be put to the test.” She took a deep breath. “I have a confession.”


  Kendra’s light blue eyes widened. “A confession?”


  Wilda arched an eyebrow. “Well. This ought to be good.”


  Eden bit her lip. “Oh yes. It’s absolutely great.” She moved away from Wilda and faced her three sisters.


  Wilda wore a filmy ruby dress that left her arms bare. She let her hair fall in long waves down her back. Her green stare fixed on Eden.


  Kendra wore a light blue pantsuit that clung to her slender curves. Her hair worn pulled back into a long ponytail tied with a blue ribbon. Her light blue eyes were troubled as she looked at Eden.


  Tempest wore a jade sari with her hair unbound. She played with her bracelet and watched Eden carefully.


  It was almost too much.


  Eden smoothed down her own copper gown and turned from them. She pulled her thick hair back into a simple chignon and gathered her thoughts.


  They were bound to be furious. As would their father be, if he ever found out. What she had done was forbidden. But it had been necessary. Hadn’t she gone over her actions again and again until a headache formed?


  Eden turned back to her sisters. “I helped a mortal.”


  Wilda blinked. “That’s what we do.”


  Eden shrugged her shoulders. “This wasn’t exactly along the line of what we do.”


  “What exactly did you do?” Tempest looked scared but desperately tried to hide it.


  Of all the sisters, Eden bore the most responsibility. Always levelheaded. The peacemaker. She had been the glue that held the sisters together.


  She met each of her sister’s eyes in turn. “I saved one.”


  Kendra clapped her hand over her mouth. Tempest looked to be in shock. Only Wilda spoke.


  “Well, damn it all, Eden!” She strode over to her sister and scowled. “What possessed you? What in the hell were you thinking?”


  “I was thinking she needed to live.” Eden’s brown eyes snapped in fury. “I thought it was a damn shame that an eleven-year-old girl needed to give up her young life.”


  “Hold up.” Tempest paced. “So you stepped in and helped her.” She glanced up at Eden. “So what?”


  “She would have died.”


  The sisters gasped. Eden was right. It was forbidden. They could guide. But they couldn’t completely alter a mortal’s life. And Eden had done just that.


  “Oh. Shit.” Wilda sank into a seat that appeared under her. She rubbed her temple. “This is bad. This is extremely damn bad.”


  “I bear full responsibility.” Eden held her head high. “I would do it again.”


  Tempest growled. “Well, that’s damn peachy.” She walked over to Eden. “Was she worth it, Eden? To break the rules? To almost certainly be punished by Father?”


  “Every damn second.”


  Kendra spoke. “Tell us what you did.”


  Eden clasped her hands in front of her. “We always watch them. You know that.”


  The sisters nodded in unison.


  “It happened many years ago. I had been planting irises. I remember it so well.” Her brown eyes softened in memory. “I was down on my knees in the garden when I heard a small cry.”


  She looked at her sisters. “It tore at my heart. The sound.” She gestured helplessly. “It sounded like a soul dying.”


  Kendra shivered.


  Wilda nodded. “Continue.”


  “I dropped my trowel and willed myself to the clouds. When I looked for the mortal, I was frantic.” Eden shook her head. “I don’t know how to explain it. I had to find her. I had to do anything and everything in my power to help.”


  “And you did.” Tempest put her hands on her hips.


  “She had been broken,” Eden whispered. “A slip of a girl lying on the ground. She was unconscious as soon as she fell.” She looked at her sisters. Anguish in her eyes. “Her soul cried out to me. I couldn’t turn from her.”


  “And then?”


  Eden looked at Kendra first. And then Tempest and Wilda. “The mortals gathered around her. They knew it had been a horrible accident. Her right leg.” Eden took a breath. “It was crushed. The girl had been riding a horse when it occurred. The horse fell and rolled onto her. Her head hit the ground so hard that her brain bled. She would die. And I couldn’t let her.”


  “Why this girl?” Wilda demanded. “Why did you jeopardize who you were for her?”


  “She’s a part of me.”


  Her sisters gasped. No less than what Eden expected. As many mortals as they had helped through the centuries, not one had mattered enough to break the rules for.


  “Explain,” Tempest demanded.


  “I looked at her. Through her,” Eden explained. “There was a connection between us. A mortal girl who knew nothing of goddesses. And the Earth Goddess who knew nothing of mortal girls.”


  “What did you do?” Kendra asked softly.


  Eden smiled at Kendra. Of the sisters, she knew Kendra had the softest heart and would understand the easiest. “I mended her brain tissue. I couldn’t wholly fix her leg because the mortals would have been suspicious. But I healed the leg as best I could. There were so many bones broken.” She dabbed at her eyes. “And I talked to her.”


  “I am so disavowing knowledge of this conversation when Dad finds out,” Tempest muttered.


  “She needed me.” Eden smiled softly. “So I sat by her bed when she was asleep and talked of nonsense.” Eden frowned. “Her parents ignored her, for the most part. They only came when the reporters did.”


  “Reporters?” Wilda frowned. “You took a lot of risks.”


  “I did,” Eden acknowledged. “And as I previously stated, I would again.”


  “What happened to her?” Kendra asked.


  “I’m glad you asked.” Eden stepped to the edge of the clouds and waved them away. Her sisters stepped forward to peer down at the mortal world. And then the woman appeared.


  The mortal knelt on a mat in front of her garden with a handful of bulbs and a trowel. Her short brown hair twisted and clipped in the back to keep it from her face. An old pair of blue jeans and a faded blue T-shirt clung to her curvy frame. She wore gardening gloves and swiped at the sweat on her brow periodically.


  The mortal dug with a single-minded purpose, her dark brown eyes intent on pulling weeds and placing bulbs in the rich dirt. A pitcher of lemonade and a single glass waited for her in the shade.


  The garden was a beautiful maze of landscaping. A wooden gazebo sat dead center in the middle of the lawn with an amazing handmade picnic table and benches.


  “How old is she now?” Tempest asked.


  Eden smiled. “She turned forty in the winter. A woman who has lived a full life. A strong spirit who has conquered many fears and believes all the hopes she had that never came true did so for a reason. She thinks she’s in the twilight of her life.”


  Wilda frowned. “That’s nice. But why tell us this now?”


  Eden smiled a secret smile. “Her name is May. And I choose her.”


  Chapter 1


  The bitch of it was standing up. May groaned and shifted until her weight rested on her left leg. Then she rocked a bit until she could find the strength to rise. She moaned a bit at the pain and grimaced. She’d overdone it. Again. Big surprise there.


  When she finally made it to her feet, May looked down at the small garden patch with a great deal of pride. She brushed her mahogany hair back from her face and absently wiped her hand across her forehead. Her dark brown eyes studied every hole she’d dug, and she nodded in approval. It would be gorgeous. She would see to it.


  May limped a bit over to the table that held her lemonade and gulped down the tart goodness she couldn’t seem to live without during the spring and summer. The liquid hit her throat with a refreshing coolness that seemed to signal the beginning of another season for her. Lemonade and gardening. Two of her favorite things.


  She finished one glass and poured herself another. May eased herself into the nearest chair and closed her eyes. Starting earlier in the morning worked better for her. The sun only now covered most of her yard.


  It’s a good day.


  The birds chirped, and the bees buzzed happily around her yard. May let the sounds wash over her with a satisfied smile on her face. Spring a time of new beginnings. She always felt refreshed and more alive this time of year. So many possibilities. She inhaled deeply.


  The earth. The smell unlike any other. It clung to her now. On her hands and clothes. More than likely across her forehead and cheeks. For some reason, she couldn’t get enough of it. May mourned the fall and winter when the only gardening she could really do was inside her house. There were several dozen houseplants at any one time in her home.


  And the sun. May sighed and stretched her hand out to feel the warmth on her skin. After being in and out of hospitals for most of her adolescence, the sun was a gift. It meant she was alive.


  A slight breeze stirred the air, and she sighed. It couldn’t be much better. She let the peace wash over her.


  “No!” a child screamed.


  May knocked her hand against her glass of lemonade, and it spilled along the top of her small table. She grabbed the glass and righted it quickly. Her dark brown eyes shot open to see exactly where the earsplitting shriek came from. A towhead little girl stood right by the open gate and put her hands on her hips. She looked up at the man who approached her with a stubborn look May was sure she wore quite often. The girl couldn’t have been more than a little over a year old. Her blond curls were short and bounced haphazardly on her small head.


  “Billie!” the man said sharply and shot May an apologetic look. “I’m so sorry.” He moved forward and scooped the little girl up. She promptly let out another lengthy shriek. The man grimaced and situated her comfortably on his hip. As comfortable as he could with a squirming, screaming child.


  May smiled. “Your daughter?”


  “Niece,” he said shortly. Eyes the color of hot cocoa studied her. He sighed. “I had hoped to introduce myself under better circumstances.” He stilled the child with a sucker he obviously kept in his jean pocket for emergencies. Miracles of all miracles, the girl popped the sucker in and laid her head down on the man’s shoulder.


  “Chandler Hughes.”


  He extended his hand, and May accepted it with a smile.


  “May Fairchild. Pleased to meet you.”


  “I really am sorry.” Chandler patted Billie on the back. “This one’s a little escape artist. I had the moving men bringing my things in the front door. She was in her playpen. I know she was. I blocked the stairs off. The next thing I know, she shot out the door and over here.”


  “You bought the house next door?”


  “Yes.” Chandler smiled. “It’s a lovely old home. Just what I had been looking for.” He frowned when he saw the mess on the table. “I’m so sorry. I’ll keep a better eye on her from now on.”


  May smiled. “No problem, Mr. Hughes. These things happen.”


  “And the screaming.” He shook his head. “She doesn’t have much of a vocabulary yet, but she doesn’t do anything by half-volume.”


  May tilted her head to the side. “I imagine it can be extremely frustrating to not have the words to communicate your needs or wants.”


  Chandler smiled in relief. “Yes. Exactly.” He grinned conspiratorially. “Most adults don’t realize that. They simply hear the shrieking. And I’m not fond of it, myself. But I think that sooner than later, little Miss Billie here will be talking everyone’s ear off. Just like her mother.” He motioned to the chair beside May. “May I have a seat?”


  “Help yourself.”


  “Thanks.” Chandler eased himself into the seat and situated Billie again. She sighed once and then began to suck on her lollipop again. “My sister, Amanda, works during the day and goes to school at night.” He tapped his fingernails on the glass top of the table. “I imagine you’re bound to hear more of Billie than you would ever have imagined.”


  “You have her every day?”


  “No.” Chandler chuckled. “Amanda drops Billie off at a friend’s house Thursday and Friday.” He patted the little girl again. “I need some time to work. I put together video programs. My home is my office.”


  May studied the young man in front of her. Good manners dictated she offer him a glass of lemonade. But that would mean wedging herself out of her chair and hobbling to the kitchen. Not exactly the first impression she wanted to leave him with. She bit her lip and smiled. “Would you like a glass of lemonade?”


  “That would be great!” Chandler smiled enthusiastically.


  May forced a smile and placed her hands on the arms of her chair. She pushed herself up and dragged her right leg a little to the left so she could maneuver around the chairs. “I’ll be right back.”


  She could feel his eyes on her as she limped into the house. May stiffened her spine. Sooner or later, he would see her disability. May as well get it the hell over with early. She grabbed a glass out of her cabinet and turned to walk back to the yard.


  Her right leg was killing her. The old scar ached like an infected tooth. Maybe she should have wrapped up her gardening session a bit earlier.


  May slid the patio door open and shuffled outside. She set the glass down and poured the lemonade slowly.


  Chandler grinned up at her. “I appreciate this. I don’t have anything unpacked yet. Haven’t made it to the grocery store. I was about to break out a sippy cup.”


  May eased herself into her own chair and chuckled. “That would have been a pity.”


  “That’s what I thought.” Chandler swigged the lemonade and smiled at her. He motioned to the yard. “This is stunning. Did you do it all yourself?”


  “Every bit of it.” May poured herself another glass of lemonade. She took a sip and studied the man in front of her.


  He looked to be in his mid to late twenties. Short dark brown hair and eyes. A nice build for a man who proclaimed to work from his home. Sturdy. Compassionate if he was willing to sacrifice his time for his sister and niece. He wore a pair of dark blue jeans and a green short-sleeved T-shirt.


  Good neighbor material. Someone she could rely on for a cup of sugar or maybe a tool she didn’t have and needed.


  “I didn’t mean to take up your time.” Chandler stood and smiled down at her. “I still have a lot to do. More things to unpack than I ever thought possible.” He smoothed Billie’s hair down. “Thanks again for the lemonade.”


  “My pleasure.” May smiled and watched as Chandler let himself out of her yard. He made sure the latch engaged before he waved a little above the top of the fence and disappeared.


  It had been interesting.


  May expected all sorts of questions about her leg. How did it happen? When did it happen? Not a peep out of her new neighbor. Most people absolutely fell all over themselves to pry into her injury.


  May took another sip of her lemonade. It would be nice to have someone close by she could trust.


  * * * *


  She sat outside for another hour before she stood shakily and stretched. Gardening her passion, accounting her job. May limped back into the house with the glasses inside the empty pitcher. She slid the patio door open and shut it behind her.


  The air conditioner wasn’t on yet. Too early for that. But May felt gritty and needed to take a shower before she sat down in her office to begin her professional day. She brushed the hair back from her face and set the dishes in the sink. Perhaps a bath this early afternoon. Her right leg ached like a son of a gun. Maybe if she soaked it long enough, she could forgo the damn pain pills.


  She hated them. They reminded her of all the things she would never do again. Her past with the door firmly shut and locked behind her.


  May stripped on the way to the bathroom and let her feet sink into the plush robin’s egg blue carpet. Her walls were a couple of shades lighter with several pastel portraits and garden scenes that tapered down the hallway to her room.


  She passed by the stairs and didn’t even look up. The second floor more of a storage space than anything else. The stairs were a bitch to traverse especially when her leg gave her fits. She would just stay on the ground floor and deal with the torturous stairs when she had to.


  The clothes hamper a lovely wicker with a pink and blue floral top. May flipped the lid open and threw her clothes inside. She glanced at herself in the large sink top mirror and groaned.


  She had dirt all over her forehead and cheeks. Her new neighbor probably thought she was some kind of hillbilly. The thought tickled her so much that she couldn’t help but laugh aloud. Even Billie had been cleaner than she had been.


  May bent over and turned on the faucets to the tub. She admired the flow of the big garden tub with the sweet pea candles on the edges. Lovely. A nice place to sit, reflect, and prune to her heart’s desire. She made sure the temperature was fairly hot before she sat down on the edge of the tub. She rubbed her right leg absently at the familiar ache.


  The scar looked hideous. A thick, rigid, raised line of skin from her right inner thigh to mid-calf. An inch thick in some places and less than a quarter-inch in others. The doctors assured her how lucky she had been not to lose the leg.


  She had been lucky, hadn’t she? The fall she took from her horse could have killed her. The doctors were astounded she hadn’t suffered permanent brain damage. But all her faculties remained intact. It had been her body that paid the heavy price.


  May traced the scar for a second before she sighed heavily. The death of more than her nerves in her legs bothered her. That one accident forever altered her life.


  A promising acting career. A life in film. The entire course of her future changed.


  It wasn’t so much the acting she missed, but the choices that went with it. One fatal accident on a shoot, and no more acting.


  Never to act again. And never to ride a horse again.


  They’d had to put Sunshine down. Even the thought of her faithful pinto could bring a lump to her throat and a tear to her eye.


  May cleared her throat and turned the water off. She eased herself into the hot water with a hiss. With her body fully submerged, she laid her head back against the soft green pillow she kept there.


  The heat worked wonders for her aches and pains. It seemed to loosen some of the tension that everyday tasks tightened her body with.


  But the gardening had always been part of her life. No matter how much pain it cost her, she would never give it up.


  She’d given up too much already.


  May closed her eyes and let her mind wander. There were several accounts she needed to work on this afternoon. A financial plan for a local business. She couldn’t prune too long this afternoon. May grabbed a bath cloth and scrubbed her face until the dirt disappeared. She traced the small crow’s feet by her eyes and chuckled. Maybe a bit more make-up would make it less noticeable. Of course, who the hell notices anyway?


  She sank farther into the tub. No one. May grabbed her face cream and slathered it on. Forty certainly no spring chicken. She chuckled at the thought. And even with the cream, time always took its toll eventually.


  “No big deal,” she muttered as she wiped the cream off. May hooked the stopper with her toe and let the water drain slowly out of the tub. She grabbed the bar on her right and levered herself upright. The leg hurt a little less. Good. She stepped out of the tub and wrapped a large pink towel around herself.


  May brushed her hair out and clipped it back in a tight bun. She slathered lotion on her body and opened the medicine cabinet. The pain pills glared back at her.


  “Screw you,” she said and shut the cabinet again. She wouldn’t be a slave to the pills. No matter the pain.


  May gripped the bathroom sink with both hands to steady herself. When she felt a little better, she straightened and walked into her bedroom. The towel dropped on her bed and almost faded into the bold floral patters of her comforter.


  Her room existed as a testament to her love of flowers. There were vases on both dressers with fresh-cut flowers. Lilacs in one. Blue irises in the other. A large ornate mirror sat above the closest dresser. Her nightstand held her reading glasses, a floral lamp, and a stack of three books.


  Even though she worked from home, she wore more professional attire when she worked from her office. May took the soft blue pantsuit out and tossed it on the bed. Then she took out a soft white camisole set and put it on. No shoes. That wasn’t even a thought. Barefoot always worked best for her.


  May slid her clothes on and walked out of her bedroom and into the hallway. She picked up the remote control and clicked on some soft classical music.


  The kitchen looked homey and lived-in. A large butcher block table stood in the center with six wooden chairs surrounding it. Copper pots and pans hung from hooks above the table. The refrigerator and stove were a soft peach color. A fresh bouquet of flowers in a wicker basket sat on the windowsill that faced her garden. Fresh fruit in a white porcelain bowl sat atop of the table. May plucked a banana off the top and peeled it while she walked to the refrigerator. She snagged a small container of strawberry yogurt.


  The handles of each drawer were flowers. The tulips held her cutlery, and she slid the door open without even looking down and grabbed a spoon.


  What she wouldn’t give to have fresh fruit in her garden. May dipped into the yogurt and let her mind wander over the next part of her garden plan. She still needed to refinish the hand-carved patio furniture in the gazebo. Put a rock path from her back door to the gazebo and the left side of her garden where she eventually wanted a fountain.


  May ate her banana and yogurt with her mind a million miles away and then threw the peel and container away. She moved away from the table she leaned on and cursed softly at the pain that shot through her leg.


  Time for the next stop. Her office.


  May limped slightly into her office and looked longingly at her brown leather chair. Only a few more steps. She reached it and sank into it with a sigh.


  Her desk always a bit messy. May smiled and turned her computer on. It blipped and clicked while she grabbed a diet soda out of a small refrigerator behind her. Folders in half a dozen hues sat on her left. All her writing utensils on her right. And various post-it notes littered the desktop.


  May had a small office supply fetish. She grinned and grabbed her favorite pen from its holder. A red enamel pen with a medium point. Silver filigree ran from the top of the pen halfway down.


  She logged onto her computer and brought up the accounting program. Then she started her professional day.


  * * * *


  May understood numbers. Seemed to be a gift to her. Put them in the right order, balance them, and it always worked out. People were much harder to get to add up. She perused the numbers for the new floral business and smiled. The proprietors seemed to have a good head on their collective shoulders. Low overhead. Nice business plan. Just a few tweaks, and there would be a profit in a little more than a year. One of the women approached her a week ago and asked if she could take a look at the project.


  That one now well in hand, May shuffled the papers and took a sip of her diet soda. Spring had always been a great season for preparing business accounts. Tax season fairly over. All her clients had their taxes prepared and already sent off. One more worry they wouldn’t have.


  May plucked a yellow folder from her stack and opened it. Spades Hardware had financial difficulties. Rising gas prices and a slow economy were taking a toll on the town’s oldest hardware store. She ran her fingers over the numbers and frowned.


  There would be no easy way to break it to the owner. They would have to reduce their staff. May sighed. Just what the small town needed. A lay-off at one of the biggest employers. She rubbed her temple. Damn it all. Surely there had to be another way.


  She pulled out more papers and studied them closely. Perhaps they could consolidate trips for supplies. Pare the supply run to one day a week. Her light brown eyes squinted, and she sighed. May took out a pair of reading glasses and put them on. The numbers became clearer instantly.


  She studied three or four more papers. They could cut out overtime. Hire a few high school employees to help out after school. May ran her fingers through her hair and nodded. It might work. And all the old-timers at the store wouldn’t have to worry about an early retirement or an end to their salaries.


  May pushed back from her desk and slid her glasses from her face. She set them down on the edge of her desk and breathed deeply. Almost five. Her stomach growled in protest, and she chuckled. Who needed a clock when her internal clock always told her the time?


  Even as a little girl, she had no use for alarm clocks. When May told herself to wake up, she did. When her stomach growled, she would reach inside and know the time. Used to drive her parents crazy.


  May steadied herself and eased upright with a small groan. Time to wind down for the night. Grab a bite to eat and enjoy the evening. She limped into the kitchen and grabbed a loaf of bread from the breadbox. Then she added chicken breast, lettuce, tomato, and purple onion. May tilted her head to the side and studied the mayo and mustard. One obviously had to be a little better for her.


  May shrugged and grabbed the mayo. She spooned a bit on the top of her bread and laid the sandwich on a paper plate. Then she shuffled to her pantry and opened the door.


  So many choices. May put her hands on her hips. She already blew it with the mayo. May as well have some fattening chips to go with it. Her lips twitched as she grabbed the sour cream and onion bag. The chips fell onto her plate, and May grabbed a folded one. They were her absolute favorite.


  She munched contentedly and refolded the bag. Then May grabbed her drink and opened her patio door.


  Twilight still many hours away, but the peace enfolded her instantly. A gorgeous evening. May bit into her sandwich and wiped her mouth with a paper towel. She leaned back in her chair and folded her legs at the ankle.


  Music would be nice, but May listened to the music of the evening. Crickets chirping. Birds singing. Bees buzzing. An occasional car would pass, but mostly the simple sounds of the night. May finished her sandwich and washed it down with the last of her can of soda. She sighed contentedly and crossed her arms behind her head. Her eyes closed slowly.


  “Uh uh.”


  May popped one eye open, and her lips twitched. The escape artist stood in her yard while an exasperated uncle tried quietly to motion the child over to him. Chandler made shushing noises and crawled over on his hands and knees to retrieve the small girl.


  She shrieked and scooted backward.


  Chandler cringed and looked up to meet May’s eyes.


  “I’m so sorry.” He apologized and stood up. “It’s bath time. And little Miss here doesn’t want one.” He rolled his eyes. “I’m thinking of belling her. Every time I turn around, she’s taken off.” His brown eyes studied his watch. “I have half an hour to make her presentable, or Amanda will read me the riot act.”


  Billie picked a handful of grass and smiled at her uncle. Then she stuck it in her mouth.


  Chandler shouted and ran over to her. He dug the grass out and shook his head. Then he scooped her up and sighed. The little girl immediately began to cry.


  May studied the pair with a small smile. She would never be a mother, but she had a soft spot for little ones.


  “Mr. Hughes.”


  His chocolate eyes met hers. “Chandler, please.”


  “Chandler.” May smiled. “I happen to have a very nice large tub upstairs. You wouldn’t have to trip over moving boxes to get to it. And I think I may have some toys little Miss could entertain herself with while you scrubbed her.”


  Relief washed over his face. “You’re a lifesaver, May. A real lifesaver.” He checked his watch again. “I’m rather running out of time. I’ll go and grab her nightclothes. Be back here in five minutes.”


  And then he took off through her gate.


  May shook her head. Poor man. Must have been a whole new world when Billie learned to walk and found out she could make her way anywhere she chose. May rubbed her leg absently and waited for her neighbor to return.


  Exactly three minutes later, Chandler came back into her yard with a struggling little girl and a handful of clothes.


  “We’re ready.”


  May nodded and pushed up from her chair. She rubbed her leg and hobbled to the patio door. “The second bath is up the stairs and to the right. You can’t miss it.” She led the pair to the steps. “Towels are in the cabinet. There’s tear-free shampoo and a couple of toys in a basket in the linen closet. Help yourself.”


  Chandler took the stairs two at a time and disappeared upstairs.


  May walked slowly back into the kitchen and cleaned up her slight mess. She glanced at the clock. Almost six-thirty. Chandler better do some fast scrubbing. May sat at her kitchen table and waited.


  Chandler came back into the kitchen at six thirty-five. He carried a sleeping girl in his arms. The toddler smelled of gardenias. The man now soaking wet.


  “I’ll drop Billie off and be back to clean up the, um, small mess we made upstairs.” He shuffled his feet and grinned shamefacedly.


  May chuckled. “Not a problem. Have you had dinner yet?”


  “No.” Chandler sighed. “I planned to order some pizza after Billie left.”


  “I can whip you up a sandwich.” May motioned to the clock. “You won’t have to fight the moving boxes, and you might actually unwind after your busy day.”


  Chandler’s eyes darkened as they studied her. “You would do that for me?”


  “Sure.” May smiled. “What are neighbors for?”


  “I’m a blessed man.” Chandler shifted Billie to his other arm and walked quickly through the patio door. He glanced back over his shoulder. “Be back in ten.”


  May stood and whipped up a dry sandwich. She would ask Chandler his preference when he came back. She threw together a small salad and looked in the refrigerator to see if she had a beer to offer him. There was an unopened six-pack on the bottom shelf. Her neighbor was a lucky man, after all.


  May put everything on the plate and turned to place it on the kitchen table when Chandler tapped on the patio door. She motioned him inside.


  He glanced at the plate with gratitude written all over his face. Then he looked at May. “If you ever need an organ or anything like that, I’m your man.”


  May chuckled. “What would you like on your sandwich? I had no idea so I left it dry. I also have some beer in the refrigerator if you’d like some.”


  “Do you have mayo?” Chandler sat at the table and smiled. “And a beer would be heavenly.”


  May set the mayo down and shook her head as Chandler slathered it on. Then he twisted the top off of his beer and took a swig. May put the mayo up and sat down.


  Chandler took a large bite of the sandwich and groaned in appreciation. The sound so sincere that May threw back her head and laughed.


  Chandler swallowed the bite and grinned at her. “So you make a habit of rescuing needy men?”


  May chuckled. “You’re hardly needy. A bit overbooked, perhaps. But you’ll settle in soon enough.” She took a sip of her soda. “Most of the neighbors are elderly. You’ve fallen into the senior neighborhood of the Midwest.”


  Chandler waved his hand. “Not really. Some of them, yes. But you and me? Hardly a part of the geriatric set.”


  May arched an eyebrow. “I’m quite a few years older than you, young man.”


  Her guest snorted and almost choked on his bite. “You’re what? Mid-thirties? Hardly able to collect social security.”


  May studied her neighbor. “That’s rather flattering. But I’m forty.”


  Chandler stopped in mid-chew and studied her. His chocolate eyes started at her hair and moved down her face. He stopped at every feature, and then his eyes moved southward over her body. Or as much as he could see from the tabletop up.


  May flushed and narrowed her eyes.


  Chandler finished his bite and washed it down with the beer. “You look great. Forty or no. Don’t put yourself out to pasture yet, May. You’ve still got a lot of living to do.”


  “And how old are you, Chandler?”


  “I’m twenty-seven.” The young man took a bite of his salad and smiled. “Old enough to know better…”


  “…But young enough not to care.” May laughed aloud and shook her head. “Incorrigible, that’s what you are.”


  Chandler shrugged easily. “Gotta have a hobby, May. Life is too short to sweat the small stuff.” He finished his sandwich in silence and then polished off his salad.


  May handed him another beer, and he drank deeply.


  When he finished, he stood and took his plate to the sink. Then he calmly washed it over May’s protests. Chandler grinned. “I’m hitting the upstairs bathroom after this.”


  “You’re a guest,” May protested.


  “I’ve invaded your home three times today.” Chandler washed the plate and cutlery and rinsed them. Then he dried his hands off on the nearest dish towel. “That’s considered dating in some countries.”


  May stared at Chandler in shock. He glanced over at her face and chuckled. “Relax, May. I’m teasing.”


  The shock slid into anger. “Obviously.” She stood stiffly.


  Chandler shook his head and walked over to her. “Believe me, May. When I ask you out, you’ll know it’s just that.” He smiled and walked toward the stairs.


  May watched him go with wide eyes and a racing heart. He’d said “when.” Like somehow they both understood that he would ask. May sank back into her chair and studied the empty chair closest to her.


  Her guest appeared fifteen minutes later with a satisfied smile. “All remnants of a rambunctious toddler are now erased from your upstairs bath.” Chandler waved as he walked to the patio door. “Take care, May. I’ll catch you later.”


  And with that, he was gone.


  May looked after him quizzically.


  Chandler Hughes was practically half her age. A man with a full life ahead of him. She was a spinster for all intents and purposes. May didn’t want to date. Didn’t want to tie herself to another. And how could she hope to keep up with a twenty-seven-year-old man?


  May rubbed the scar on her leg and stared into the distance. She couldn’t. She wouldn’t. And that was the end of that.


  Chapter 2


  May rolled over in bed and glared at her ceiling. Barely six. She could feel it. Lately, she’d been lucky to squeeze in seven whole hours of sleep. And her body paid the price. She felt exhausted. The sun hadn’t even made an appearance yet. Hell, even the birds were still sleeping.


  “Damn it,” she muttered and rolled over. May squeezed her eyes shut again. No good. She was well and truly awake.


  May tossed the comforter back and lay there some more. Murdering an hour would be easy. She could simply toss and turn and curse some more. What fun.


  “To hell with it.” May rolled over and maneuvered her feet to the floor. Her pastel yellow pajama set had ridden high on her legs while she tossed and turned during the night. The spaghetti strap top fell off one shoulder.


  “I’m well and truly tore up this morning,” she mumbled and groaned. It had been a night of too many thoughts and not enough rest. And the nightmare.


  May shuddered. She hated the nightmare. And it had come back with more and more frequency. Pinned beneath the horse. Her right leg crushed and bleeding through her riding pants. May pressed her fingertips to her eyes. Just a memory. A time that passed. It had no more bearing on her life now other than the lovely scar that marred her entire right leg.


  May pulled her pant legs down and stood unsteadily.


  Breakfast first. Then a round or two in the garden. Lunch and accounting. The routine she had day in and day out.


  She shuffled out of her bedroom and into the long hallway that led to the kitchen. The ivy started to grow beyond its container. May traced the leaves and smiled. Pretty soon she could plant it on the backside of her gazebo and enjoy it all summer long.


  The starter plants still hadn’t sprouted at all. May frowned and dug her finger into the dirt. Maybe a bit dry. A little water and a bit more food. She checked each and every plant before she stepped into her kitchen.


  A soft light shone through her window, and May pulled the curtains back. Up before the sun. Somehow, it didn’t thrill her all that much. Where had her love of the morning gone? She used to bounce out of bed at five and be on the set before six. Of course that had been several decades ago.


  May started her coffee and eased into the nearest chair. She propped her head on her hands and stared out the window. It would be a gorgeous morning. May stood and opened the window. She inhaled deeply. It would rain.


  She frowned.


  How she knew, there was no ready explanation. But before night fell, there would be rain. May glanced upward. No clouds as of yet. She turned and grabbed the remote. The television snapped on, and May poured herself the first cup of coffee for the day.


  The news anchors droned on and on while May foraged in her refrigerator for something to eat. Perhaps just a couple pieces of toast. She popped the two pieces of wheat bread in and waited.


  The meteorologist came on, and May turned the volume up. Twenty percent chance of rain. May closed her eyes and inhaled deeply again. More than that. She would bet on it.


  The toast popped up, and May slathered on real butter. She lay the toast on a small platter and sat back at the table. A slight breeze lifted the curtains and filtered through the kitchen.


  There wouldn’t be a lot of time in the garden this morning. Maybe a few transplants. Watering. The gazebo furniture would have to wait. May frowned. Never enough hours. Even when they were cut short by her erratic sleep patterns.


  May finished her toast and brushed her short brown hair back from her face. Still a bit chilly in the mornings. She’d grab a pair of old blue jeans and a T-shirt. She stood and walked slowly back into her bedroom.


  She had a lot to do before the rain came. Or at least as much as she could squeeze in. May yanked a pair of blue jeans out of her drawer and threw them on the bed. Then she reached into the next drawer and withdrew a wrinkly orange shirt with a nice bleach stain on the front. Perfect gardening accessories.


  May threw her nightclothes on the bed and pulled on a lovely maroon matching panty set. Her clothes may not be much to look at, but her lingerie, topnotch. The jeans were a little loose, and the shirt hung on her, but that didn’t matter much. As soon as she finished up, she would bathe and change clothes again.


  She pulled her hair back in a ponytail and slid her blue flip-flops on. Ironically, her toenails matched her underwear. May grinned and shuffled out to the back porch.


  She felt a definite nip in the air. The slight breeze lifted loose tendrils of her hair, and she shivered. As soon as she began to work in the yard, the breeze would feel heavenly. May pulled a mat out of a small storage bin in her backyard and threw it down on the ground on the backside of the gazebo.


  Weeds. She sighed and dug her fingers into the dirt.


  * * * *


  The first fat raindrop hit May right between the eyes. She lifted her brown eyes up to the heavens and scowled. It hadn’t even been two hours, and it would pour. This nonsense kept up, and she’d have a hell of a time refinishing her patio furniture.


  May grabbed onto the side of the gazebo and levered herself upright. The next cold raindrops came fast and furious. She ducked and limped back to the overhang of her porch. Okay. She didn’t hate rain. She actually loved it. When all of her chores were done, and she could enjoy it from the comfort of her office window. In the middle of a work session? Not so damn much.


  The gardening tools lay on her mat. May brushed back the loose hair back from her face and knew she would have to go back for them. No way would she leave them outside in the deluge.


  “Hell, hell, hell,” she muttered as she made her way over to them. The rain fell in sheets now, and her clothes clung wetly to her body as she ambled back toward the porch.


  May stopped under the overhang and glared at no one in particular. Hell of a time for a rainstorm. She planned on dividing her day again. Now it would be all work and no play. That really sucked.


  The patio door slid open quietly, and May stopped on the mat right inside. A bouquet of purple irises that bloomed haphazardly on a backing of sky blue. She dripped for another couple of minutes and swept her wet hair back from her face.


  Should have had the foresight to bring a towel with her. Now she would have to hazard walking on the floor with her wet feet. A recipe for disaster. May rubbed her temple. She started to shiver and scowled. She could either freeze to death or suck it up and walk across the tile.


  Damn it.


  The rain turned to storm as lightning flashed through her kitchen windows followed by thunder that rolled along the skies. Her whole house shook. May clenched her jaw and looked at the fifteen feet separating her from the rug and certain walking safety.


  If she took it slow, she would be fine. May shuffled forward and grabbed the butcher block table with her left hand. No sudden movements, and she would make it in one piece. The next flash of lightning and rumble of thunder seemed to be on top of one another. The sudden light and noise caused her to stumble a bit.


  “Brilliant,” she muttered. “Hobbling around my kitchen like an old woman. Scared I’m going to fall on my ass. And me without my handy emergency calling necklace.”


  The next lightning strike came as a brilliant white light that blinded her momentarily. And as the thunder boomed, the electricity went off. The kitchen went dark as midnight.


  “Son of a bitch,” she muttered in defeat. May’s shoulders slumped. “Just shoot me.” Navigation in the light, iffy. Navigation in the dark, suicide.


  The patio door slid open, and she jumped.


  “May?”


  Chandler’s voice floated eerily over to her. “Are you here?”


  “Over here.” She fought the embarrassment of being caught like a fish out of water. A flashlight came on, and she was nearly blinded again at the sharp light.


  “Sorry.” The light dropped down from her face. Chandler moved forward and put the flashlight on the table by her. “You okay?”


  “Grand,” she bit out.


  “You’re soaking wet.” Chandler shook his head. “I’d have Billie with me, but Amanda swapped her days off around. I think they were supposed to go to the zoo today.” Another lightning strike. “They may have to settle for the museum.” The thunder boomed. “Probably a good thing she’s with her mother today.”


  May shivered. There was pride. And then there was stupidity.


  “Chandler?”


  “Yes?”


  “Could you please help me over to the carpet?” May’s cheeks reddened, and she felt glad of the darkness.


  “Of course.” He quickly walked over to her and hooked his arm around her waist.


  His spicy scent filtered through her senses. The strength of his body balanced out the weakness of hers. He pulled her a little tighter to him and directed her over to the carpet. The lightning and thunder warred with each other outside while May cursed the weather and her ineptness at simply walking.


  When they reached the carpet, Chandler kept his arm around her, and May attempted to disentangle herself.


  “Thanks.”


  Chandler brushed his hand over her wet head. “You need a hot bath. Let me grab my flashlight real quick.” He was gone from her side before she could reply that her flashlight sat just a couple of feet away in a drawer.


  He came back quickly and hooked his arm around her.


  “I’m fine now.”


  “Nonsense.” Chandler rubbed his right hand up and down her arm while he guided her through the living room. “You’re freezing. I can feel the goosebumps. Here. Take the flashlight.”


  They walked together through the living room, and May pointed to her bedroom door. Chandler helped her to the doorway, and she moved away from him. “I appreciate the help. But I believe I can take care of the rest of it. You’re welcome to wait here until the electricity comes on. I have a weather radio in the kitchen. You may want to turn it on.” May shut the door and then leaned heavily back onto it.


  She wasn’t shivering from the cold. More to it than that. May clenched her fists at her side. Being pressed up against her young neighbor. And wasn’t she just a dirty old woman to even entertain thoughts like that?


  May snorted and stripped out of her clothes in the dark on her way to the bathroom. Spring storms weren’t uncommon for their area. But the suddenness of this one had been rather odd. “Twenty percent, my ass,” she muttered.


  She grabbed a couple of towels and put them on the floor before she walked across it and turned on the water to the tub. Then she lit the dozen candles propped up around the tub. Probably shouldn’t be taking a bath in this weather, but May would be damned if she stayed in her freezing clothes another minute and didn’t at least try to warm up.


  The water ran hot, and May eased her body into it with a satisfied sigh. Oh yes. This is much better. And maybe Chandler would be gone when she finally eased out of the heavenly water. Probably wouldn’t be much longer and the electricity would come back on.


  But it still wasn’t on as she pulled the plug on the tub and stepped out. May grabbed the nearest towel and wrapped it tightly around herself.


  She felt so much better. The awkwardness with her neighbor would go away. Really nothing to it. So he was young and smelled all nice and spicy.


  “Dirty old woman.” May chuckled and shook her head. That would certainly put an end to his rescue efforts on her behalf. She shuffled out of the bathroom and onto her bedroom carpet. The flashlight lay on her dresser, and she turned it on and shone it toward her closet. Walking around looking like a bag lady not an option. Not that it would matter anyway.


  May scowled and dropped her towel. “Screw it,” she muttered. “I’ll wear whatever the hell I want.” She walked slowly to the closet and opened the door.


  “May!”


  She shrieked and stepped into the closet.


  “Are you okay?”


  “Fine,” she croaked as her pulse raced. “Just let me get dressed, okay?”


  “Sure.” Chandler’s footsteps faded down the hall.


  “For the love of God.” May trembled as she pulled down a peach cotton pantsuit. She stepped into it and pulled her thick hair back in a damp ponytail.


  The storm still raged on outside. Lightning flashed every couple of seconds, and the thunder seemed to be a never-ending torrent of rumbles.


  May dressed quickly and blew out the candles in the bathroom. She kept the flashlight clenched tightly in her hand as she left her room and ventured back toward the kitchen. Lack of electricity not much of a bother when she started to worry whether one of the lightning strikes would spark a fire.


  The storm raged loudly outside. The only sound inside the weather station on the radio informing them that they were in a severe thunderstorm warning.


  “You think?” Chandler mumbled and scowled.


  May chuckled, and he looked up. She bit back her laughter. Tufts of dark brown hair stuck up on his head where she could tell he yanked on it. More than likely from frustration and fear. He had found her stash of candles and had lit at least half a dozen of them around her kitchen.


  “Where did you move from, Chandler?”


  “Wisconsin.” His brown eyes were worried. “Lots of snow. Not so much with the light show.”


  She nodded and moved into the kitchen carefully. “It’s beautiful, though, isn’t it? The brilliant white light and the earth rumbling in response?” May studied the stiff set of Chandler’s shoulders. He sat there beyond tense.


  “Let me make you something to eat. What would you like?”


  “How long do these things usually last?”


  The thunder rumbled so loudly the windows shook. Chandler’s hands gripped the top of the table so hard his knuckles were white.


  May reached in her refrigerator for some green tea and poured both of them a glass. No way in hell would she offer him coffee or soda. She’d have to peel him off the ceiling.


  “It depends on the size of the storm and the direction it’s going,” she replied easily and offered him a glass.


  He took it and smiled gratefully. “Not only is your neighbor a bit needy, he seems to greatly dislike storms.”


  May patted his other hand. “All of us dislike something. It won’t last forever.” She started to move her hand when he turned his over and threaded his fingers through hers. She glanced up, startled.


  Chandler’s dark brown eyes were intense in the dimly lit kitchen. “Thank you, May.”


  The warmth from his hand matched the warmth she felt in her chest.


  Bad idea. Very bad idea. May tried to tug her hand back, but Chandler only smiled.


  She arched an eyebrow and looked at their hands. “It will be rather hard to make you something to eat with only one hand.”


  He shrugged. “You could probably manage.” But he moved his hand from hers and kept smiling at her.


  May shook her head. “Do you have a preference for lunch?”


  Another large boom of thunder shook her windows.


  What color there was in Chandler’s face bleached right out.


  “Anything,” he croaked and quickly cleared his throat. “Um…anything.”


  May turned back to her refrigerator and pulled out a couple of chicken breasts left over from dinner a couple of days ago. She took out lettuce, tomato, and a pesto. “You’re in luck. Ever had a panini?”


  “A what?”


  May looked over her shoulder and smiled. “A panini. If not, you’re about to. Never hurts to broaden your culinary horizons.” She paused. “Lucky for us, my stove runs on gas. Now settle back with your tea. This shouldn’t take very long.” May put all the ingredients on the counter between them. “Tell me about your work.” She pulled lettuce apart and waited for Chandler to speak.


  The wind howled outside. Tree limbs waved from the monsoon in the yard. May shook her head and tapped the counter lightly. “Chandler.”


  His head swiveled around to look at her, and those chocolate eyes were glazed over. “Huh?”


  “Your work. Enlighten me.”


  Chandler raked his hands through his hair once again and took a deep breath. “I design video games.”


  “Video games,” she prompted.


  “Sure.” Chandler smiled briefly. “Updated board games. Games anyone can play on his or her gaming system of choice. You ever played Backstreet Boogie?”


  May smiled, shook her head, and began to cut the tomato. “Can’t say that I have.” She chuckled. “What am I missing?”


  “It’s a treasure hunt of sorts.” Chandler leaned forward a bit with excitement tangible in his voice. “I designed a course that young players need to complete a series of dance moves using their controller to receive clues. It’s a great hand-eye coordination tool.”


  May bit her lip. “My hand-eye coordination is fine, thanks. But how do you come up with your ideas?”


  Chandler grabbed a slice of tomato and popped it in his mouth. He chewed thoughtfully. “They come to me. Sometimes I’m doing something else. Sometimes they come when I try to sleep at night.” He grinned. “But they always come.”


  “What are you working on now?”


  He shrugged easily. “Two or three ideas. I haven’t narrowed it down yet. There’s a lot of room to make your mark in this business.”


  “And have you? Made your mark, that is?”


  “I will.” Chandler’s dark eyes were serious. “Once I set my mind to something, I wouldn’t bet against me.”


  May’s fingers curled against the counter. She had the distinct feeling they had moved into murky territory. “I’ll make a mental note,” she responded lightly. She moved back to her stove and turned it on. “A couple of minutes and you will taste the goodness that is a panini.”


  “Can’t wait.”


  May looked out her kitchen window and studied the storm. Maybe half an hour more. It wouldn’t rain all day.


  “What are you thinking?”


  “Storm won’t last another half-hour.”


  Chandler glanced at her sharply. “How do you know? And are you saying that simply to ease my mind?” He smiled. “Not that it would bother me in the slightest.”


  May slid the sandwiches into the stove and turned around. “The worst of it is over. The thunder is farther away.” She took a sip of her tea. “You might want to look into getting a radio for yourself.”


  Chandler grinned and winked. “But then I wouldn’t experience a panini.”


  “Shameless,” May said with a grin. “Let me guess. You have every restaurant in a fifteen-mile radius on your speed dial.”


  “Thirty miles,” he boasted.


  May closed her eyes and shook her head. “They offer cheap cooking classes at the college. May want to look into those, too.” She opened her eyes and noticed Chandler staring at her. “What?”


  He opened his mouth to say something when the lights flickered back on.


  “Perfect timing.” May turned her back to him and slid the paninis out of the stove and onto a trivet designed with magnolia blossoms on it. She carefully cut the two sandwiches into large triangles and transferred them to plates.


  “Chips are best with these.” May slid the plate across the table to him. “What would you like?”


  “Do you have barbecue?”


  “Sure.” May rubbed her right leg absently and walked slowly over to the pantry. She opened the door and looked on the right side where she kept her chips and frowned. How in the blue hell did the barbecue chips get on the top shelf?


  She felt Chandler come up behind her. The heat of his body moved against her, and May shuffled a bit forward to put some room between them.


  “I hate to sound like a complete idiot.” May didn’t turn around but motioned to the chips above her head. “But I have no idea how in the hell those got up there. Can you reach them?”


  “Sure.”


  Before May could move out of the pantry, Chandler pressed up against her and reached over her to snag the bag from the shelf.


  Heat flooded her body. Chandler’s hard body pressed against her back totally wiped all thoughts from her head. His spicy scent washed over her again. He stayed pressed against her as he brought the bag down and put it in her hands.


  “There. Better?” Chandler’s breath moved over her ear.


  “Mmm hmm,” May murmured. No way in hell would she turn around and press herself against him. No. Way.


  But he didn’t move.


  “Um, Chandler?”


  “Yes.”


  “Your panini is getting cold.”


  A low chuckle rumbled through his chest and moved against her back. “Let it.”


  This is wrong. So wrong. Maybe Chandler has a thing for older women. Better to set him straight now than to have this continue.


  May drew a deep breath and turned around. Words deserted her. Traitorous bastards. Chandler stared at her. Simply stared while she tried to form the words that would put space between them.


  His thumb traced over her lips as her eyes widened. And then he lowered his mouth toward hers.


  Their lips met, and his brushed lightly back and forth against hers.


  May’s hands clenched and unclenched at her sides. He didn’t deepen the kiss. Chandler simply let his lips move across hers gently. When he moved back, May blinked rapidly. Thought was for rational people. Obviously, not her.


  Chandler smiled down at her. “Thanks for a lovely morning, May.”


  She cleared her throat. “You’re welcome.”


  He took the chips from her nerveless fingers and moved out of her way. “Want some?”


  “Chips?” She looked at him dumbly.


  “Sure.” Chandler opened them and sprinkled them across both plates. “You said they go best, right?”


  “Right,” she repeated. May tried to calm her rapidly beating heart and shuffled over to her side of the table. Distance. She needed distance. She would stay on her damn side of the table, and Chandler would stay on his. Perfect.


  The storm moved on quickly. The flashes of lightning and rumbles of thunder came farther between now.


  May sat down across from Chandler and watched him take a bite of his panini. That mouth. She bit her lip. That lovely mouth had been on hers minutes ago.


  Chandler chewed slowly and winked at her. “Tasty.”


  “Yes.” May swallowed convulsively and reached for her own sandwich. “I learned to make these a couple of years ago. It’s my fall-back meal. Easy and quick to make.” She quickly took a bite and ordered herself to quit looking at Chandler’s mouth.


  They ate in companionable silence until the last of the meal nothing but crumbs. Chandler sipped his tea and smiled at her. “I’m going to have to pay you back for these meals you keep making for me.”


  May’s heart tripped in her chest. “Not necessary.” She smiled. “That’s what neighbors are for.”


  “It would be my pleasure.”


  Chandler stood and cleared the table. When he came back, he stooped low and brushed his lips across hers again. “Thanks, May. I’ll look into buying one of those radios.” He smiled and walked out her sliding door seconds later.


  May touched her fingers to her lips. Is this the new thing young people do now? Are we that familiar with each other? Her fingers traced her bottom lip and remembered the feel of Chandler’s mouth on hers. Not an intimate kiss, but it left her unsettled.


  She would need to tell him at their next meeting that it wasn’t acceptable for him to kiss her at will. Maybe his generation thought it acceptable, but she didn’t.


  But what if it is something else?


  May’s pulse quickened. Maybe her neighbor was into older women. She clenched her fists on her thighs. She had no room in her life for any of that. Her two affairs when younger disabused her of that notion quickly. Both had been unmitigated disasters.


  College had been a time for experimenting and stretching boundaries. But it had been more than that for her. May’s adolescent years were consumed with hospital visits and rehabilitation. College had been a time to start over. To shape her life into what she wanted it to be. There were still residual checks from the television series she worked on as a child. They were more than enough to pay for her schooling.


  There had been excitement at first. Her parents didn’t know what to do with her after the accident. They couldn’t manage her career anymore. They simply let themselves drift farther and farther away from her. May had been raising herself for more years than she could remember.


  College meant she was an adult. She could make her own hours and finally cut the last ties to her family.


  And the men. May remembered her first visit to the college and watching a group of young men play football. Her heart raced. They were beautiful in a purely masculine way. The way their bodies moved in the sun. And so she sat and watched them for hours. Her young body ached with unknown possibilities.


  As the game wound down, she stood awkwardly and brushed the grass from her jeans. Better to leave early and avoid the awkwardness that would surely follow if she were there when they finished.


  May had turned away from the game and moved slowly back to the parking lot where she parked her car.


  “Hey!”


  May kept walking.


  “Hey!” Louder this time.


  May looked over shoulder. The man who played the quarterback position trotted over to her with the football still in his hands.


  “I’m Billy.” He stuck out his hand.


  “I’m May.” She blushed and put her hand in his. When he shook hers, she tried to keep her legs steady. She felt the strength in him.


  “Leaving already?”


  May nodded. “I’m here for a visit. I don’t start for another month.”


  “You have a last name, May?”


  “Fairchild.” She looked up at him and smiled. He was the epitome of a golden boy. Golden blond hair and rippling tan muscles on display under his black mesh shirt. His gray shorts emphasized the strength in his thighs. Her hormones tap danced simply in his presence.


  “I’m Billy Myers, Senior.”


  That translated to Billy Myers, Greek God.


  And the irony of it, he was. He was in the largest fraternity there. And he made it his mission to get to know May better.


  May sighed. It had been like a fairytale at first. Big, strong, sexy upperclassman falling for underclassman. But none of it had been real. Billy knew her identity long before she knew who he was. He charmed himself into her good graces and tried to manipulate her.


  Billy had been a sixth year senior. Something he neglected to tell her upfront. His money running out, he recognized her as the child star she had been. May was his gravy train. And she had been too stupid and enamored to know any different.


  They had sex.


  It hadn’t ever been love.


  The lights were always off, and May made sure to keep Billy’s hands away from her scar. A month after that, he hit her up for a large loan to pay for school books.


  A warning bell went off. She politely declined. And then he began to avoid her. And May knew. She packed up her belongings from her dorm room and moved off campus. She thought college would be different. But it had been the same. May was the meal ticket.


  The next two years were lonely, but May immersed herself in her studies. And the accounting came to her. She took as many classes as she could while retaining her sanity. When she graduated, she obtained a job immediately with a large accounting firm.


  They could’ve cared less who she was. As long as she balanced her numbers and kept up with her workload.


  May had been ambitious. She wanted to strengthen her skills. Polish her talent. And she had. May made a name for herself and soon one of the partners noticed her. Steve Blair. He was the exact opposite of Billy.


  Whereas Billy was light, Steve was dark. Dark hair and eyes. An olive complexion. And an accent that turned her insides to mush when he addressed her. He had only been made a partner for a couple of months before he approached her.


  May closed her eyes and remembered the meeting. She had been working late again. Eight hours not nearly enough for her. The balancing act consumed her. Make the numbers mesh. Look at the bottom line and make it work for her.


  It had been a productive day. She had stumbled across an account that could potentially save millions with a few tweaks. The folder lay on the stack of several in her inbox. They were all finished but the one she worked on now. But she learned early on that an empty inbox wasn’t good for her. Other associates were jealous. So she simply made it look like she was always backlogged.


  When Steve walked in, she had been immersed in the Banhurst account. The family owned a large horse ranch and wanted to identify and utilize every available tax break.


  Research had always been May’s forte. Whatever she needed, she would gladly look up. The information was there. She simply had to dig for it. And she did.


  There were four large textbooks across her small desk, and she scribbled furiously on her notepad.


  “Miss Fairchild.”


  May’s head whipped up, and her breath clogged in her throat. Steve Blair stood there in his designer suit and polished black shoes. Every hair in place. And that exotic mouth in a welcoming smile.


  She stood quickly. “Mr. Blair.”


  “Sit, sit.” His voice wrapped around her and soothed her nerves.


  If they were going to fire her, surely they would sit her down at one of their meetings and do it. Right?


  “Can I help you, sir?”


  He moved gracefully around the desk and patted her shoulder. “I simply wanted to see what our newest shining star occupied herself working on. Word is you’re the one to watch.”


  Pleasure pinked her cheeks. “Thank you, sir.” She sank back into her chair and tapped the books. “The Banhurst account.”


  “I see.” He leaned over and looked at the books spread before her. “Anything else I should know about?”


  May could have hit herself in the forehead. “These.” She quickly grabbed the folder. “I was working on the business account for Dialton.” She splayed the papers across her desk. “I’ve made notes where they could possibly save millions.”


  “Have you?” Steve’s voice warmed. “Is it okay if I look at these?”


  “Of course.” May shut the folder and held it out for him to take. The next thing she knew, their lips were pressed together and Steve’s hand had been in her bra.


  They hadn’t slept together that first night. But it hadn’t been long after that May would work late only to be visited by the newest partner. He gave her sex. She gave him millions of dollars in savings for the company.


  And she may have never realized it if not for overhearing one of the secretaries gossiping in the break room. The two blonds had their heads together, but May could hear every word by the coffeemaker.


  “I’m telling you. He’s the golden child. I’ve never seen someone rise so fast with this company.”


  “Oh, he rises fast all right.” The second blond licked her lips. “I can vouch for that during some of our dictation meetings.” She smiled.


  “Did you hear what he did with Dialton?”


  The second blond shrugged. “If that’s the day he earned his fifty thousand dollar bonus, I would say he had been a bit excited. Our meeting took nearly two hours.”


  The blood drained from May’s face.


  And all the pieces clicked together. Not only had Steve probably been screwing most of the staff, he used her.


  Fury lit in her suddenly, and she approached the blonds. “Excuse me, ladies.”


  Both heads turned.


  “You say Mr. Blair saved the company millions?”


  “Sure.” One of the women shrugged easily. “It went out in the newsletter. Big bonus. Corner office. All that.”


  The second woman smiled a Cheshire smile. “And he was rather happy about it.”


  May nodded. “Thank you.”


  She walked immediately to her office and bundled up all of her belongings. May took them to her car and typed up her resignation letter. Then she sent it to all the partners and carbon copied it to every manager in the building.


  Seconds later, she had been on her way to pick up a pint of chocolate chip ice cream.


  A month later, she moved and went into business for herself.


  Reality set in slowly. May didn’t need validation from someone else. She was damn good at her job. The last word she heard about Steve Blair was that he had been made a senior partner. No doubt he found another source of information. Men like him never changed. They simply found new victims.


  May shook herself out of her reverie.


  Well. That had been an unpleasant stroll down memory lane. All because her new neighbor decided to let his lips meet hers.


  She stood slowly and rubbed her aching leg. Well, whatever her neighbor wanted, he wouldn’t get it. She would make sure of it.


  Chapter 3


  The week passed quickly, and May made sure to try and weed as much as she could in the morning while the ground had still been moist. It simply made things easier. She emailed her proposal to Spades Hardware and waited for the owner’s reply. There were at least a dozen more accounts to deal with on her desk.


  May reached behind her and opened up the mini refrigerator. She popped the top on another diet soda and looked at her desk. Tomorrow, she would drive to the town’s newest business and meet with all the proprietors of the latest flower nursery. Today’s work almost done.


  The ache in her leg had been less fierce today, May was grateful. The day after the storm brought all sorts of pain that only a damn pain pill could alleviate. It rather pissed her off. She spent the entire day practically catatonic in her bed.


  May closed her eyes. Almost five. Time to call her professional work day done and go find something to eat. She cracked her eyes open. No news from her neighbor or his escape artist niece. It had been a quiet week.


  If it stayed dry, she would work on the furniture this weekend. Maybe price some stone at the local home improvement store. Get a feel for how she wanted to spend the next couple of days.


  She transplanted the ivy yesterday, and it now curled and meandered along the backside of her gazebo.


  “A good day,” she murmured and stood slowly. May grabbed her diet soda and shuffled to her kitchen. The temperatures were mild still. Not horrid heat to ruin her evening plans of dining on the patio.


  “And what do I want?” May frowned and pulled open the cabinets open. She cocked her head to the side. “And why does everything look like too much of a hassle or something I don’t want?”


  “Talking to yourself?”


  May shrieked and spun around as quickly as she could manage.


  Chandler stood there in a light blue T-shirt and blue jeans.


  “For the love of God!” May glared at him. “I realize you’ve been here a couple of times, but I would really appreciate a knock or something.”


  He nodded. “As would I. And I tried that. Twice. No answer. And here you are, quite obviously at home.” Chandler paused. “By the way, talking to oneself is a sign of intelligence and creativity.”


  May scowled and slammed the cabinet doors shut. Her mood went straight south when she realized how much she enjoyed looking at her neighbor. “Thanks for the insight. Is there something you need?”


  Chandler grinned and ran his fingers through his hair. “I’ve never seen you out of sorts. You’re usually in control of all situations. This is fascinating.”


  May took a deep breath to steady herself. No matter that she could feel Chandler’s lips on hers. Oh, screw this. “Listen, Chandler. Thanks for dropping by. And actually, there is something I’d like to talk to you about.”


  “Sure.” He nodded, and his chocolate eyes studied her. “After I make you dinner.”


  May blinked. “Pardon me?”


  “I,” Chandler thumped his chest once, “will endeavor to make you a meal. I have poison control on speed dial. No worries.”


  The laughter at his words bubbled up before she could stop it. “Oh, that’s rich. Thanks. An offer of dinner followed by the assurance of poison control on speed dial. Geez.”


  He shrugged easily. “I aim to please.” He walked over to her and tucked her hand in his arm. “I say we go over to Chez Hughes and see what I’ve got cooking.”


  Curiosity warred with caution. When was the last time she had a home-cooked meal made by someone else? May blinked. Had she ever?


  Chandler took advantage of her momentary lapse to propel her toward her own patio doors. He patted her hand reassuringly. “I’ve been working on this all week. And I think I’ve made sufficient progress.” He glanced at her. “It’s not fine dining, but I thought I could work my way up to that.”


  “I’m sure it will be fine.” May let him lead her across her yard and into his own. Chandler let go of her hand momentarily to open his side door. It led directly to his kitchen. May inhaled deeply. Well, whatever it is, it smells delicious.


  Earthy tones to match the man filled the space. May looked at all the shiny new appliances and the walnut table and cabinets.


  “This is nice.”


  “Thanks.” Chandler escorted her to the table and pulled out a chair. “I don’t spend a lot of time in here, but I’ve always been fascinated with throwing a meal together. I figured it couldn’t be any harder than designing a video game.” He grinned and opened the stove. “A pinch of this. A pinch of that. And here you have it.” He put the lovely meatloaf on the counter and winked at her. Then he lifted the lid of one of the pots on the stove and stirred something.


  “We are ready.”


  May watched with a smile on her face as he put her plate and silverware in front of her and lovely light brown napkins with a gold napkin ring. Then he set down two coasters and put two sparkling glasses on them.


  “You set a fine table.”


  Chandler chuckled. “Thanks. My mom knew how to pull out all the stops. That’s where I got the napkin rings.” He turned back to his stove and stirred another pot. “Okay. Want me to make your plate?”


  “Sure.” May handed the plate over. “But not too much.”


  Chandler loaded her plate up and then his own. He carried both back over to the table and sat down.


  There was a lovely piece of meatloaf surrounded by creamy mashed potatoes and fresh green beans. Chandler muttered and stood. Then he brought a small wicker basket over and lifted the towel off of it. Light brown buttered rolls steamed in front of her.


  “What would you like to drink?”


  “Do you have a nice red?”


  Chandler brought a bottle over and poured hers and then his own.


  May shook her head. “You’re a man of many talents. This is absolutely lovely.” She lightly salted her plate and then dug her fork into the potatoes.


  Chandler watched her eagerly.


  May smiled and gave him the thumbs-up sign.


  His sigh was audible. And then he began to eat.


  After a couple bites, May motioned to the plate. “How did you come to be a man who can put something like this together in a week?”


  “Cable.”


  May threw back her head and laughed. Too delicious. She lowered her head and wiped her eyes. “Cable?”


  “Sure.” Chandler took a sip of wine and shrugged easily. “I have a hell of a memory. I turned on one of the food networks and learned a bit about the culinary arts.”


  “It’s absolutely delicious.” May took a bite of her roll and shook her head. “I appreciate the repayment, by the way. And if I’d known you were capable of this, I would’ve asked sooner.”


  “Open door.” Chandler smiled and took another sip of wine.


  The food seemed to thicken in her throat. Now would be a good time to clear the air. May cleared her throat. “There’s something I wanted to talk to you about, Chandler.”


  “Sure.” His brown eyes studied hers. “Anything.”


  “About the other day.”


  His eyes darkened. “Yes?”


  “I realize I’m a little out of touch with the younger generation.” Chandler simply stared at her. “But I’m not comfortable with shallow displays of affection.” Chandler arched an eyebrow. May sighed. “I don’t know if it’s acceptable to you to casually kiss someone like that. But a kiss to me means something different.”


  “And what does it mean, May?” His voice dangerously soft.


  May sighed. “It means affection or attachment.”


  “What a coincidence. That’s what it means to me.” Chandler’s eyes darkened to a rich chocolate. “I thought I had been clear in my intentions.” His voice deepened. “Silly me. I’ll do better next time.”


  And then he leaned into her. Chandler’s hand captured the back of her neck while his other hand fanned along her jawbone. And when his lips met hers, May knew herself to be in trouble.


  This not a “hello” or “good-bye” kiss.


  Chandler’s lips pressed against hers while his tongue traced the seam of her lips. May kept her hands in her lap but slightly opened her mouth to allow him access. His tongue danced across hers, and May moaned. And then he began a rhythm with his tongue that made May shiver in her chair.


  Sex. Heat. Want.


  All that and more.


  May could practically feel Chandler’s body cover hers and do to her what his tongue did to her mouth. Her nipples hardened against her shirt, and she tilted her head so he could have better access.


  His hands didn’t move from her head, and May’s didn’t move from her lap. But her body softened in need while his mouth assaulted hers. It would be so easy to fall into bed with him. And so very stupid. The thought insinuated itself into her mind and latched on.


  May moved back, and her breath whistled in and out of her lungs. Her eyes were wide in her face as she looked over at Chandler.


  He struggled to control his own breathing and sat rigid in his chair. Those dark eyes studied her silently. And then he spoke. “I respect your decision to take things slowly. I really do. But right now, I’d like to take you upstairs and show you affection and attachment all over your body.”


  May shivered in her chair at his words. “You have a thing for older women?” She tried to inject a light tone in her voice.


  “I have a thing for you.”


  The words were flat and certain.


  Panic tripped through May.


  “You don’t know me.”


  “I will.” Chandler raked his hand through his hair at May’s look. “Listen. This wasn’t my intent. Invite you over. Woo you with meatloaf and then lay one on you.”


  May took a sip of wine. “Okay.”


  “I like you, May.”


  “Thanks.” What more could she say? Her lips still tingled from his kiss. Her problem was that her sex drive was always on. Over the years, she subdued it by not being near any males at least not for long periods of time so she didn’t have to worry about acting so supremely stupid again. Besides, her scar prevented her from being comfortable with someone. Her eyes fastened on his lips.


  “May,” he warned.


  “Hmm?” Her eyes fluttered up to meet his. She recognized the desire immediately. Panic warred with desire. She stood awkwardly. “I have to go.”


  Chandler stood, also, and grimaced. “Let me make you a plate to take home. Okay?”


  “Sure.” May nodded. A plate. To go. Sure.


  Chandler moved efficiently around the small space and put a piece of foil over her plate. May watched his body move and his hands mold the foil around the plate. What would they feel like on her? She closed her eyes quickly and focused her breathing. She was being stupid. Extremely stupid. Off-the-chart stupid.


  May rubbed her temple and opened her eyes.


  Chandler stared at her. “I’d like to kiss you again, but I think that may be a bad idea.”


  May fought against the tremble that worked through her. Her voice sounded reed thin. “Yes. Bad idea.”


  He nodded and handed her the plate. “I’ll see you back to your house.” Chandler grabbed her arm before she could think to protest and helped her navigate her way back to her own kitchen.


  When they arrived, May set the plate down and turned to Chandler. “Thank you for dinner.”


  Chandler growled low. “You’re welcome.”


  May’s light brown eyes widened. “What’s wrong?” She pressed her hand to her throat.


  “Your eyes,” he said. “They say something completely different than your mouth.”


  Shit, shit, shit.


  May bit her lip. “They don’t have a say.”


  Chandler sighed. “I was afraid of that.” He paused for a minute and then turned on his heel.


  May didn’t breathe until he disappeared from her sight.


  She sank slowly into one of her kitchen chairs and thought of Chandler’s mouth on hers again. They had to stay away from each other. It would be the only way anything would work.


  * * * *


  Mornings suck. Oh yes, indeed. They damn sure do. May groaned with her eyes still shut. Only a little after five. Her night filled with tossing and turning and too many thoughts crowding her brain. And a doozy of a nightmare that involved Billy, Steve, and Chandler. Damn, her subconscious was a bitch. Seriously.


  May didn’t want to get up. The fact that simple. Maybe she would just stay in bed until her one o’clock appointment. She groaned. Who was she kidding? She’d lose her mind if she stayed in bed.


  “Damn it,” she muttered and swung her legs over the side of the bed. Her right leg twitched, and she rubbed it absently. Oh crap. Rain.


  May groaned. What is up with this spring? She cocked her head to the side and listened. It hadn’t started yet. She rubbed her eyes with the palms of her hands and simply sat there. So much for squeezing some gardening in this morning.


  She raised her eyes to the ceiling. “A girl has to have a bit of downtime, you know.” Complete silence. “Just a little bit!”


  Maybe a nice hot bath would make the day go a little better. Ease some of her tense muscles. Get her mind off her extremely young neighbor with the great mouth.


  May cursed under her breath and levered herself from the bed. She hobbled to the bathroom and flicked the light on. Her hair showed proof of her restless night. The short brown hair looked as if she got up close and personal with a tornado.


  “Lovely.” She shook her head and stooped to run the bathwater. May lit six of the candles surrounding her tub and flicked the light off. She let her clothes fall to the floor while she stepped carefully into the tub and eased down into the water.


  Bliss.


  May closed her eyes and let her mind wander.


  Chandler.


  She groaned and breathed deeply. What was she supposed to do about her young neighbor? She wasn’t Mrs. Robinson. Having an affair with a man almost half her age was the stuff of television sitcoms or movies of the week. Not her life.


  May didn’t much give a damn about what others thought. Her parents were long gone. No siblings. The people in her neighborhood always had to have something to gossip about. It didn’t worry her. The bottom line, they had nothing in common.


  Chandler designed video games for Pete’s sake. Had she ever played one in all her years? That would be no. And he was an attractive young man. May quite sure there were many beautiful young women out there who would be a better match for him. Women who weren’t scarred like her or with a disability such as she had.


  Jesus. And she was forty. Forty. Things that once perked now seemed to be changing their minds. May shook her head. No future for herself and the youngster next door.


  The water began to cool, and May stepped out steadily and pulled the towel from the rack. She wrapped it around herself and stooped to throw her clothes into the hamper. She walked over to her closet and peered inside.


  It had been a bit humid outside lately. Something light would be best. May flipped through her clothes until she found a silky cream tank top and matching long skirt. Businesslike but definitely cool enough.


  She set the outfit on the bed and pulled out matching underwear. Well, she may not have been happy to be up, but it looked to be a constructive day.


  May dressed quickly and dried her hair. She put a bit of gel in it to keep it stationary and applied the barest hint of make-up.


  Not even seven o’clock yet.


  The raindrops started a couple of minutes later.


  May inhaled deeply. The air fresh and clean. She loved the smell of rain. A pure scent. Filled with heavenly promise for her plants and the earth. Fanciful. She laughed aloud at herself.


  Breakfast would be something light. Maybe a container of yogurt and a piece or two of fruit. May stood in her kitchen and watched the rain dancing outside her window. It was a gentle rainfall, almost a mist.


  May polished off her breakfast and moved into her office. Her leg felt rather well this morning. Other than the slight twinge that told her rain, it only ached a bit. She settled herself into her office chair and shuffled the folders around until she found the one she wanted.


  Elysian Fields.


  A beautiful name for a nursery. The proprietors wished to meet this afternoon to discuss making her their full-time accountant. It seemed that none of the ladies had a propensity for balancing books or anything of the like.


  That would certainly work to her favor. Their business plan simple and effective. And that pleased May immensely. It could be difficult to persuade some that what they wanted wasn’t feasible for their business. Those were highly unpleasant meetings.


  May shuffled the nursery folder to the side and looked at the small stack of correspondence on her desk. These had been here nearly a week according to the postmarks. First, she sorted and threw away all the circulars. That thinned it out rather well. Then she grabbed her letter opener and slit the first envelope with a grimace.


  The ones with no return address always worried her. There had been a time not too long ago when a fan of her young television series stalked her. Harassed her. Made her life quite unpleasant. The woman had finally been caught as she tried to break into May’s car when parked at the grocery store. Apparently the stalker planned to hide in the back and kidnap May.


  The poor woman lost her daughter a month earlier. A daughter who looked uncannily like May when she starred in the television series. Something switched off in the woman’s brain, and she became convinced that she must find her long-lost daughter.


  Detective Martin, the man in charge, kept it remarkably quiet. She would always appreciate the way he handled it all.


  A small white slip fluttered out of the envelope. It read simply Hello, Katie. The little message had a big effect on her pulse. She hadn’t been Katie in decades. That life long gone for her. That damn television network must be replaying the old episodes.


  May rubbed her temple and cursed the networks, her old agent, and anyone else who crossed her mind for the next couple minutes.


  Once upon a time, all she wanted had been to be in the public eye. Now, all she wanted was to be out of it.


  When she played in the television series, her parents set up a fairly good deal for her. There were always residual checks. But the studio had the right to sell her episodes to the highest bidder for replay.


  May had tried a couple of decades ago to get out of that contract. But her old agent, Michael Campbell, couldn’t get the studio to agree. He passed away shortly after that, and May hadn’t tried since. Maybe the time had come for another attempt. She rubbed her temple again. Or not.


  Maybe she ought to let it ride. This could be nothing at all.


  She remembered the crazed look in the stalker’s eyes. Or this could be the beginning of another nightmare.


  “Drop it,” she ordered herself. May reached behind her and fed the offending message into the shredder. The whir of the machine soothed her nerves.


  The second envelope had her shaking her head. Well. Apparently one of the networks was replaying her early episodes. A hefty check inside the envelope. Enough to take care of her stonework, furniture, and possibly roof the damn house if she wanted.


  Money had never been a problem for her. In fact, if she chose, she could just retire now and exist on a remote tropical island somewhere. But she didn’t want that. There was always a need in her to be a viable person in her own right. To make a mark of her own.


  Chandler’s words came back to her. She understood completely. For as many years as she took direction, now it was her turn to direct her own life. It was her own. It belonged to her in a way her childhood never had.


  May tucked the check back into the envelope and set it aside. She would run to the bank later and deposit it. The third and fourth envelopes held invitations to various fundraisers in town. One to a ball to raise funds for juvenile cancer. The other to a tea to raise funds for a local food bank.


  May wrote large checks to both. She played with the last envelope for a second before she opened it. Mail being a crap shoot even on the best days.


  The letter written on heavy cream bond paper. May unfolded it and frowned. The words blurred, and she tried to breathe in and out even though her lungs were screaming at her.


  It was from her old agent’s son. Apparently he felt it his duty to oversee her interests. This William Campbell informed her that one of the cable networks wanted to do a true story piece on her life. From the early years to her accident to now.


  Bile rose in May’s throat. No way in hell would she agree to it. Child star broken. Flees spotlight. Balances local businesses books.


  Oh God. She really would be sick.


  May lurched to her feet and stumbled into the closest bathroom. Sweat pored from her brow as she sank to the cool tile. The tiny pink flowers on her tiles filled her vision, and she blinked back the tears. Then her head rolled back, and she lost consciousness.


  * * * *


  Eden bent down over May and stroked her forehead.


  “You will be fine, my dear,” she whispered. “All this stress isn’t good for you.” Eden reached down and lightly touched May’s injured leg. “The injury worsens when you worry. The nerves weep when you are tense.” She bit her lip. Should she gift her precious mortal even before they met? Not the normal order of events. Of course, nothing about this assignment could be deemed normal, could it?


  Years ago, Eden broke the rules. It seemed to be a pattern she would follow with May.


  Eden knelt down on the floor and moved May into her lap. She brushed May’s hair back and sighed.


  “You have great intelligence and compassion. But you need peace, don’t you? A place inside yourself to find balance. You struggle against your thoughts and feelings. You struggle against the outside world. You have always struggled, my child.” She sighed. “The world will always be full of conflict and dissension. But you shouldn’t have to be.” Eden closed her eyes and laid her hands gently on May’s head. “I gift you peace, May.”


  When the gift anchored itself deep inside of the mortal, Eden gently lifted her and walked back into May’s study. She set May down at her desk and shook her head. The connection between them still strong. It tugged at her even as she knew she would have to leave.


  Eden saw the broken little girl inside the woman and prayed to any who would listen for the help she knew May would need.


  * * * *


  May lifted her head from her desk and removed the piece of paper from her forehead with a grimace. My God. Had she blacked out now? She blinked and looked at her desk. Open envelope that had contained freaky stalker message in it. Check. Two invitations and two checks written. Check. And the lovely nightmare of a letter in her hand. Check.


  Is there something I’m missing? May frowned and glanced toward the door. Hadn’t she gone to the bathroom sick? Yet here she found herself. Slumped over in her office chair. Evil piece of shit letter in hand. And the nausea gone.


  “I’m losing my mind,” she muttered. May brought the letter back in front of her and reread it. The story only an option. The offer out there, and this William Campbell strongly urged her to take it.


  Like. Hell.


  May brought up a blank document and typed out a firm refusal, printed it, and promptly tucked it in an envelope to send back to her agent’s son. That took care of the snail mail correspondence. Now, on to the electronic.


  She opened the email from Spades Hardware and would have done a happy dance if her leg let her. They accepted all her changes and added a large gift certificate to her fee. If she finished early at Elysian Fields, then she could run by the hardware store and pick out some stone. May rubbed her hands together in anticipation.


  She glanced out the small window behind her and noted the mist hadn’t slacked off. Not a big deal. May had all weekend to work on it. The day certainly looking up. There were also two referrals from Spades for two more clients. Each outlined the needs of the businesses and asked if she would be interested. She promptly fired off two affirmative responses and moved down to read the rest of her messages.


  Nothing too terribly exciting. A former classmate getting married for the fourth time. May rolled her eyes. So far, she had sent gifts to each wedding. Maybe she should send a gift certificate to a divorce attorney.


  “That’s terrible,” she chided herself and shook her head. “I’ll simply see where she’s registered and pick something from there.” The announcement also came with an invitation. But May ignored it the same way she did reunion invitations, bachelorette parties, and every other social event she had been invited to.


  They weren’t for her. The drinking and the dancing and the nonsense. She hardly did the first. Never did the second. And had no tolerance for the third.


  May closed her email down and moved the nursery folder in front of her again. It would be nice to have a large nursery in town where she could shop. The local hardware stores had a limited selection. Every other plant she wanted or needed had to be shipped in or bought two counties over. Really the only other thing May wanted close. Her small town proved to be more than adequate for the rest of her needs.


  Landscaping had always been popular in her older neighborhood. A lot of her neighbors grew up in a black-and-white era and so decorated the yards and porches with colorful flowers, chimes, and planters. They took great care to bring beauty to their homes.


  May would be sure to let all her neighbors know of the new nursery in town. Usually once a month, she would take orders from the rest of the residents, rent a truck, and go pick everything up in one load. The older residents would have their grandchildren help unload the treasure, even May’s. It worked out perfectly. But if the new nursery had a great selection and free delivery, those once-a-month trips would be a thing of the past.


  May slid the folder and her correspondence in her black attaché case and stood slowly. The moisture from the mist made her leg ache terribly. And sitting in one spot for hours didn’t help matters either. She rubbed it absently and limped off to the kitchen. Tiny rivulets of rain slid quietly down her kitchen windows. A peaceful afternoon.


  The rain was appreciated, but it made the afternoon almost unbearable. If May couldn’t do anything with the stone she planned on buying and couldn’t weed her garden, then what was she supposed to do for hours this afternoon after her meeting?


  May made a turkey sandwich and ate it standing up with her back against her stove. She washed it down with a cup of green tea and glanced at the clock. A little after twelve, and it would only take her ten minutes at the most to arrive at the nursery.


  She didn’t have enough time to shop for stone at the hardware store. That would take at least an hour. Television out. She rarely found pleasure in it.


  May tapped her small fingernails on the counter behind her and tapped her left foot on the floor.


  “This is pitiful. I’m an intelligent adult who doesn’t know how to kill half an hour.” She glanced around the kitchen and frowned. Everything looked neat as a pin.


  “And I’m obviously a bit obsessive/compulsive.” May arched an eyebrow and noted her two sets of sandals she kept by the door were aligned evenly, her curtains were open exactly the same length, and her plants hung symmetrically. She hung her head in shame. Organized was good. A kitchen that looked like it belonged on a television show, not good.


  Had she been doing that all along? She lifted her head. Subconsciously surrounding herself with this uberorganized space that didn’t remotely resemble what she really wanted?


  “I live by myself.” May took a breath. “Of course it’s organized. No one else is here to mess it up.” And then the realization slammed into her. That was it. No one else was around. Had she ever invited her neighbors inside her home? Had she ever hosted a dinner party? Been to anyone else’s?


  Chandler had been in her home. But that had been strict necessity. First Billie had stumbled into her yard. And then fear had driven Chandler back over.


  May’s eyes widened in shock. “I’m a hermit,” she muttered. Not a pleasant realization. For nearly two decades, she insulated herself inside this house or her fenced backyard. No one bothered her or asked uncomfortable questions. The only interaction she received had been when she went shopping, and that minimal. Business was more often than not done by emails and electronic transfers.


  “I’m a prisoner in my own home.”


  The minute the stark words were out, May knew they were true. Her leg ached intensely, and she made her way over to the table and sat down. How could she not see it earlier? Not realize that her beautiful home had been a gilded cage?


  My God! She took a deep breath and eased it out again. If something happened to her in her home, when would someone even notice?


  “Geez.” May rubbed her leg and stared out the nearest window. “That’s a nice thought. Nothing like a little morbidity to lighten the mood. Give me half an hour, and I’ve mentally offed myself. Not exactly the time killer I hoped for.”


  A slight tap at the back door made her raise her head. Chandler stood there with a large, dark blue umbrella over his head. May motioned him in, and he slid the door open and stepped inside. He made sure to close the umbrella outside and lean it against the side of her house. Then he stayed on her area rug by the back door and brushed his hands through his wet hair.


  May smiled. He looked good. Then again, didn’t he always? The dark blue jeans and short-sleeved red shirt molded to his body. He wore a pair of white sneakers that trailed bits of her lawn on them.


  “What can I do for you, Chandler?”


  He met May’s eyes, and he smiled. “I’ll take a rain check on that one.”


  May fought the blush and simply arched an eyebrow. “Noted.”


  “I’ve come to plead with you to guide me in your agricultural ways.”


  She blinked.


  “C’mon, May. Help a guy out.” He grinned. “I have yard envy.”


  “Yard envy?” she repeated then chuckled. “Do tell.”


  Chandler sighed. “It’s sad but true. I am the laughingstock of the entire neighborhood. I have crab grass that chuckles evilly every time I walk by. There are dandelions, dandelions I tell you, that have taken over the front walk. It’s only a matter of time before I’m booted from the neighborhood.” He paused and bowed his head. “So I throw myself on your tender mercies and plead with you to take pity and mold me into the gardener I know I can be.”


  May nodded and struggled against the laughter that bubbled up inside her. She cleared her throat. “Pretty speech. How long have you been practicing it?”


  Chandler kicked off his shoes and padded over to the table to sit beside her. “All morning. I especially like the ‘tender mercies’ part.” He shamelessly winked.


  “Do you think my kitchen is too neat?”


  He frowned and looked around. “Is that a trick question?”


  May groaned. “I knew it.”


  Chandler shook his head and looked puzzled. “You seem to have misplaced me somewhere in the conversation.”


  “Look at my house.” May motioned around. “Just look at it.”


  “Okay.” Chandler drew the word out into three syllables and turned to check out where May pointed. “I’m looking. And what exactly am I supposed to be seeing?”


  “Everything is too organized.” May motioned to the countertops. “Look! All cleaned off. And all my area rugs are perfectly balanced against the baseboards.”


  “My God! You fiend!” Chandler hurriedly scooted his chair away from hers. “This obvious cleanliness masks the unhinged creature that you truly are. Stay away from me. I embrace clutter.”


  May shook her head at herself and laughed until tears ran from her eyes. “Oh my God! Listen to me.” She wiped her eyes. “I’m so sorry. I truly am.” She sniffled and met Chandler’s eyes. “Lack of sleep and too much free time seems to be my undoing.”


  Chandler moved his chair back. “Listen. If this whole organized thing isn’t working for you, I can always bring Billie over to redecorate. The results may be a little drastic, but she comes pretty cheap. Keep her sippy cup filled, and a sucker in her hand. You’ll be in business.”


  “That’s sweet.” May smiled. “And extremely scary. But thanks for the offer.”


  Chandler’s eyes never left hers. “Tell me what this is really about, May. There’s more to it than clean countertops.”


  She took a deep breath. “I suddenly realized I spend a hell of a lot of time at home making sure my flatware is polished and organized neatly.”


  “You polish your flatware?”


  May chuckled. “I’ve been known to.”


  “Wow.” Chandler looked at her with admiration in his eyes. “Your talents are limitless.”


  “You seem to be missing the point here.”


  “There’s more to the point than polished flatware?” He blinked.


  “I don’t get out much.”


  Chandler shrugged easily. “Then get out more.”


  “I’m not exactly mobile.” May dropped her eyes to the table at the mention of her disability.


  Chandler lifted her chin and looked into her eyes. “You’re not exactly decrepit, either. Instead of using all that energy making sure your floor sparkles, how about using it to show your new neighbor around town?” He grinned. “That would be me.” Chandler’s grin slowly faded as he rubbed his thumb back and forth across May’s lips. “I seem to have lost my train of thought. All I’m thinking about now is kissing you.”


  May’s breath hitched in her throat. She had plenty of time to pull back or put her hand up to stop him. She did neither. And then his lips were on hers, and she moaned in pleasure. All thought fled as heat flooded her body.


  Chandler’s tongue stroked hers as his hands moved up to bring her closer. May leaned into him but didn’t move her hands from her lap. She knew if she surrendered, the next stop would be her bed. Not a step she wanted to take with her attractive neighbor.


  May pulled back and willed herself to breathe evenly as her eyes met Chandler’s. He sighed and sat back in his chair.


  “Let me guess. You’re thinking.”


  May allowed herself a small smile. “I suppose I am. That’s what women do at my age.”


  “May, my dear, that’s what women do at every age.” Chandler folded his hands behind his head and looked at her. “Are you thinking of helping me with my yard? Or are you thinking the kiss was a bad idea?”


  “Both,” she admitted.


  “I guess a man can live with batting five hundred.” Chandler stood easily and stretched. Then he walked over and slid his sneakers on. He looked up at May and brushed two small pieces of grass on her floor, arched his eyebrow, and stepped back outside.


  The door shut soundlessly behind him, and she chuckled.


  He had done it on purpose. It seemed he did everything on purpose. Chandler Hughes already warned her once. She shouldn’t bet against him. That’s what she was afraid of.


  Chapter 4


  May sat at her table and looked at the grass on her floor. Is it the end of the world? Hardly. Maybe it is a new beginning. She cocked her head to the side. What would she do with her handsome young neighbor? Certainly not what he wanted. Heat flushed through her body. May touched her burning cheeks.


  How did someone her age reconcile being with someone so much younger? They had nothing in common. Two entirely different generations. May rubbed her leg absently. Plus, she felt sure he would lose all desire for her when he caught sight of the mess that was her right leg.


  “I’m stressing myself out over nothing,” she murmured and rubbed her hand across her eyes. “He’ll give up trying, and we can go back to being simply neighbors.” Her hormones ceased tap dancing. For some reason, that didn’t comfort her.


  May stood and sighed. “And he’ll want kids. And I’m not having any.” She paused. “Ever.” Once, the thought had been foremost in her mind. Back when she had been young and naive and susceptible to impossible dreams. Those days were long gone. She couldn’t keep up with a baby. And she’d be so damn old when the child graduated, many would mistake her for being the grandparent.


  “Enough,” she fairly shouted and breathed deeply. Okay. Free time bad. Very bad. Evil beyond comprehension. And detrimental to her mental health. Hobbies would be taken up. Anything would be more acceptable than to be left to her own thoughts for any amount of time.


  May looked up at the clock and breathed a sigh of relief when it read twelve-thirty. Now she could arrive at the nursery without the owners thinking she didn’t have a life. May bit her lip and looked around the spotless kitchen. Her gaze snagged on the two pieces of grass littering her floor and shook her head.


  “That man,” she muttered and smiled. He didn’t know what he was up against. Stubborn was her middle name. If he thought his challenge would go unmet, he had another think coming.


  May grabbed her black case and whistled as she walked out the door.


  * * * *


  The address the owners gave her took her to the outskirts of the north side of town. Untamed foliage exploded around her on the sides of the road, and May admired its natural beauty. She came to a stop sign and frowned at the corner of Brown and Broadway. The nursery was supposed to be on the northwest side. The only building she saw there was a woebegone piece of work with rotten wood boarded over broken windows. A two-story red brick monstrosity that looked like a strong wind would do major damage.


  The entire yard was a mass of weeds, litter, and shrubbery. The weeds were easily three feet tall. No telling what lurked underneath.


  Surely that couldn’t be the right address. May dug around in her case until she found the piece of paper she wanted. Her brown eyes narrowed on the address, and then she glanced back up.


  “Oh, hell.” May rubbed her forehead and then shook her head. The owners’ plan airtight. What in the hell possessed them to buy this ramshackle property and attempt to fix it up? Surely they could have bought a better property? Something other than this realty clusterfuck?


  Mist gathered on her window since she turned off the wipers when she reached the corner. May flicked the wipers on quickly and sighed. It would be an extremely short-lived meeting. One of two things would happen. May would insult their choice of buildings, and they would fire her. Or they had more money than sense. Either way, it would definitely be a brief meeting of the minds.


  May pulled into the parking lot next to the building and turned her car off. The mist settled on her window again, and she rubbed her leg.


  The ache fiercer now. The throbbing deep in her tissue. May reached down and grabbed for the umbrella she kept in the car. She sat back up with a muttered curse. Wonderful day to forget her umbrella. She blew out an unsteady breath and stepped out of the vehicle. Hell of a time for her leg to be giving her problems. It couldn’t be much better.


  Even though the front lawn was overgrown with weeds, the path to the door was free of any impediments or uneven sidewalk. May said a silent prayer of thanks and navigated her way slowly to the front door.


  A large chunk of mahogany fitted to perfection against a frame that looked like ten-year-olds nailed together. May leaned closer and inspected the door with a slight smile on her face. A work of art. The woodcarver seemed to nick at random until she caught the door in the right light.


  There were fields and fields of flowers carved into the door. May recognized tulips, irises, and daffodils. The longer she looked, the more she saw.


  There were children skipping along the rows of flowers with baskets hung over their arms and wide smiles on their young faces. It was magnificent, and she stood there enthralled.


  The door swung open, and May straightened up with a slight blush on her cheeks. A gorgeous redhead stood there in a scarlet pantsuit. The top held up by two thin spaghetti straps while the pants flared over her ankles and settled slightly above matching sandals with rubies along the straps. The woman’s titian hair fell in wild waves across her shoulders.


  The redhead smiled, and her emerald eyes shone. “Come in, May. We’ve been expecting you.” She held out her hand and cupped May’s elbow. May gladly stepped inside out of the rain.


  “I hope you didn’t mind getting out in this weather. We’re on a tight schedule, and there are only so many days that allowed us this free time.”


  May smiled and tried not to notice the cobwebs along every wall, the floor, and every wall sconce and lamp. There were ivory candles lit along the walls for light. Pieces of broken furniture littered most of the floor, although there existed a trail her hostess led her along.


  It felt like walking into a haunted house from her childhood. And although she didn’t see any bugs, she was quite sure they were lurking around and waiting for the best time to jump on her.


  The redhead laughed and stopped. She shook her head. “I’m so sorry. I’ve forgotten my manners. I’m Wilda. Sometimes the niceties escape me.” She held out her hand, and May took it.


  “May Fairchild. Were you the one I spoke to on the phone?”


  Wilda shook her head, and her glorious hair flowed around her. “You spoke to Kendra. She is our youngest sister. The rest of my family is waiting upstairs to meet you and discuss our little venture.”


  May stopped in her tracks at the bottom of the stairs. She tilted her head and looked up the twenty or so steps to the top and sighed. Best to just let Wilda know where she stood now.


  Wilda already on the third step when she stopped and looked down at May. “Is there something wrong?”


  May fought the urge to rub her leg and nodded her head instead. “I have a slight disability in my right leg. Climbing the stairs in this weather isn’t going to happen.”


  Wilda cocked her head to the side and studied May. “I understand your reticence. But I would be more than willing to help you to the top.”


  May arched an eyebrow and brushed her brown hair back behind her ear. She counted to ten for her temper’s sake and then smiled. “Perhaps I didn’t make myself clear, Wilda.” May looked up into her eyes and spoke slowly. “I won’t be taking the stairs to this meeting. Your family may come downstairs, or the meeting is over.”


  Wilda threw back her head and laughed in delight. “Oh, I like you, May.” She walked back down the stairs and stopped next to May. “Let us make a deal, May Fairchild. Will you listen to the terms?”


  “I will.”


  “You and I will both walk up the stairs together.” May opened her mouth, but Wilda held up her hand. “If you are in pain at any time and cannot continue, I will gladly respect your wishes. This meeting will be over, and you, in no way obligated to listen to us.” She paused, and her green eyes focused sharply on May. “But, if you navigate the stairs in no discomfort, you must listen to our plan and not think us eccentric women with more money than sense. Agreed?”


  It was more than fair. And since Wilda summed up May’s thoughts with such a high accuracy, it seemed the least she could do was try to make her way up the stairs. May mentally shrugged. She would be lucky to make it to the third step. The last time she attempted steps had been in her own home. She ended up crawling. It had been one of the most embarrassing moments of her life. At least no one had been there to witness it.


  The mist still swirled outside, and the damp weather affected her leg more than usual. The throbbing she felt earlier intensified for a brief moment, and May almost bit her tongue.


  Then Wilda took her elbow again and started up the steps.


  “We realize this building needs work.” Wilda laughed lightly again. “But we are determined to see our plans flourish here. The outside will have two greenhouses. And I’m sure you saw all the foliage on the way here. It’s almost an advertisement in itself. The bottom floor will have our cut flowers and bouquets. Unique vases. Everything a gardener could want or need for herself.” She nodded. “We also want to add fountains and bird baths eventually. Trees and shrubbery will have its own building. And we will pay special attention to holiday flora.” She glanced at May, and her emerald eyes shone brightly. “There is nothing more beautiful than a flower unfurling and opening itself into the light, is there?”


  May shook her head as she tried to wrap her thoughts around all the plans. They were much grander than the outline stated. She hoped the sisters had enough capital to make these dreams happen and enough ambition to stick to it.


  Wilda patted her hand. “But I will let my oldest sister fill you in on all the plans. She is the mastermind of this little venture. I’m only here to help where I can.” She chuckled and looked at May’s outfit. “You have wonderful taste in clothes, though a little drab. Don’t suppose I could talk you into something a bit more vibrant?”


  May blinked at the question and then stopped abruptly. Not only were they at the top of the stairs, they were actually six or seven feet past the last step on the landing. She turned slowly and glanced back at the path she followed. It seemed impossible. Her leg throbbed lightly at the exertion, but she hadn’t become a trembling mass of ache.


  “I made it.”


  Wilda smiled slowly. “Of course you did, my dear.” She patted May’s hand. “Your capabilities are so much higher than you give yourself credit for.” She chuckled. “And now you have to listen to all our hopes, dreams, schemes, and plans.” Wilda led her down the long hallway to the large door at the end.


  May puzzled over her journey up the stairs but could barely remember any of it. She focused entirely on Wilda’s words and the plans of the owners. Now out of her haze, she studied the hallway they walked down.


  A little better than downstairs, but not by much. The windows were intact, at least. Cobwebs stretched from floor to ceiling. Dust settled on every surface like an old lover. It spoke of neglect and apathy.


  May glanced at Wilda in her vibrant designer clothes. She couldn’t see her guide with a broom or a duster. Maybe they planned to hire out the cleaning work.


  Wilda stopped at the door and turned slightly. “This is the business office. Whenever we arrange a meeting, it will be here. We will furnish you with a key to the business in case we are not available for you. Is this acceptable?”


  “Certainly.” May nodded. The door caught her eye, and she froze. The picture. It wasn’t possible. May ignored Wilda and reached out to touch the door. The scene carved into the wood hung on her hallway wall. And even though the scene was simply carved in wood, May saw it in color.


  Four women with arms outstretched toward the sky. The artist painted them as if he or she were behind them. The first woman on the left bathed in fire while her hair floated freely in the flames. The second woman awash in blue waves while her blond hair moved with the tide. The third woman a striking ebony-haired beauty wrapped in a light green funnel of wind. Her dark hair danced along her back.


  May paused at the fourth. The last woman was what stopped in her tracks at the Artist’s Fair. Although she couldn’t see a face, May knew the woman was beyond beautiful. Though the door didn’t show any of the colors, May could easily picture the curvy brunette encased in the greenest ivy she had ever seen. The woman stood on coppery brown dirt with blooms growing and clinging to her. The last woman had her arms outstretched, also. But her right hand held a blood-red bloom while her left boasted a palm full of golden butterflies. May straightened and looked at Wilda.


  “Where did you get this?”


  “It was a gift, May.”


  May reached out and touched the wood again. She traced each woman and something flickered in her thoughts.


  “Come. We will go inside and discuss our new venture.” Wilda took May’s elbow again and opened the door.


  If every other square inch of the building spoke to neglect, this one room negated all of it. The wood shone brightly in the glare of the lamps sitting along the walls and on the large table in the middle of the room. Six hand-carved chairs surrounded the table with ivory and gold cushions.


  Floral area rugs decorated the room and melded the different colors and designs. It all tied together somehow. There were two large bookcases on the right and left walls. Straight ahead, another window. But not an ordinary piece of glass.


  Frosted flowers bloomed and twirled around each other and moved up the glass. An amazing work of art.


  May had been so busy admiring the room she almost missed the two women sitting on the cream-colored couch to her right. They were as physically different as night and day. The one on the left had ink-black hair that tumbled down her shoulders. Striking in her dark green strapless dress with gold thread shot through the material.


  The one on the right, more delicate. She appeared luminous in a sea-blue top and skirt that fell over her knees. Her blond hair pulled back into a ponytail that swung jauntily at her neck.


  May suddenly felt extremely outclassed and out of place.


  Both women stood with smiles and walked forward.


  The dark-haired beauty extended her hand first. “I’m Tempest. Pleased to meet you.” Her dark blue eyes held a smile, and May relaxed a bit. She shook Tempest’s hand and turned toward the other woman.


  The blond grinned and reminded May of a teenager. “I’m Kendra. We spoke on the phone. It’s wonderful to finally meet you.”


  May shook her hand and returned the grin. “Very persuasive lot you have here.”


  Tempest chuckled. “Well, that’s certainly the truth.” She motioned toward the table. “Let’s have a seat. Our oldest sister is finishing some business in her office. It should only take a couple of minutes.”


  They walked toward the table when May heard a door open. She glanced up at the sound and froze where she stood.


  The last sister walked slowly into the room and never broke eye contact with her. Older than the rest, May could see it in her stature and the maturity in her face. Yet, still incredibly beautiful and youthful. Chestnut hair fell unbound along her face to brush the tops of her shoulders. Solemn brown eyes studied her. Instead of designer dresses or silk clothes, she wore a simple pair of blue jeans and a peach Henley rolled up in the sleeves. Dark brown work boots completed the outfit perfectly.


  This is the gardener.


  May felt tears well up in her eyes which made no sense whatsoever while her pulse raced in joy. The scent of earth clung to the woman and filled the chamber. She closed her eyes to gather herself when the woman spoke.


  “I am pleased you have agreed to this meeting, May Fairchild.” The soft voice washed over her, and May opened her eyes slowly.


  “Have we met?”


  “Perhaps a long time ago.” The woman smiled and held out her hand. “I’m Eden.”


  The minute their hands touched, May jumped as if an electric shock went through her. Flashes of her past flew through her mind at a rapid rate, and she trembled at the intensity. Sunshine and her accident. Hospital rooms and reporters. Needles and surgeries. Sobbing parents and cards from fans. Stabbing pain shot through her leg, and she almost buckled to the ground. Eden held her hand tightly, and the pain eased away. May’s throat as dry as dust, she blinked away the tears.


  “I need to sit,” she croaked.


  Eden kept May’s hand in hers as she guided her over to one of the chairs at the table. Then she let go and stepped back.


  May tried to regain her equilibrium and cleared her throat. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”


  Tempest glanced at Eden, and her mouth tightened. “Don’t worry, May. Sometimes these things happen.” She smiled and patted May’s hand. “Can I get something for you to drink? Soda? Tea?”


  “Diet soda, please.” May rubbed her forehead and gathered her thoughts.


  Tempest left the room, and silence reigned. It was eventually broken when Wilda tapped her fingernails on the table. “Wet weather we’re having.”


  May, startled, glanced up at her and laughed. “You must be the master of small talk.”


  Wilda grinned. “My attributes don’t run to subtleties.”


  May looked at Wilda’s vibrant appearance and nodded. “I would never have guessed.”


  Emerald eyes sparkled down at her. “I really, really like you, May.”


  Eden cleared her throat. “As soon as Tempest returns, we will discuss the nursery.”


  “You have a lot of work ahead of you.” It seemed like the understatement of the year.


  Tempest returned with a bubbling brown glass of diet soda. She set it in front of May and sat back on the couch with Kendra.


  May took a sip for her parched throat and set it down.


  Eden’s brown eyes never faltered. “Though it will be a large undertaking, we are up to the task.”


  May nodded. “I mean no offense, but I don’t see any of you personally picking up the cleaning equipment and giving this building a good scrub. You’re an elegant group of women. Will you hire out all the labor?”


  Tempest opened her mouth, but Eden held up her hand. “None of us are afraid of hard work.”


  Kendra wrinkled her nose but kept quiet.


  May took another drink and leaned back in her chair. “The numbers you sent me were not for a project of this magnitude. Wilda explained that there will be several greenhouses and specialty plants. This building needs a complete renovation. The grounds will need a thorough overhaul. Then there are advertisements and employees. Have you ever taken on a task of this size?”


  “Money is not a problem, May.”


  May rubbed her temple. “That’s fantastic. But do you have any idea what you’re doing?”


  Eden smiled. “Indeed, I do.” She cocked her head to the side. “Your concerns are valid, but my will in this matter will not waver. This ramshackle house and property are perfect for Elysian Fields. It calls to me. Do you understand that, May?”


  She did. That’s what concerned her. May could see the greenhouses and the specialty plants. The hand-painted vases and garden stone. But there was a hell of a long distance between here and there with thousands of dollars between.


  “Do you have the new projected figures?”


  Eden grinned. “I have emailed them to you. I didn’t want to overwhelm you at the first meeting. I think you’ll see that this venture is a sound one.”


  “What time frame have you put in place?” May calculated in her head that the renovation would take at least six months. Maybe the sisters wanted to open in time for the holidays or perhaps the new year.


  “Two months.”


  May heard Eden’s voice but could scarcely credit the words. She blinked. “Pardon me?”


  “We will finish this project in two months.” Eden’s brown eyes never wavered. She smiled and held up her hand. “Before you tell me it can’t be done, I will simply say that yes it can.”


  May looked at Wilda. Then she glanced over at Tempest and Kendra. “Is she always like this?”


  Kendra laughed, and it reminded May of wind chimes in the breeze. “Yes, she is. A bit hardheaded, our Eden.” She paused. “But when she says it will be done, she’s not kidding.”


  May thought about everything that needed work and looked at the four women again. “I can see Eden as a gardener, but I have a hard time picturing the rest of you playing in the dirt. I simply want to make sure that none of us are wasting our time here. I have other clients that depend on me. I can’t reassess the numbers for this business repeatedly.”


  “We will not be a problem child for you, May.” Eden stood and walked over to the etched glass facing out. She traced a flower slowly. “We will be an exemplary client.” She turned and studied May. “We discussed giving you a key to the business. This will be for supply orders and whatnot. Do you mind this in addition to your accounting duties?”


  May tried to school her features to not give away her excitement. It wouldn’t do to tip her hand, but she couldn’t wait to plunge her hands into the dirt and see the stock arrive. A nursery of this magnitude would be like her own little agricultural mecca. The time might be a factor, but not if she arranged her schedule accordingly. Did she mind? Hell, she’d donate a kidney if asked.


  She took another drink and studied the women. Hard to believe four completely different women were sisters. May would bet good money that Tempest had never touched dirt. Never mind been interested enough in it to begin a business. Fair Kendra didn’t seem enthused with the clean-up detail, but said not a word when Eden assured her they would do it.


  And Wilda? Simply put, a force of nature. May didn’t doubt that Wilda could charm the spots off a leopard. They were a strong group. Which brought her to Eden.


  Something inexplicable moved in her. Had they met before? A niggling in her thoughts. A tiny tug that creased her brow. It would bother her until she remembered.


  She had no doubts that Eden meant what she said. A magnificent nursery in her own little town. May hugged the thought to her chest. There really wasn’t much she wouldn’t do.


  “I don’t mind lending a hand where I can.” May nodded slightly. “And with that in mind, might I have a discount on items purchased?”


  A broad smile spread across Eden’s face for the first time. Her dark brown eyes shone in pleasure. “May, we’ll work out a deal you’ll never regret.” She extended her hand, and May hesitantly took it. No flashbacks. Simply a certainty she made the right decision.


  May looked around the room with a smile. “If you furnish me with a schedule, I’ll make sure that whatever you need is done. Is that suitable?”


  “Extremely.” Wilda opened up a small door and withdrew a piece of paper she handed to May. “The first task is to begin Monday. We have a crew coming to clean up the grounds. The building will be ours to work with. When the grounds crew finishes, we will have another task ready. We are expecting our first delivery Wednesday. We will be out of town. That is the first day we need you.”


  May studied the paper. She wondered who would be working the grounds when Eden spoke up and disrupted her thoughts.


  “Wilda told us that there may be a problem with the stairs here.” Her brown eyes softened.


  The statement startled May. She had been in the room the entire time with the women. Wilda never said a word. The paper slipped from her hand, and Eden bent to pick it up.


  “I had an accident when I was younger.” May took the piece of paper and set it on the table. “My right leg is badly injured. I honestly don’t know how I managed the stairs in the first place.” She nodded her head toward Wilda. “I think your sister took my mind off it for a bit. I don’t know if I will be able to traverse the stairs by myself. I may be of little use to you.”


  “You have great value to us, May.”


  May blinked at the odd choice of words. “That’s extremely flattering, ladies.” She smiled. “But unless you plan on having a lift here or a sister to distract me, I’m not sure I can help.” The smile faded. In the excitement she had completely forgotten about her disability.


  Eden sat down and folded her hands together on the table. “Your leg is a concern in the fact it may cause you pain while you look out for our interests. That is unacceptable.” She paused. “We have a healer we use for our family. Would it be alright if he looked at your injury?”


  May stiffened in her chair. How many years had it been since she had seen a doctor? At least a decade. After the last round of rehabilitation with no results, she simply quit going. If she needed another prescription, she simply called the doctor’s office, and they took care of it.


  Opening herself up to another examination by an unknown doctor scared the hell out of her. And it would probably be a waste of time. May had been told repeatedly the nerves were dead and of no use to her.


  She forced a smile. “Thank you for the offer. But I’ve seen several doctors. The prognosis is the same. I will never have full use of my right leg. The nerves from the injury are dead.”


  Eden opened her mouth, but Wilda sat down on the other side of May and held up her hand. “Our healer is unlike any other. We are not offering miracles, May.” She grinned. “Not today, anyway. We simply ask you to consider this offer in the manner it is intended. It has been some time since you have been checked, has it not?”


  May arched her eyebrow. “You’re extremely spooky. You realize that, right?”


  Wilda chuckled. “It’s a gift.”


  May sighed and looked around at the sisters. What harm would it do? One look and this doctor would assure her clients she had spoken the truth. The matter would be taken care of and not have to be addressed again. She held up her hands. “I give.”


  The tension in the room eased considerably.


  “He will be here Wednesday and waiting for you when you arrive.” Eden pushed a small piece of paper over to her. “There will be no fee. We will make sure he is compensated.”


  “You’re spoiling me.” May took the paper without looking at it and slid it into her black case. She glanced outside and saw the rain falling in earnest. No gardening for her today. Maybe she would go home and begin work on the newest figures for the nursery.


  “You’re anxious to leave.” Kendra stood and walked toward her. A low rumble of thunder shook the building, and she stopped in her tracks. Kendra glanced outside and smiled in sheer joy. “Oh, look at it,” she breathed.


  May pushed the chair back and stood slowly. “I’m glad you like it. That’s all it seems to do here lately. Makes it a bit hard to work on my personal gardening.”


  Kendra walked over to the etched window and placed her hand against it. “It will be a wet spring.” Large rivulets slid down the glass and seemed to center where Kendra’s palm lay.


  May blinked and squinted to catch a better look when Eden patted her hand. “I actually have something else for you, May. It’s in my office. Wait here, and I will be back with it.”


  May nodded and looked back toward the glass, but Kendra had her hands at her sides. Tempest cleared her throat. “We would love to see your garden, May.” She moved forward and held out a bright green umbrella. “I think you’ll need this now.”


  “Thanks.” May took the umbrella with a smile. “You ladies are extremely prepared, aren’t you?”


  Wilda nodded. “We have waited a long time for this, May Fairchild. Luck favors the prepared. Wouldn’t you agree?”


  “I would.”


  The office door opened again, and Eden stepped out. May’s eyes widened in excitement. Eden held a small emerald-green plant in a pot no bigger than a shot glass. The color so vibrant, it almost hurt her eyes to look at it. Eden walked closer, and May studied the amazing plant. In all her years as a gardener, she had never seen its like.


  The shoot was perhaps two inches tall. A small four-pronged leaf on each side. The veins of the leaves were a bright amber that reflected the light in the room.


  Eden held it out, and May took it reverently. She lifted her eyes from the plant. “What type of plant is this? I’ve never seen anything like it.”


  “I dabble in the horticultural arts.” Eden winked. “This is my own hybrid. I’m still working on it. But I thought someone so like-minded would appreciate it.”


  “It’s gorgeous,” May murmured and stroked the silky leaves. “Thank you.”


  Wilda moved forward. “I will see you out, May. You’re probably anxious to get home and take a look at the new numbers.”


  May cocked her head to the side. “Spooky.”


  Wilda laughed. “I certainly can be.” She cupped May’s elbow, and they walked toward the front door.


  “Don’t forget your appointment Wednesday!” Tempest reminded her and waved.


  May returned the wave and then stopped in her tracks. The doors. Curiosity bit at her. She turned. “I noticed the hand-carved doors. Wilda said they were a gift. May I ask from whom?”


  Eden stiffened. But Kendra only smiled. Her blue eyes softened. “Our father is an artisan. His gift is that of creation. The doors were a gift in this venture.”


  “I have a painting of exactly the same thing.” May motioned to the door. “Not the front door. But this one. The four women reaching for something that is just out of their reach.” Complete silence in the room. May arched an eyebrow. “Is that somehow symbolic? Is he wanting you to get a job?” She paused. “And isn’t it odd that I have the same painting?”


  Wilda shrugged. “Father is prolific. His art is all over the world. We have met others who have his work.” She smiled. “And it’s a lovely coincidence that you are one of them.”


  “It’s a gorgeous painting.” May met Wilda’s eyes. “Can you please tell him that I think he is extremely gifted?”


  “I would be honored.”


  May nodded. “Okay. I’ve taken up enough of your time.” She glanced at Wilda. “I really need to go home and look at the new numbers.”


  Wilda grinned. “I will see you to your car.”


  They left the office and came to the top of the landing. May looked down the stairs and clenched the plant and her case tighter. Fear spiraled through her. The first trip she had been unaware. Now fully aware that one misstep, and she would be at the bottom in a heap.


  “Can’t distract you this time, can I?”


  May shook her head back and forth, her eyes still on the stairs. “I don’t mean to be so melodramatic.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous,” Wilda snapped.


  May turned her head to study the furious redhead. It’s a wonder the paint didn’t peel off the walls. Her emerald eyes glinted in the lamplight, and she scowled. Anger rode high in her cheeks.


  “Wow.” May half-smiled. “Remind me not to piss you off.”


  Wilda breathed in deeply. “I’m sorry. My temper is practically legendary.” She brushed her red hair back and pursed her lips. “I am not upset with you, May. You need never apologize to me.” She cupped May’s elbow again. “The stairs are a test of sorts. That is how you must look at them.” They stepped on the first step. “You are stronger than them. They are simply a means to an end. They will serve you.” They continued their descent. “I imagine you have had many stairs in your life, haven’t you?”


  May nodded. A perfect comparison. From the moment she woke up in the hospital, her life had been full of stairs. Flights and flights of them. Some she attempted to walk up. Some she crawled. And some she simply turned around and left alone.


  She even bought a two-story house to prove to herself that she was capable of besting them. Unfortunately, the last little journey up the stairs ended in her crawling up and scooting down. May stumbled a bit, and Wilda stopped for a second.


  “It is only when we don’t try that we fail, May. There is no shame in crawling. As long as you are heading in the right direction.”


  May stopped in her tracks and looked at Wilda. They were somehow at the front door. She turned in shock. “How did you…”


  Wilda smiled and opened the door. “I look forward to our next meeting.”


  May stepped outside, and the door closed behind her. She took a minute to get her bearings and opened her umbrella. The rain fell in steady sheets. The meeting certainly ranked as one of the oddest and most beneficial she ever had. May came out with a new client, a new plant, and a doctor’s appointment. She walked to her car and opened the passenger door. The plant sat comfortably in her cup holder, and she placed her case on the passenger seat. Then she closed the door and went around to the driver’s side.


  May shook her head and started her car. She drove home with her head full of her new client’s plans.


  * * * *


  The sisters watched May drive away.


  Eden blew out a breath, and Tempest turned on her. “Were you trying to give her a heart attack?” Her dark blue eyes blazed. “That was entirely too risky.”


  “I couldn’t shield her,” Eden murmured and touched the window. “The instant we touched, I tried. But the connection was too strong.” She turned and faced her sisters. “I would not intentionally harm her.”


  Wilda put her arm around Eden. “We know, sister. But your touch has given her more than she realizes. We must be careful.”


  “She saw Father’s doors.” Kendra pulled her hair from its ponytail and ran her fingers through the fine, blond tendrils. “No mortal can gaze upon his work and recognize it. To others, it would simply be a scarred door. She saw it.” Kendra smiled. “She saw us.”


  Eden sighed and rubbed her temple. “This is harder than I anticipated. How did you three manage?”


  Wilda tapped her cheek. “First, we didn’t try to steamroll our mortals.” She arched a delicate eyebrow. “What in the world were you thinking?”


  Eden threw up her hands. “I had been thinking this was my last shot. I panicked. I had been afraid she would refuse.” She paced. “I almost blew it, didn’t I?” She stopped in her tracks and looked at Wilda. “You seem to be getting along with her famously. Why don’t you take point?”


  “Quit being so silly.” Wilda rolled her eyes. “The spark in her appeals to me. The temper she holds in check would rival mine if let loose. Her persistence appeals to Tempest.” Tempest smiled and nodded. “And her compassion appeals to Kendra. May’s ability to care for others.” Kendra bowed her head in assent. Wilda’s voice strengthened. “But make no mistake, sister. She is yours. The mortal girl with the goddess touch.”


  “Her leg worsens instead of mends.” Eden’s brown eyes were shadowed. “She pushes herself to exhaustion. The pills do not help. They only render her oblivious and consume hours of her life.” She paused. “I will call the healer. But if I do, he will know what I have done.”


  Tempest looked at her compassionately, but her words were decisive. “Even goddesses have consequences, Eden. I know you don’t want to be indebted to him, but what choice do you have?”


  Eden grimaced and looked at her grinning sisters. “You’re all enjoying this far too much.”


  Wilda’s emerald eyes twinkled. “You and Asclepius? Together again? Are you kidding me? I should sell tickets.”


  Eden glared but was saved a response by her sisters simultaneously leaving. “Yeah, you better leave,” Eden muttered. Worthless siblings. Deserting her in her hour of need. She sighed and ran her fingers through her thick chestnut hair. A mortal that could save her, a former lover that still held her heart, and a business to put together in two months. Did goddesses have nervous breakdowns?


  Chapter 5


  Since it was still raining, May pulled into her garage and shut the door behind her. She carefully picked up her new plant and brushed her lips across the stalk. “You’re a stunner, aren’t you?” Her brown eyes took in every detail. The forest-green color was striking enough without adding in the attention to detail in the leaves. A miniature beauty.


  She opened her door and stood carefully. No way in hell would she drop the precious little flora in the palm of her hand. May set it on the washer and grinned like a proud mother. It almost glowed in the dim light. She turned and ducked back in her car to retrieve her black case. Once she had it, she shut her car door and blew out a breath.


  Almost four. May tilted her head to the side. It had been a longer meeting than she thought. She lost all track of time. And not once on the way home did she even look down at the clock in her car. Odd, really.


  May shrugged and grabbed her treasure. No matter. She had plenty to keep her occupied for the rest of the evening. An in-depth investigation of her new client’s numbers. A little search for the parent plants of her newest botany baby. It would be a busy night.


  She glanced up and stopped in her tracks. Stairs. Only three of them. Just a little trip from the garage up into her house. Most days, she would simply park in the driveway and not concern herself with the step nuisance.


  May paused for a second. Yes, her right leg ached. No, not unbearably. Hell, it’s only three steps, right? She stiffened her backbone and shuffled over. The black case over her left arm, and the plant in her left hand. She grabbed at the doorframe with her right hand and brought her left foot up.


  Before she knew it, she stood in her hallway. May felt a tear slide down her face before she even realized she was crying. Her hand shook for a second before she steadied it. That one trip from her garage to her hallway did a hell of a lot more for her than years of rehabilitation therapy. Her right leg ached a bit, and she set her case and plant on the nearest table.


  “I did it.” May brushed her hair back from her face and wiped away her tears. “Not exactly a marathon but a nice start.” Her lips trembled, and she stilled them. She would be damned if she would fall apart in her hallway.


  “I’m going to take a hot bath and contemplate the rest of my evening.” May shuffled off to her room. “Not to mention I’m damn starving.” She reached the doorway and stripped her business clothes off quickly. They landed haphazardly by the doorway, and she kicked them toward the hamper.


  May turned her bathroom light on and stepped inside. “I’ll just go to pick up some stone later. Besides, can’t do much with all that rain.” She caught sight of herself in the mirror and stopped. Mirrors ceased to be her friend all those years ago when her young body became scarred and twisted.


  May traced with her finger from the side of her neck up under her hairline on the right side. There was a small curved scar behind her right ear. When Sunshine rolled on her, her head smashed against a large rock. The doctors never understood how she survived the accident. She often heard murmurs of disbelief that her injuries were mild. They spoke of brain damage like it had been a certainty. But May woke from her coma with all her faculties intact.


  And the doctor wanted to amputate her leg. She remembered it all too well. Dr. Banks had finished an examination and turned to her parents to confirm their worst fears. Nerve damage beyond repair. A useless limb.


  Her parents stood there in disbelief and shock. Their golden goose with a clipped wing. How could she possibly perform for them now?


  Her mother sobbed into her hands while her father patted her back consolingly. “I believe our daughter will walk again, Dr. Banks.” His hard gray eyes focused on his daughter. “May has never disappointed us. I’m sure she won’t start now.”


  And there it was. The expectation she would continue to support her family even though her body lay broken.


  And May’s young heart hardened for the first time in her life. Her parents didn’t care about her. They were only concerned with the checks that came to the house. The money she supplied for her father’s cars and her mother’s furs. It had been a bitter acknowledgment she had hidden from herself for far too long.


  May didn’t break eye contact with her father. “I will walk again,” she assured him. And then she dismissed him and turned to Dr. Banks. “I need to speak to my family alone, please.”


  The physician left, and May eased her body up to a sitting position. Sweat broke out on her brow, but she didn’t flinch. She clenched her jaw to keep from crying out at the pain that racked through her body.


  When comfortable, she looked at her parents with a wisdom far beyond her eleven years.


  “How much money do we have?”


  Her mother ceased sobbing and looked at her with hard brown eyes. A nondescript slender woman who satisfied her self-worth with expensive clothes and make-up. Today, she wore a fox stole that brought out the red highlights in her latest hairstyle. The bright blue silk dress hand-stitched and the shoes dyed to match.


  The mouth that had been sobbing a minute ago pinched into a hard line. “What kind of question is that to ask your parents?” she demanded.


  Her father watched her shrewdly. “Judy. I believe our daughter is growing up.” He unbuttoned the jacket of his tailored gray suit and eased his muscular body into a visitor’s chair. Grant Fairchild had been a personal trainer for the rich and famous once upon a time. That had been a bit before he helped create his own little rich and famous project. The one who now dared to ask him questions about finances.


  “I don’t care.” Judy pouted. “It’s rude.”


  “It’s my money.”


  The sentence hung in the air like a death dirge.


  Her father’s jaw hardened perceptibly. “Your value has obviously gone down.”


  May bit back the tears his hateful words caused. She would never cry for either of these two people again. Her hands clenched in the white sterile covers. “How much?” she repeated.


  “Enough to pay off the houses and cars.” Grant studied her closely. “But not enough to live on as we’re accustomed to living.”


  She nodded. “And how much do the reporters and magazines want for my story? For pictures of my accident?”


  A flush rose in Judy’s cheeks. Excitement tempered with caution. She didn’t recognize the girl she dealt with in the hospital bed. Her daughter had been so biddable. The stranger in front of her, another story. “One of the tabloids offered five hundred thousand.” She held her breath.


  “And tell me the other offers.”


  When her parents finished telling her, May leaned back in the bed and closed her eyes. She felt so damn tired. But she knew what she had to do before she asked for one of those wonderful pain pills that knocked her out and took the suffering away for awhile.


  “I will do the interviews that pay the most.” May opened brown eyes glazed with pain and studied the two adults in front of her. “The studio will pay for all the hospital bills. There will be royalty checks from my previous episodes. I want half of every payment from this accident to be put into an account for me and me alone. Neither one of you is to have access to it.”


  Judy opened her mouth, but Grant shook his head. “That seems fair.”


  “Oh.” May smiled bitterly. “It is. I want it all in writing. If either of you chooses to break this agreement, I will sell my own story and file for emancipation.”


  “Quite a little bitch, aren’t you?” her mother bit out with hatred in her eyes. “Is this the thanks we get for caring for you all these years?”


  May studied her in silence. All those years hanging around adult television sets paid off with the next sentence. “Thanks for whoring me out, Mother. I’ll never forget it.”


  They left quickly after that. May rubbed the scar behind her ear. A lawyer brought papers the next day for her to sign. She had two other lawyers look them over before she signed them. The studio had paid for all her bills. And they paid for years of rehab until May finally walked away from all of it. The years of therapy allowed her to shuffle from one place to the next. But she knew that full mobility would never happen. There had been too much damage.


  Her parents never came to visit her in the hospital again. They put her up in a house close to the hospital and hired full-time care for her. The first no-nonsense nurse lasted two weeks until May fired her. She had been one in a long line of caretakers in her adolescence.


  Judy and Grant Fairchild only came once to visit her. Years after the accident. They showed up on her doorstep with papers to sign. The papers extended her royalties through the life of the show. It had been one week before her fifteenth birthday.


  She would never forget the look on her parents’ faces when she entered the sitting room with her walker. Her right leg dragged behind her and made a horrible scraping sound on the wood flooring. They fairly shoved the papers at her and told her she could send them back by messenger. It had been the last time she saw them. The Fairchilds were killed in a head-on collision that left her an orphan at sixteen. May couldn’t help but think her father would be happy at spending his last moments on Earth in one of his expensive Cadillacs.


  So many scars.


  May traced a path along her throat to her collarbone. A long, thin line cut across her left breast where Sunshine’s bridle cut into her when they rolled. She looked at herself with objective eyes. This is what forty years old looked like. A slight sag to her full breasts. A soft stomach with rounded hips. May turned to the right and looked at the large scar that rose up from the middle of her right butt cheek and curved up to her waist and down her right hip.


  The doctors mended her hipbone and repaired those nerves as best they could. It had been a significant success. The only damage they couldn’t heal had been in her leg.


  May turned around and walked to the bathtub. She leaned over, started the water, and poured in some bath salts. How long had it been since she even thought about her parents? A long time. They had been relegated to the back of her thoughts for several years. They didn’t deserve her thoughts. May tightened her jaw. She had been a commodity.


  The same feeling she experienced with her two flings. They had only been out for what she could do for them. Never mind her wants and needs. And that had satisfied her at the time.


  May frowned and eased down into the bathtub. The fragrant hot water washed over her, and she sighed. “Walk up three steps, and I start self-analysis,” she muttered. Hadn’t she closed the door on all that years ago?


  “I have,” she said. The words didn’t have the effect she needed. “I have,” she repeated firmly. May pushed the past out of her head and focused on the present.


  * * * *


  It was late.


  May smacked her pillow and groaned. The pizza she inhaled for dinner didn’t last very long. Her stomach growled in protest of her inattention. If she worried about her rounded stomach now, she may as well give it up. There were only six pieces of pizza left. She had eaten the rest of the pizza and a salad before that.


  Her mouth watered. “You have got to be kidding,” she muttered. “There is no way I can still be hungry.”


  But the proof growled painfully again.


  A little after three o’clock, and May propped herself up on her elbows. She blinked in the darkness. “I am going to get out of bed to consume thousands of calories.” The statement didn’t deter her in the slightest.


  “Screw it.” May threw back the covers and eased her feet onto the floor. She stood and then became extremely still. Something felt wrong. No pain in her leg. None.


  May pulled up the pink flowery satin shorts and traced the thick scar on her upper thigh. She blinked in confusion. There had been pain in some degree for three decades. It ranged from horrific to dull, but it had always been there.


  She walked out of her bedroom and into the kitchen. The pink spaghetti strap camisole slid from her shoulder, and she pushed it up absently. None of it made any sense.


  May’s stomach growled again, and she scowled. “I hear ya, insatiable. Simmer.” She reached into the refrigerator and pulled out the rest of the pizza safely secured in a large baggy. Oh, it looks tasty. She flicked the kitchen light on and pulled a piece out. No need to warm it up. May ate it standing up with a huge grin on her face. Then she had another.


  What the hell is going on? May zipped the baggy and put it back in the refrigerator. Then she walked into the hallway and stopped at the steps. Wilda’s words echoed through her head, and she put her left foot on the first step. “If it gets too bad, I can crawl. No problem.”


  And there wasn’t a problem. May walked up the stairs quicker than she ever had before. She paused at the top and pinched the hell out of her arm. The pain jolted her, but she didn’t wake up. She flipped the light switch and looked her fill.


  The second story of her house another testament to her love of flowers. Baby-blue carpeting spread through the rooms while artificial flowers adorned the small tables placed along the hallway. May brushed her hands along the eggshell walls and smiled.


  Floral landscapes graced both sides of the hallway. May traced a gilded frame and sighed in pleasure. She had forgotten how gorgeous it was. How much care she had put into precisely the right look for her home.


  The hall ended at the bathroom but also opened up into two guestrooms and one office. May opened the door of the first guestroom and let the beauty wash over her. Purple and blue irises bloomed along every wall in a trio of paintings that highlighted the subtle beauty of the flower. Irises of every color exploded across the bedspread and tied into the vases on the dressers and nightstand. The dark oak bed showcased the lightness of the flowers to perfection.


  May turned on the lamp beside the bed with a smile. She pulled the sunshine yellow curtain back and looked outside. A clear night. The stars shone brightly in the sky. A vantage point she could grow accustomed to.


  She started to drop the curtains when a light on the first floor in the house next to her caught her eye. There was no excuse for spying, but May didn’t think of letting the curtain fall back. Chandler sat at a desk next to the window with only a pair of light-blue boxers on. He tapped quickly on the keyboard and then reached behind his ear to grab a pen and write something down. Tap, tap, tap. Write, write, write.


  He must have finished something because he sat back with a satisfied grin and pumped his fist one time in the air. May chuckled. Apparently inspiration and hunger sometimes struck at the same time.


  She looked her fill at his broad chest with a smattering of golden chest hair that disappeared into the front of his blue boxers. Chandler sat there for a minute and tapped his fingers on his desk. Then he tapped some more on his keyboard.


  May’s pulse raced as she watched him work at his desk. His biceps flexed in the glow of his desk lamp. And she could make out the top of his muscular thighs. Chandler’s hair stood on end, and she soon saw why. He would come to a stopping point and grab little tufts and give them a small yank.


  “He’s frustrated,” she whispered with a small grin. “How cute.”


  May leaned farther against the window and then froze.


  Chandler paused in his typing and looked up.


  Her heart tripped in her chest. She couldn’t deny the intimacy of his gaze. A smile spread across his face, and he raised his hand to wave. May fought the urge to throw the curtain closed and run. She brought her hand up and returned the wave.


  Chandler moved his hand back to the keyboard and continued typing.


  May let the curtain fall and slowly backed away from the window. She turned the lamp off and walked out of the guestroom quickly. Images of Chandler’s half-dressed body flickered behind her eyelids. She pressed her hands to her jumping stomach. That whole scene would make for a fun next meeting.


  “Yes, Chandler,” she admitted. “I stared at your half-naked, defenseless hot body. And I mentally masturbated. Hope you don’t mind.” May fought the laughter that bubbled in her chest. “Oh, God!” she snickered. And that was all it took.


  May leaned against the side of the wall while tears poured from her eyes. She tried to regain control of her runaway emotions but couldn’t. The laughter turned to sobs that took her to the floor at the top of the landing.


  She rocked back and forth and buried her face in her hands. The crying jag eased off slowly, and May sniffled and rubbed her hands across her watery eyes. “What in the hell?” She blinked and stood slowly. No pain in her leg. May rubbed a spot over her heart. And she felt lighter.


  The stairs were no problem on her way down.


  May paused at the bottom and brushed her hair back behind her ear. Maybe fantasizing about her neighbor had healing properties. She chuckled. An image of herself sitting on Chandler’s lap while he sat at his desk flooded her mind, and her knees nearly buckled.


  “Go to bed,” she told herself. “And no more pizza for you. Geez.” May walked into her kitchen and stroked her new plant’s leaves and smiled. “You go back to sleep, too. I’m done acting like a complete idiot. I think,” she murmured. May turned off the kitchen light and walked back into her bedroom. Thank goodness Tuesday would be a slow day. The real fun looked to begin on Wednesday.


  May lay down and absently traced her scar. “Thank you,” she murmured sleepily. But she had no idea who she thanked.


  * * * *


  May yawned lazily but refused to open her eyes. God knows, it was probably raining again. No need to be in a hurry this morning. She reached inside to find the time, and her eyes flew open in alarm.


  “Shit!”


  How could it be eleven o’clock? May threw back her covers and swung her legs over the bed. A sharp pain raced up her right leg, and she gasped.


  “Damn it,” May moaned. The pain damn near excruciating. She rubbed her thigh and winced. Some of the worst pain she’d had in months. Her left leg trembled, also.


  “For the love of all that’s good.” May bit her lip and focused on standing slowly. The pain steep and brilliant. Stars danced behind her eyes before she steadied herself.


  If she could bring herself to make it to the bathroom, she would take one of the damn pain pills. Sure, she would. The day would disappear, but so would the pain.


  Last night’s foray scurried through her mind before the pain shuffled it back out. She felt only a deep ache that needed to be silenced.


  May shuffled painfully into the bathroom and clutched the bathroom sink with white knuckles. She glanced up and looked at herself in the mirror. A comparison to death warmed over would have been a compliment. May reached out with a trembling hand and opened the medicine cabinet.


  There were several bottles of pills on each shelf. She rubbed her temple and then grabbed the bottle nearest to her. The top popped satisfactorily, and she groaned in relief. With this type of pain, it wouldn’t be uncommon for her to break a bottle trying to reach a specific pill.


  May dropped the first pill down the sink and cursed fluently. The second pill gave her no problem, and she hurriedly washed it down. Back to bed. Please, God.


  It felt like roughly two miles to her bed, but May reached it eventually and sank down with a sigh. The medicinal cocoon wrapped around her and smoothed the edges quickly. Goodbye, Tuesday. May drifted off to sleep.


  * * * *


  The ringing annoyed her now. May sighed and slowly opened her eyes. Let the answering machine catch it. The ringing didn’t stop after the fourth ring. Maybe all the storms had knocked her machine off-line.


  “Ugh,” she moaned. May sat up slowly and blinked. A little after seven Wednesday morning. Tuesday a horrid nightmare of a memory. One powerful narcotic, and she could simply kiss a day goodbye. The thought didn’t please her.


  She rubbed her right thigh with gentle circles. Tolerable pain. The ringing stopped abruptly, and May sank back against her pillow with a groan. She had a small headache from sleeping so long. Couldn’t let that affect her, though. Today the first day she would be overseeing Elysian Fields for the owners.


  Her nerves bumped a bit when she thought of seeing the owners’ doctor.


  “Just a quick trip,” she mumbled. “Anyone with half a brain can see my leg is almost useless.” May brushed her hair back and studied her ceiling. Unfortunately, that didn’t take care of her shower, breakfast, or going over last-minute notes.


  A bright strike of lightning flashed through the window, and May glanced over. “I believe that next time I’m at Spades Hardware, I will pick up lumber and nails to make an ark.” A rumble of thunder followed, and she shook her head.


  What in the world would the women do with the nursery outside in this weather?


  May waited for the rain but didn’t hear anything. She swung her legs over the bed and sat there a minute. More lightning and thunder but no rain.


  “That’s odd,” May murmured. She stood and hobbled off to the bathroom. The mirror was her mortal enemy this morning, and she didn’t even look over at it on her way to the toilet and then the bathtub. The bath helped a bit, and May wrapped a peach towel around herself afterward.


  She walked to the closet and looked at the options. There must be professional gardening attire somewhere to be found. If the storm held the lightning’s promise, it could be another wet day. Hobbling to and fro in the dampness didn’t quite lift her spirits, either.


  May wrinkled her nose and thumbed through several outfits before she gave up and walked over to her dresser. She pulled open the second drawer and pulled out a nice yellow T-shirt and a pair of jeans. The sisters wouldn’t be there, after all, so hopefully no one would notice her fashion faux pas. May grinned as she opened the top drawer and pulled out an ivory lingerie set with bra and boy-cut panties. She dressed slowly and rolled her head around on her neck.


  Tense would be putting it mildly.


  “I slept an entire day. Sheesh.” May grabbed a tortoise shell clip from the top of the dresser and pinned her hair back. She blew her bangs up and rubbed the back of her neck. Her brown sandals were in the kitchen. They at least had a durable thick sole that didn’t mean she would be on her ass in two seconds. It may have prolonged the hang time to six.


  “Pessimist,” she muttered and smiled. Life is good, isn’t it? Why borrow trouble? It could always find you on its own.


  A plain bagel with some cream cheese would suffice for breakfast. A bottle of diet soda, and she was gold. May glanced outside and frowned. The skies were clear. No twenty percent beat against her kitchen window. Maybe just a storm cloud rolling through. Thank goodness for small miracles.


  May finished her bagel and walked down the hallway with her diet soda clutched in her hand. Caffeine a chemical miracle. She opened up the door to the garage and flicked the light on. Three small steps. May rubbed her thigh and took a deep breath and then navigated downward. Her feet hit the concrete bottom, and she grinned.


  “Ha!” A happy dance crossed her mind, but she thought she may be tempting fate.


  May grinned and tucked herself inside the car. She opened the garage, started the engine, and began her day.


  * * * *


  A gorgeous day outside. May rolled her window down and took the clip from her hair. She giggled and let the wind do what it may with all the loose tendrils. The landscape began to change from manicured and landscaped to wild and woolly. A fascinating mix to behold. Traffic thinned out, and May slowed down to better enjoy the blooms and foliage.


  The four sisters danced through her thoughts, and she puzzled over the odd mix. Four women as different as night and day. But she could tell by watching them interact there was a deep love between them.


  Not for the first time, May wished she had siblings. And then reality washed over her. Her mother bemoaned the fact she had May. Her body was ruined. Why would she want another? May pressed her cool hand to her cheek. Unpleasant memories on a pleasant day. She shook her head slightly and let the thoughts slip away.


  But the sisters remained in her thoughts. How determined they must be. Eden obviously the driving force of the four. How she roped her beautiful sisters into a nursery, May would likely never know.


  She brought herself back to the present with a jolt at the stop sign and then simply gaped.


  No. Way.


  May blinked and literally rubbed her eyes. Then she looked again. It didn’t even appear to be the same place. Gone were the brambles and the bushes that crawled along every square inch. The litter had been removed, and all that remained, evenly cut grass.


  She shook her head at the sight and pulled up slowly to park her car. If she hadn’t believed before, she damn sure did now.


  The transformation incredible. The building still looked like hammered dog crap, but the grounds were neat and tidy. May parked her car, tidied her hair and stepped out slowly. She took in every bit of land on the way up the sidewalk to the front door. Plenty of room for the nurseries. Good sunlight. Fresh air.


  “Wow,” she murmured.


  May reached the front door to knock when it opened.


  Her greeting died in her throat. Words completely and utterly failed her.


  She saw a massive figure of a man with skin so golden he appeared to glow. Sandy-blond hair curled this way and that while a neatly trimmed matching mustache and beard graced his face. Eyes the color of a calm ocean studied her. He wore a simple pair of drawstring pants the color of sand and a loose-fitting, short-sleeved cream shirt. Dark brown sandals completed the ensemble.


  May blinked and searched for her vocabulary when a smile spread across his face.


  “May Fairchild, I presume?” His deep voice rumbled across her and soothed her strained nerves.


  She cleared her throat and returned his smile. “Yes. You’re the doctor?”


  He inclined his head. “I am the healer. You may call me Clep.”


  The large man extended his hand, and May reached out to take it.


  When their hands met, Clep’s blue eyes darkened and widened. He opened his mouth to speak and then quickly snapped his jaws shut.


  May had the oddest feeling they had met. She frowned and blinked.


  Clep let go of her hand and stepped to the side. “If you will grace me with your presence and permission, we can begin the examination.”


  May smiled and walked slowly across the threshold. The inside of the building appeared basically the same. Cobwebs and dust clung to most every square inch. She could see a clean path from the front door down the hallway, and May followed the doctor down it.


  The lights allowed a warm glow as they came to a closed door, and Clep stopped. He turned and smiled apologetically at May.


  “Most of my patients come to me. I can assure you that I have impeccable credentials and a professional office.”


  She chuckled. “I am aware you’re doing this as a favor to the sisters. And I appreciate your time.” May took a breath. “I want to be completely honest with you.” Their eyes met. “I have been to some of the best doctors in the world. My right leg has severe nerve damage. I don’t expect a miracle from you. Maybe just a reinforcement of what I’ve already said to the sisters.” She swallowed her pride and lifted her chin. “I want to help them with their endeavor, but I don’t want my disability to affect our relationship. If I am unable to fulfill my commitment to them, you need to let them know.”


  “You are honorable,” Clep murmured. “I knew you would be.” He bowed at the waist and then straightened. “I will tell the sisters nothing but the truth concerning this examination.”


  “Thank you.” May nervously pressed her hands to her thighs.


  Clep opened the door and moved to the side.


  It appeared incredibly clean if a little sparse. There were only a long oak table and two oak chairs. The lights seemed to be brighter in the room as if they were actually in an examination room. Not one cobweb or a speck of dust showed anywhere.


  May stepped through the doorway and bit her lip. Years of appointments and disappointments flooded her mind. There had once been hope. It had died along with the nerves in her leg. All she had to do, allow the doctor to examine her, and she could go back to her life.


  “If you will please sit.” Clep motioned to the table.


  May arched an eyebrow. The table clearly above the height she could just slide her butt across. “Clep.”


  He glanced at her.


  “The height of the table is an issue.”


  “Ah.” He walked over, grabbed her by the waist, and lifted her up to sit on the table.


  May’s brown eyes widened to the size of saucers. Well. That had never happened in an exam before. Her legs dangled over the side, and she fought a grin.


  Clep walked over to a closet and took out a clipboard. Then he grabbed a chair and pulled it over to her. “Tell me what happened.”


  The amusement faded, and May swallowed the lump in her throat. She clenched her hands in her lap and searched for the right words. Every other doctor had her chart. They knew her history. She never had to repeat the hows and whys. She never had to tread over the most painful period of her life.


  “Take your time.” Clep’s blue eyes were kind. He patted her leg and waited.


  “I had been riding a horse.” May’s thoughts flashed back to the day her life changed. It had begun picture perfect. They were filming a field scene. The sky a brilliant blue, and the sun shone down on the land for a beautiful shot. Katie, her character, would find a baby deer with a broken leg. The lesson for the episode dealt with compassion and giving. Katie would eventually have to return the deer to the wild.


  Sunshine, her faithful Pinto of five years, pranced through the tall grass with her golden mane blowing slightly in the breeze. She smelled of the soap May used on her that morning. May giggled with sheer happiness. The crew settled back with the cameras in the shade to catch every second of the scene. Her parents hadn’t been there. May was a professional. The only time they came is if the reporters were there. Funny how she remembered that now.


  The deer stood only a bit farther ahead by the tall oak tree. They cantered closer when suddenly May felt the earth tilt, and she struggled to stay seated. If she could only pull Sunshine to the side and correct her position. May jerked the reigns frantically and yelled Sunshine’s name when they both went down.


  She screamed once, she remembered. The pair toppled to the right with May slamming into the ground while Sunshine rolled over her right leg and hip. The minute she hit the earth, pain burst through her head. There were no more memories of the accident.


  May bit her lip to keep the tears from falling. “Sunshine tripped in a hole someone forgot to check for, and she rolled over me.” She didn’t tell the doctor how no one could contact her parents, and the make-up artist actually went with her to the hospital. And she saw no reason to tell him they put Sunshine down as they wheeled her into the emergency room. Her first question when she woke was not about her injuries but about her faithful horse and best friend. The only one who knew her secrets. And her parents coldly telling her that the veterinarian put Sunshine down. It had hurt worse than the terrible pain in her head and leg. Her heart bled then. The scar that none could see but the one that prevented her from ever having another pet.


  Old wounds.


  May pulled back from the memories of Sunshine and continued. “I was taken to the hospital. The doctors were amazed I woke at all. Much less, with my faculties intact.” She pulled up the hair behind her right ear and turned her head. “I fell on a large rock,” she explained. “It fractured my skull, but there was no brain damage.”


  Clep stood and lightly touched the crescent-shaped scar.


  Warmth flooded through her, and May jumped a bit. It was the oddest sensation. A memory of another’s touch on that exact area flitted through her thoughts. She struggled to remember when Clep cleared his throat.


  “And then?”


  May blinked and gathered her thoughts. She let her hair fall and touched her right hip. “The doctors mended my hip as best they could. But my right leg was another story.” A horror story. “Too many nerves were damaged in the fall.” Her lips twisted bitterly. “They told me that if I had jumped when Sunshine fell, I would be intact.” Pure acid dripped from the last word.


  “Intact?” Clep growled. He stood and paced the small room with a scowl. “They blamed you for attempting to right your horse and save your friend?”


  Emotion ripped through May, and she struggled with it. He understood. An unexpected blessing. May could no sooner leave Sunshine than she could rip out her own heart. The end had the same result, though. She still wouldn’t change a thing.


  “Take your pants off.”


  The words shocked May back to the present.


  “Excuse me?”


  “Your pants, May.” Clep motioned to them. “I need to examine the scars for myself.”


  She didn’t say a word but simply sat there.


  Clep grinned and winked. “I appreciate your reticence, May. I would hardly accept disrobing for a man I hardly know.” He tapped on the clipboard. “What can I do to make this easier for you?”


  “Is there a cocktail around?”


  He threw back his head and laughed. The deep timber rolled through the room, and May couldn’t help but laugh with him. Some of the tension eased from her body.


  She held up her hand with a smile. “Isn’t there a robe somewhere I could slip on?”


  “You have scars up on your hip, do you not?”


  May nodded.


  “You may keep your T-shirt on, May. But a robe would simply have to be lifted and moved out of the way.”


  Nerves jumped at his words.


  Clep put the clipboard down and moved in front of her. “I need to examine you, May. I will not harm you.” He paused. “I actually have a problem that I hoped you could help me with.” His blue eyes were clear and somber.


  May tilted her head to the side. “What can I do for you?”


  For the first time since their meeting, Clep appeared nervous. He raked his hands through his hair and cleared his throat.


  May waited patiently.


  Clep stroked his beard and took a deep breath.


  She smiled. “The sooner you spill it, the sooner you get my pants off.”


  He chuckled. “It is a matter of a personal nature. I do not freely give my thoughts.”


  “I understand.”


  Clep looked at her and nodded. “I think you do.” He waved his hand around the room for a second and then continued. “It is Eden.”


  May waited.


  “I care for Eden.”


  Understanding dawned. This big, gorgeous man had a crush on her client. May mentally fit them together in her mind and smiled. They would be beautiful together.


  “She pushes me away,” he continued. “Always working in her gardens or with her mor—” Clep trailed off. He smiled. “Or with more important items.” His smile slid away. “She refuses to listen to me. Stubborn and single-minded woman that she is. I need help to get through to her.” He paced in front of her. “If she would only listen to me.” Clep stopped and touched his chest. “If she would listen to my heart, she would know.”


  May reached out her hand and took Clep’s in hers. “I will do whatever I can to help you.” She smiled. “Your heart will have its say.”


  Clep bowed his head. “Thank you, May. I would be eternally grateful for your assistance.”


  “Eternally grateful, eh?” May patted his hand and then let go. “I’ll keep that in mind. First, you need to turn around so I can take off my jeans.”


  As soon as his back faced her, May undid the button of her jeans and slowly slid them down to her thighs. She rocked back and forth until she could easily slide them down her legs. The pain in her leg came back with a deep throb. May folded her jeans and put them beside her on the table. She yanked her yellow shirt down to the middle of her thighs. Shit. At least she had nice underwear on.


  “Okay,” she muttered.


  Clep turned and nodded approvingly. “Thank you, May.”


  “Sure.”


  He set the clipboard next to her jeans and looked her in the eye. “May I?”


  May nodded, not trusting her voice.


  Very gently, Clep lifted the hem of the shirt on the right side.


  May looked everywhere but at him or what he did.


  “It hurts now, doesn’t it?”


  She bit her lip and nodded.


  Clep’s hands started at the bottom of the scar and moved up gently. He paused where the scar was thickest and felt around before moving higher.


  The top of the scar uncomfortably high on her leg, and May fought not to fidget.


  He removed his hand. “Now the hip, please.”


  May sighed. “Can’t you take my word for it?”


  “I could. But then I wouldn’t be able to draw my own conclusions.”


  She lifted the hem higher and blushed.


  His hands were gentle, she would give him that. Some of her doctors caused her more pain with the examination than the injury did.


  He traced the scar on her hip while mumbling something under his breath. When he lifted his hand, he stepped back. “Are there any others?”


  “No.”


  Clep squinted his blue eyes. “Sunshine’s tack didn’t scar you?”


  Her brown eyes widened. None of the doctors before this one even bothered to ask. They focused solely on her leg. May swallowed convulsively and nodded. She touched her right breast, not trusting herself to speak.


  “I won’t ask you to remove your shirt.” Clep grinned. “That may be pushing it.” He moved forward. “But I will simply feel the scar through your shirt. Is that acceptable?”


  She nodded again.


  His hands unerringly found the thin scar. Clep traced it with a slight frown on his face. “That can easily be taken care of with plastic surgery. Do you not wish to have that done?”


  “No,” she whispered.


  “Ah.” Clep stepped back. “You carry her with you, don’t you?” he asked quietly.


  Emotion welled up so quickly in May, she nearly choked on it. Her hands clenched in her lap while she struggled.


  “Why do you think it wrong to mourn your friend?”


  May’s head jerked up, and her brown eyes blazed with anger and unshed tears. “It’s weak. She’s been gone for decades. The crying is ridiculous.”


  “So say those who abandoned you.”


  The quiet words undid her.


  May covered her face with her hands while the tears streamed down her cheeks. She had always cried quietly so as not to disturb her parents. Thick arms quickly gathered her close, and May leaned into them. She mourned Sunshine with bits of her soul. Pain splintered through her chest before a semblance of peace slipped through.


  She remembered the mornings in the stable slipping Sunshine bits of apple and giggling at the soft nose digging into her palm. The hours she spent brushing her Pinto’s mane and whispering her dreams and desires into always listening ears. Discovering her first real taste of freedom while she rode through the fields in the back pasture.


  “She was my first and only friend,” May murmured.


  “I know, child.” Clep brushed his lips across her hair. “Your love for her blossoms in your speech.”


  May reached up and wiped her tears away. She felt…better.


  Clep stepped back. “My examination is complete for now.” He patted her jeans. “You may put these back on. When you are finished, call for me. I’ll be right outside the door.” Clep reached up, put his hands around her waist, and settled her back on the floor. Then he quietly turned and left the room.


  May rubbed her chest in wonder. Through all the years she remembered Sunshine, all she thought about had been the accident. How could she have forgotten all the good memories? And there were hundreds of them.


  She pulled her jeans from the table and slowly slid them up her legs. A minute later, May called out to Clep, and he opened the door.


  Her stomach jumped. For a little while, she had forgotten what the examination was all about. But it all boiled down to the fact she couldn’t travel easily up and down the stairs to handle the sisters’ business.


  “I’m kind of screwed, aren’t I?”


  Chapter 6


  “And why would you say that, May Fairchild?” Clep moved forward and studied her. His blue eyes were kind.


  “You’ve seen the scars.” May lifted her head. “There are days when I can barely walk. How am I going to be able to handily take that flight of stairs several times a day? The sisters will have to find someone else to help.”


  “If I don’t miss the mark, and I never do, the sisters have chosen you.” Those blue eyes fastened on her. “In fact, I’m sure of it.”


  “Be that as it may.” Frustration built in her. “I am unable to fulfill the duties.”


  Clep walked over to the closet and rustled around for a minute. He grabbed something and turned. She saw a small copper pot with a cork stopper. It couldn’t have been any bigger than a teacup. He shut the closet and walked over to her.


  “This liniment will ease the ache when you are here.” Clep kept it in his hands. “I need you to listen to the instructions very carefully. Will you abide by them?”


  “Yes.”


  “When you arrive here, you need to immediately rub this liniment on both wrists. One application on the way in. One on the way out. That is the most you may use. And the medicine stays here. Agreed?”


  “Okay.”


  “You have pain pills, I presume?”


  She had cabinets full of them. May nodded.


  “Throw them away.”


  “That sounds great in theory,” she began.


  “Throw them away, May.” Clep’s blue eyes were fierce. “They were prescribed for the woman you were so long ago. The one who needed to forget the days and the pain. Now, my dear, you need to remember.”


  She held up her hands. “Listen. I understand you want to help. But there are days when all I want to do is assume the fetal position and pray for the pain to leave.”


  His lips twitched. “I do not dismiss your pain. In fact, I think we may find a way to manage your pain successfully. But you cannot mask it.”


  “I’ll consider it.”


  He nodded respectfully. “Thank you.”


  May followed Clep into the hallway, and he turned to hand her the small copper pot. “You may have one dose of medicine now and one on the way out.”


  She pulled the cork out, and her eyes widened. The scent of her childhood spiraled up from the opening and spread through her. May could smell Sunshine’s shampoo and the fragrance of the light make-up they applied when she was on the set. The sweet scent of butterscotch, her favorite candy, tickled her nose. And a deeper, spicier aroma she couldn’t quite place.


  “It is a strong medicine, May.” Clep’s voice stern as he spoke. “You must follow the directions to the letter.”


  “I can take direction.” May put her finger over the opening and tipped the pot over. A warm liquid touched her finger, and she quickly spread the lotion over her left wrist. And then she switched hands and applied it to her right wrist.


  Clep put the cork back and smiled. “I believe you’ll find your instructions up those stairs in the office.” He motioned to the flight behind her. “I must take my leave. There are other matters I have to tend to this morning.” He moved forward and hugged May. “Please do not forget my instructions or my plea for help.”


  May hugged him back. “I won’t forget either.” She paused. “Thank you,” she whispered.


  Clep stepped back and bowed. “Why don’t you go upstairs? I will wait until you reach the top to take my leave.”


  She took a deep breath and turned to the flight behind her. The medicine on her wrists fairly tingled. The pain in her leg throbbed low. Now or never. May moved to the right to guide herself up with the banister.


  It was slow going. No doubt. But she didn’t topple to the bottom. Her leg didn’t buckle beneath her. May reached the landing and turned to wave at Clep.


  He grinned and waved back.


  “I’ll be going now, May.”


  “Bye!” She turned and walked two steps down the hall when a bright bolt of lightning nearly stole her breath away. A large rumble of thunder followed and rolled across the building. May shrieked and blinked rapidly. None of the lights flickered. She walked over to the nearest window and rubbed her palm in a circle to clear a spot to look out.


  Not a cloud in the sky.


  “What in the hell?” May walked back to the stairs and looked down. Clep long gone. Well, isn’t that odd? She shook her head and shrugged. “I’m up the stairs. What in the hell am I worried about?”


  May made her way to the office door and stopped. Last time she had been here, the sisters rushed her through the door and into the meeting. Now, she could examine the door at her leisure. An incredible work of art. Each nick of the wood brought out another detail of the four. No doubt in May’s mind that the piece was of the sisters. Their father was hardly subtle. She chuckled. The four reaching for something just out of reach.


  I often wonder what it would be like to not be the oldest. My sisters look to me for guidance. I often worry I will fail them.


  The softly spoken words were a memory from her childhood. It sounded like Eden’s voice. May frowned and concentrated, but no other words followed.


  “I’m tired.” May rubbed her forehead. “I’ve had a long day. I’ve stripped down in front of a complete stranger and let him pry into my childhood memories. I’ve walked up a flight of stairs by myself. I need a stiff drink and a pint of ice cream.”


  She shook her head and opened the door. The room more beautiful than it had been the first time she saw it. There were folders in a rainbow of colors on the large table in the center of the room. A multitude of post-it notes and pens neatly stacked on the side.


  A full-size sheet of heavy bond paper with a gold border lay on top.


  
    
      May,


      Our grounds have been cleared. We need you to look over the numbers for the nurseries on the back side of the grounds. Also, we have considered buying the pasture behind the lot for future expansion. Please put numbers to paper and look over the inventory for us.


      Spades Hardware will deliver the wood and supplies for the two nurseries around noon. Have them place the provisions, tarped, on the back side of the building. We have a tab with them so the bill has been taken care of. There are sandwiches and sodas in the refrigerator. Help yourself.


      Thank you.

    

  


  Simple enough. May walked slowly over and opened the small refrigerator with a smile. Diet soda abounded. She snagged one and popped the top. The folders waited for her attention, and May walked over with a smile. Life is good.


  * * * *


  May’s stomach rumbled in disgust at her inattention. She lifted her head from the figures in front of her and glanced at the clock. It was almost noon. Spades should be delivering the supplies any minute. She rubbed her stomach and promised sustenance. She had just enough time to get downstairs before the delivery arrived. Her stomach would have to wait.


  May left the office and started down the stairs when she heard the first knock.


  “Shit,” she muttered and sped up her stair shuffle. “Coming!” she called out. The last stairs went by fairly quickly, and May shuffled to the door.


  The minute she opened the door, relief flooded her. Larry, the owner, stood there with a large wad of papers in his hand. He looked up, startled, at May and smiled slowly.


  “Well, damn, May. Make an old man wait out here.”


  May chuckled and moved forward to hug him tightly. “If I’d known it was you, I would’ve taken the stairs at a run.”


  They stepped back, and Larry straightened his ball cap over his bald pate. “May Fairchild, out and about, walking the stairs. Never thought I’d see the day.” He scratched his gray whiskers and winked at her.


  Larry “Spades” Crown was the set builder for the studio when she was younger. He always made sure to keep an extra butterscotch in the pocket of his overalls for her. Years after the accident, May looked him up and stole him away from the studio with a promise of his own hardware store. In the years since, he had paid her back and then some.


  May put her arm around his waist. “Seems we’re working for the same bosses here, Larry. Not afraid of spending a bit of money, are they?”


  “A bit?” The old man’s blue eyes widened. “I can add two more specialized studios to the store.” He shook his head. “Never seen the like.”


  They walked down the sidewalk where several trucks waited with supplies. May motioned behind her. “They want the supplies tarped behind the building. They’re not hiring your men to complete the nurseries?”


  “No, ma’am.” Larry jerked his head toward the back, and the first driver nodded and turned around in the street. The rest of the trucks followed. He turned back to May. “They paid premium money for prompt delivery and high quality supplies. In fact, the boys get a bonus for finishing this all in one day.” Larry grinned at her. “Never seen so many employees free up a day like that.”


  “I’ll bet.” May tilted her head to the side. “Who’s building the nurseries then?”


  “Got me.” Larry shrugged.


  Several questions flew through her head. She’d have to take a look at the numbers again and find the answers. Labor had been nonspecific. May always assumed the sisters would contract Spades.


  Larry patted her shoulder. “You look good, May.”


  She turned, grinned at him and winked. “You have a butterscotch to go with that compliment, Larry?”


  He reached a gnarled hand into his shirt pocket and pulled out a golden-wrapped hard candy. “You better believe it.”


  May eagerly took the candy and unwrapped it. She popped the disc into her mouth and smiled. “Come on, Larry. I’ll treat you to lunch.”


  * * * *


  They ended up spending an hour and a half at a small cafe on the outskirts of town. After lunch, she took Larry back to the site and signed the paperwork. He loaded up the men and left shortly after.


  May glanced at her watch and shook her head. She had spent the good part of an entire day at Elysian Fields. Probably should get home and check on some other clients. Or, perhaps, finally work in her garden.


  She walked slowly up the stairs and gathered her paperwork to put in her black case. Just a few more minutes, and she would be on her way home and into her comfy clothes to play in her own garden.


  May closed the office door behind her and shuffled across the wood flooring to the stairs. Intimidating. No one planned to fall down a flight of stairs. She rubbed her right thigh absently. But a very real possibility nonetheless.


  She transferred her black case to her left hand and hugged the left side. The banister remarkably polished for the rest of the house being in disarray. May wondered how the sisters managed it. Her fingers trailed the shiny wood as she took the stairs one at a time.


  The bottom rose up to greet her.


  She stepped completely onto the first floor and looked behind her. The unapproachable had been conquered. A deep feeling of satisfaction filled her chest. How long had it been since that feeling of accomplishment touched her?


  May turned and walked to the front door. The small copper pot lay on the table by the front door. She traced her hands over the delicate brown color and then popped the cork off. A bit of the medicine on each wrist, and May replaced the cork and the container.


  She stepped out of the building and shut the door behind her. The lock clicked into place, and May walked slowly down the sidewalk toward her car.


  Quiet here. Birds spoke softly to one another without shrill calls. No traffic stirred. A faint breeze stirred the leaves of the trees.


  “It’s beautiful.” The words escaped before May had a chance to realize she uttered them. The faint tinkling of bells met her admission, and she smiled. “You’re welcome.”


  May walked to her car and headed for her house.


  * * * *


  “Wow,” Eden murmured. She watched May leave the lot and drive back toward her home. Had she any idea thirty years ago when she interfered that her mortal would carry pieces of her? No. Eden’s only thought had been to save the girl. The rest, incidental. The fact May unknowingly sensed the fairies and thanked them for their work?


  Her sisters were back home tending to their other business, and Eden felt thankful they missed that last little bit. The last thing she needed was another reminder of her impulsive decision.


  That thought lasted two point three seconds.


  Eden had enough time to school her features and brace herself.


  Then he appeared.


  Had he always made her pulse race like this? Yes, always.


  How long had it been? A decade? Two?


  Eden fought to steady herself.


  Asclepius bowed low. “Earth Goddess.”


  “Rise, Asclepius, and report your news.” Her voice sounded sharp, even to her own ears.


  The healer straightened but said not one word.


  “Speak, damn it.”


  He allowed himself a smile. “Your May Fairchild is an amazing mortal.” He paused. “She is yours, isn’t she?”


  “You know she is.”


  “I do.” Asclepius nodded in agreement. “Your touch is all over her. In her mind. On her wounds. You knew I would see that. Does your father know?”


  Eden lifted her chin. “He does not. Do you wish to blackmail me?”


  Asclepius arched an eyebrow. “Blackmail, Goddess? I would dare not.”


  “What do you want?” she demanded.


  His blue eyes deepened and became a turbulent sea. “I would like to continue to treat her.” He paused. “With your benevolent permission.”


  Asclepius around all the time? Eden fought against the rush of emotions his mere presence brought. They had been a couple once. Before one of her mortals opened her eyes to the truth. Eden couldn’t even find happiness for her mortal. How could she possibly find it for herself?


  “You can help her?”


  He nodded. “I can help her help herself.”


  “Then you may continue.” She nodded once and disappeared.


  Asclepius blew out a breath. “Half the battle,” he murmured.


  * * * *


  May arrived home and parked in the driveway. She stepped out and started toward her backyard.


  “May!”


  She stopped in her tracks at the masculine voice. Hell. Images of Chandler’s mostly naked, hot body flashed behind her eyes. May turned with a tight smile on her face. “Chandler. How are you?”


  “Good, good.” He wore a pair of short jean shorts and a red tank top that showed off muscular biceps. He had some sort of device hooked to his shorts. Chandler patted it with a grin. “Billie’s taking a nap. This is our toddler walkie-talkie.”


  May laughed. “I would think you would be resting and recuperating at this point in time.”


  “I would,” he admitted, “but I just remembered something.” Those brown eyes studied her.


  “What would that be?”


  “I left two pieces of grass in your keeping, and I was wondering if they were still there.”


  May chuckled. “Yes. Tom and Jerry are this way. Follow me.” She walked up the path and unlocked the back gate. They walked through it and to the patio doors. May punched in the alarm code and opened up the patio door.


  Chandler followed her in and grinned down at the grass. “This is great.”


  May set her case down and blinked. “Okay.”


  “Strides, May. You’re making strides.” Chandler bent down low and patted the grass. “Good job, guys.” He stood. “Now you can take me out to dinner.”


  Two startling directives in one day. First, “take off your pants” and now this. What a day.


  May rubbed her thigh absently and formed a negative response.


  Chandler took the hand from her thigh and put it in his. “I don’t bite unless asked. I’m housebroken. I work for a living.” He threaded their fingers together and gave a slight tug.


  May ended up against him so quickly she could barely credit his smoothness. All her soft curves settled against his firm muscles. More than pleasant.


  “May.” Chandler undid the clip of her hair and ran his fingers through her short brown hair. “Give a guy a chance.” He moved his mouth down and nipped at her ear.


  Delicious shivers moved through May. “Thought you said you didn’t bite,” she whispered.


  Chandler’s eyes darkened as he lifted his head and nipped at her bottom lip. “May have exaggerated. Trying to sell myself here.”


  “Damn good salesman,” May said. She lifted her arms and wound them around Chandler’s neck. That moved her curves even closer against him. Her body tightened in anticipation. He groaned as she fit against him.


  And then Chandler’s mouth moved on hers and his hands pulled her hips closer to his body. Sinful pleasure flooded her body. Their tongues dueled as his hands moved from her waist up to her breasts and cupped their fullness in his hands. One hand moved down to her back under her T-shirt while the other moved up the front to cover her breast and stroke the hardened nub straining against the ivory fabric that held it.


  May bucked against him and moaned at the hardness she felt pressed tightly to her. She moved her arms from around his neck down to his waist. Her hands reached around and cupped his tight ass.


  Chandler jerked against her, and May squeezed again.


  Chandler broke the kiss and kissed his way along her jaw and her neck where her pulse beat frantically in her throat. His right hand moved under her bra and eased it over her full breast. Then he lifted her shirt before she knew it and settled his mouth over her breast.


  May cried out in pleasure as Chandler stroked and sucked the nub. She clutched the back of his head and arched her body closer to him. Her body throbbed in need. It had been too many years to count. May trembled against him.


  His left hand moved down to press against the tight vee of her jeans, and May whimpered and fought to keep control. Pleasure spun through her relentlessly and built almost painfully. She closed her eyes.


  Chandler moved his hand so it rested between her legs while his thumb moved unrelentingly up to press against her aching center. He licked her nipple one last time and lifted his head. His ragged breath washed over her neck as he ducked his head.


  “Come for me, May.”


  The softly spoken words lit the fuse she fought so hard to control. May’s body clenched and jerked up as the first wave of her orgasm brutally ripped through her. She cried out as Chandler pressed harder against her. Unspeakable pleasure coiled tightly in her, and she came a second time while her body helplessly thrust up against him.


  May was a trembling mass of sensation as they both stood there in the kitchen clinging to one another. Surely there were words for every situation. But none were available to her now. Sorry I came twice while you’re still aroused?


  She shut her eyes and bit her lip. Chandler trembled in her arms and fought for control. Guilt swamped her. May had taken her pleasure and had given him none. She bit her lip. Easy enough to remedy.


  May started to slide down his body when Chandler’s hands stopped her. He shook his head.


  “No, May.”


  She looked up into his chocolate-brown eyes and opened her mouth to apologize.


  Chandler lightly placed the tip of his finger against her lips. “My only regret is that I wasn’t inside you when you came.” He stroked his thumb over her bottom lip and smiled. “But I wouldn’t change a second of that for anything.”


  May blushed. Oh God. What is the right thing to say? She had one breast out of her bra and wet panties. Where in the hell did she go from there?


  “So.” Chandler leaned casually against the table. “When are you taking me out?”


  She looked down and noted the large bulge in the front of Chandler’s shorts. Words failed her.


  He chuckled and shifted. “I’m up here, May.”


  May met his gaze and blinked. “What?”


  “When are you taking me out? Showing me the town?”


  They both heard the noise at once. A little person babbling after her nap. Billie now awake.


  Chandler unclipped the walkie talkie. “Amanda comes to pick her up tonight, and I’m off babysitting duty until Monday.”


  Billie’s voice rose over the walkie talkie.


  May knew it would only be a matter of minutes before she let loose her displeasure.


  “Friday night,” she blurted out.


  A pleased smile lit Chandler’s features. “I look forward to it. Say, around six?”


  “Six,” May repeated.


  Chandler leaned forward and kissed May’s cheek gently. “I’ll see you then.” He clipped the walkie talkie back to his belt and left out the patio door.


  There were several things to do after encountering a situation like the one she just had. May tucked her breast back into her bra and reached for the coconut rum. She calmly took a glass from the cabinet and poured into it until a third full. Then she snagged a diet soda from the refrigerator and added it to her alcoholic concoction.


  May stirred it with her finger and took a healthy swallow.


  The young hot neighbor she had no intentions of getting involved with just assisted in giving her two powerful orgasms. And she had a date with him Friday. Let’s not forget part A or part B. Both were particularly special.


  May gulped down another large swallow.


  The memory of his hands and mouth on her body washed over her.


  “Oh, help me,” she muttered and took another swallow.


  May glanced at the glass and frowned. Her drink gone. But she had a feeling her problems with self-control and her young neighbor were only beginning.


  She set the empty glass down and rubbed her temple.


  “I am a grown woman.” May nodded. “I am an older woman who knows better.” Good. She could latch onto that.


  “I’m an older woman who knows better and who can’t give Chandler what he needs.” May frowned. True enough. She remembered how he was with Billie. There should be little Chandlers running around. He was wonderful with his niece. There would never be any children for her.


  May flicked off the kitchen light and walked down the hallway to her room. Her desire to work in the garden simply gone. All she wanted to do, take a relaxing bath and slip between the covers.


  Had she ever felt so relaxed? Even her leg was only a low frequency hum of pain.


  May stripped slowly and placed her clothes in the hamper. She walked into the bathroom and bent to start her water. The candles were lit one by one, and she waited for the tub to fill.


  Her eyes found the scar on her leg, and she followed the path with her index finger. A hideous reminder of an horrific accident. But also a turning point for her. How long could she have been the golden goose for her parents? To blindly obey their edicts and continue to support two high-maintenance people who didn’t give a damn about her?


  May turned the faucets off and slid into the hot water. It felt wonderful. She leaned back against her bath pillow and closed her eyes.


  Maybe tomorrow she would actually make it to Spades and order some stone. A nice slate would work. Or a red brick. Then she would see about refinishing her furniture. Then the fountain.


  May finished her bath and wrapped the towel around herself. Tomorrow. It will all be here tomorrow. She dried off and climbed into bed nude. Sleep came seconds later.


  * * * *


  Someone held May tightly while they rocked back and forth. The scent of flowers and the earth filled her nostrils. It comforted her in a way she couldn’t possibly put to words. But May’s eyes simply wouldn’t open.


  “You’re a beauty, aren’t you?” The soft voice moved over her. “Such a good girl with so much talent. I often wondered about little girls here. Where I come from, girls are so different.” A light laugh. “I suppose that’s to be expected.”


  The visitor stroked May’s hair and lightly kissed her forehead. “I know you’re still in there, May. I can feel you trying to rise above this.” A gentle sigh. “It won’t be easy for you. I know that. But I couldn’t just sit by and do nothing.” She hugged May tighter. “You called to me. None other has.”


  May felt her body shifted back to the bed.


  “They’re coming.” The voice sounded wistful and disappointed. “But I’ll be back later.”


  A kiss on her forehead. “Be well, May.”


  * * * *


  May’s eyes flew open. The dream lingered with a preciseness that full consciousness would eventually try to dull. It had been more than a dream. Hadn’t it? It remained as a memory. The light from outside spilled through her curtains while she replayed the scene over and over again in her head.


  Had there been another visitor while she was in the hospital? No one ever mentioned her. In fact, there were many times the nurses gazed at May with pity in their eyes. The solitary broken girl.


  She frowned. All rather odd.


  The phone rang, and she started from her thoughts.


  May snatched the phone from the cradle without checking the caller ID.


  “Hello?”


  “May Fairchild?”


  She paused and cursed the impetuousness. The voice didn’t ring any bells.


  “I’m sorry. She’s running errands. Can I take a message?”


  “Please tell Miss Fairchild that William Campbell called.” He recited his number, but May didn’t even attempt to jot it down. Her old agent’s son apparently didn’t understand the word “no”. A pity.


  May hung up the phone and flopped back down on the bed. Almost eight. Perhaps a little breakfast and then a run to the local hardware store. A good plan.


  She grabbed a sea foam green robe from her closet and tied it around her waist. May walked out of her room and directly into the kitchen. Her newest plant shone brightly on the table.


  “Hello, my beauty.” She stroked the leaves softly and made her way to the refrigerator. There hadn’t been a chance to look up the plant parents. Maybe sometime this weekend. May reached for a container of strawberry banana yogurt and a peach. She ate both standing up and washed them down with water.


  The sash of her robe loosened, and May pulled her lapels together half-heartedly. No need to retie what she was about to take off. She put her spoon and glass in the dishwasher.


  The slight tap on the glass door scared the hell out of her. A good thing she leaned on the support of the cabinet.


  May’s head jerked up, and her heart raced. Chandler Hughes stood there with a big grin on his face. She retied the sash quickly and walked over to the door.


  “You like just popping up, don’t you?”


  Chandler held up his hands. “I don’t have your phone number. This just seemed easier.”


  “Oh, hell,” she muttered. May grabbed a scratch piece of paper and scrawled her number along the bottom. She shoved the scrap of paper at her neighbor. “Try that. It’ll be easier for my heart.”


  Chandler sighed and shoved the piece of paper in his jeans pocket.


  “Yes?” she prompted. “What else?”


  “What should I wear Friday night?”


  “What?”


  “I want my choice of apparel to be suitable.”


  May blinked. “I haven’t had enough caffeine in my body to continue this conversation.” She turned and grabbed a diet soda from the refrigerator. The bubbles hit her throat and stomach with a pleasant punch.


  “Oh, by the way.”


  She turned and stared at Chandler. “By the way, what?” If he attempted to seduce her this morning, she would… May started. Oh hell, who was she kidding? She would be totally screwed. In more ways than one. She edged to the other side of the table.


  “I still need help with my yard.” Chandler spread his hands out. “I’m kinda hopeless.”


  “Oh.” The word short with relief and disappointment.


  “We are still going to work on that, right?”


  “I’m going to Spades today.”


  “Really?” Chandler’s eagerness was palpable. “That’s the hardware store, right?”


  “It is.” May took another swig of soda and then set the can down. “They have a lot of tools to begin work on your yard with. But if you seriously want to make a difference, you’ll need flowers and plants.”


  Chandler nodded. “I want it to look nice.” He pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket and unfolded it on the table. A detailed plan of planters, paths, and purpose. Incredible would have been putting it mildly. The finished product would be stunning.


  May glanced up in shock. “Where did you get this?”


  “Cable.” Chandler shrugged. “They have a lot of home shows. I like to watch those.”


  She blinked. Twice. What can I do with a man who simply watched a couple of cable shows and could cook a gourmet dinner and draw up the plans to landscape his yard with such detail an architect would weep?


  May tapped the piece of paper. “Have you always been able to do that?”


  Chandler shrugged easily. “Pretty much. Used to drive Amanda stupid.”


  May could well imagine. She refolded the paper and slid it across the table. “Give me half an hour to dress. We’ll meet in my driveway and head down to Spades.”


  “Perfect.” Chandler slid his paper back into his pocket and grinned. He leaned down and brushed his lips across May’s. “See you in half an hour.” Seconds later, he was gone.


  May touched her lips and rubbed her temples. “Perfect.”


  Chapter 7


  The day was a bit overcast. May slid on a pair of khaki capris and a matching sleeveless blouse. Her lingerie consisted of a brilliant snow-white that wouldn’t show through her top. She slid her feet into tan sandals with a thick sole.


  Twenty-seven minutes later, she walked out her back door and through the backyard gate. Chandler waited patiently by her car.


  It was wrong to imagine his hands and mouth on her body. May stumbled a step and cursed herself. Her leg not her handicap. More and more it was Chandler Hughes.


  “Hop in.” Her voice terse.


  Chandler opened the door and sat down. He buckled in and waited.


  May cursed herself, her leg, the clouds, pretty much everything. She slid into her seat and started her car.


  “You’re done with the latest video game?”


  He shook his head. “Not quite. But I’m close.” Chandler tilted his head back and smiled at her. “I had a major breakthrough that night I saw you in the window.”


  May’s right hand jerked against the steering wheel. She fought to keep her voice steady. “Is that right?”


  “Nothing like the sight of a nocturnal angel to shed a little light on a problem.”


  May glanced over with a sharp retort on her tongue. It died quickly at the intense look on Chandler’s face.


  “I apologize.” May looked back to the road. “I woke with my leg feeling better so I decided to explore the second floor. I didn’t mean to be intrusive.”


  Chandler’s hand settled over hers. “You weren’t intrusive. I felt flattered you were looking.”


  May blushed. “Do all our conversations have to center around sex?”


  “I was talking about voyeurism,” he retorted blandly. “What were you thinking?”


  She turned with a sharp comment when she saw the laughter in his eyes. “You ass,” she muttered.


  Chandler brought her hand to his mouth. “Ah, May. Your modesty is beautiful.”


  Her left hand convulsed on the wheel at the feel of his lips on her hand. “You’re going to get us in an accident.”


  He put her right hand back on the steering wheel. “Better?”


  “Yes, thanks.”


  They rode in silence the rest of the way and pulled into the Spades parking lot. Still fairly early. There wasn’t a big crowd which May was thankful for. Less chance of running into someone she didn’t want to see.


  They walked together through the sliding doors. May grabbed a large flat cart and started to the left. Chandler gaped at the large piece of metal.


  “Are we going to use that?”


  “This isn’t Wal-Mart, honey.” May drawled and grinned. “You’ll be glad. I promise.”


  Chandler fell in behind her.


  May didn’t tell him that not only was the cart purposeful for the purchases, it helped her keep her balance for the long trip. They had gotten no further than the second aisle when Larry strode toward them with a large grin on his face.


  “Two times in one week!” he exclaimed. “Wonders never cease.”


  May arched her eyebrow. “Larry Crown. Don’t think to come over here and distract me with all your chitchat and whatnot. I have a mental list. You don’t get to add to it.”


  Larry winked at Chandler. “Wouldn’t think of it, May.” He paused. “I do, however, have a rare purple iris that shipped in this morning.” Larry bowed his head reverently and put his hand on his heart. “I have never seen the like.” He glanced up with dancing blue eyes and waited.


  May glared at him. “Larry Crown meet Chandler Hughes. Chandler, this is Larry Crown.” Her brown eyes squinted. “Larry Crown is the owner of Spades. A man who knows my weaknesses and doesn’t hesitate to exploit them for his bottom line.”


  Chandler grinned. “I’ll buy you a beer one night, and you can share all the information you have.”


  He stared at Larry and didn’t see the alarm that passed over May’s face, but Larry did. He winked at the young man. “May’s a complicated one, all right.” He hesitated and leaned closer. “But I will tell you that this lady can’t resist an iris. They’re one of her favorites.”


  May looked from one man to the other and shook her head. “Bond on your own time.” She inwardly sighed. “And take me to see the damn iris.”


  Larry’s grinned triumphantly and took a butterscotch out of his shirt pocket. “You’ll thank me when she blooms in your yard, sugar.”


  She stuck the butterscotch in her mouth which made it hard for her to pout. “Lead on, Larry.”


  * * * *


  The shopping trip took almost two hours. May’s leg throbbed painfully in the checkout line. Chandler ended up buying several tools for his yard and a couple of non-poisonous houseplants so Billie wouldn’t be in danger.


  May assured him that if he could keep those plants alive for a month, they would implement his detailed plans for a yard that would be the envy of the neighborhood.


  Larry had been right about the irises. She arranged to have a dozen of them delivered the next day. May also picked out a series of stones that melded both red and slate in them. The perfect accessory for her yard. They should be delivered within a week.


  Chandler paid for his supplies, and then May paid her bill. She looked longingly at the cart beneath her hands. It would have to go back with the other little carts, and she would be left to limp along. May pushed it over to the other carts and turned around. Chandler stood right behind her. He slung his arm easily over her shoulders and squeezed.


  “Now that you’ve taken me out, I think it’s my turn.” Chandler smiled down at her. “I’ll drive. Treat you to lunch. Make you happy you decided to bring me along.” He kept his arm around her shoulders as they slowly navigated to her car.


  Chandler chatted about the weather and his yard plans. Billie and her travels. What he planned on making for the next meal they shared.


  Before she knew it, May stood beside the passenger’s side of her car. Chandler winked at her and took the keys. He unlocked the door, and May sank into the seat with a slight sigh of relief. He shut the door behind her and walked over to the driver’s side.


  The keys jingled merrily as he sat down and adjusted the seat. He fitted the keys in the engine and started it.


  May lay her head back on the headrest and closed her eyes. “You did that on purpose.”


  “Kidnapped you and bent you to my will?” Chandler whistled softly and put the car into gear.


  She opened her eyes and glanced over at him. “Rescued me from the pain in my leg while helping me out of the store.” May smiled tiredly. “You’re smooth, Chandler Hughes. Very smooth.”


  Chandler brushed his knuckles across her cheek. “Flattery will get you everywhere.” He grinned. “I’m easy like that.”


  “Shameless, you mean.” May rubbed her right thigh with small circles.


  “Easy. Shameless.” He shrugged. “Two sides of the same coin. If I can have my arms around you, who cares?”


  Pain bit into her. Honesty the least she could give him. “We can never be together, Chandler.”


  “I keep hearing the words, but I’d like to think I have a say in it.”


  “We’re not compatible.”


  His brown eyes sharpened as he looked at her. “I beg to differ.”


  “I’m old and disabled.”


  Chandler blinked. “Is that your best shot?”


  “It’s the truth.” May closed her eyes.


  When the car stopped, she opened them. They were back in her driveway. May sat up and undid her seat belt. Chandler stepped out of the car and walked over to open her door.


  “Okay. It’ll take me about fifteen minutes to prepare the meal. You want to wait in my kitchen or yours?”


  “Pardon me?”


  “I told you I would make you my version of a panini. Remember?”


  “Now?”


  His brown eyes were soft, and he smiled. “Is there a better time?”


  “Apparently not.” May blew out a breath. “We’ll go over to your kitchen.”


  “Excellent.” Chandler rubbed his hands together and slung his arm over May’s shoulder. “The trick is the pesto.”


  * * * *


  It was delicious. Of course it was. Is there anything her young neighbor couldn’t do? Besides take a hint that is?


  May ate half the panini but couldn’t possibly eat any more. A delicious stacked sandwich with various vegetables loaded on top of chicken breast. It put the sandwich she made him to shame, and she told him that.


  Chandler chuckled. “Food made with someone’s hands other than your own always tastes better. It’s a proven fact.” He placed her leftovers in a baggy and zipped it tight.


  “Why aren’t you dating anyone?”


  Chandler stopped in the middle of gathering up the dishes and smiled. “I am.”


  May’s heart plummeted. “I see.”


  He shook his head. “You don’t, May.” Chandler walked over and sat beside her at the table. “I’m seeing you.”


  She started.


  “You’re a bit reluctant, but I’m confident I can win you over.” He stretched back in the chair and put his hands behind his head.


  Panic welled up in her breast. “You need someone who can keep up with you. A woman to share your interests.”


  “Who are you more scared for, May? Me or yourself?”


  “Both,” she blurted out.


  Chandler nodded. “I thought as much. And that’s fine. Fear shows caring. I can work with that.”


  May threw up her hands. “You are the most obstinate man I’ve ever met!” She pushed her chair back from the table. “I’ve already stated we’re not going to be a couple.” Her hands shook as they gripped the back of the kitchen chair. “We can casually date and enjoy each other’s company, but there will be nothing more for us.” She glared at him. “So save your charm for someone else.”


  “My charm and I are fond of you.”


  May gritted her teeth and glared. Her leg throbbed painfully in solidarity. “You are an insufferable ass.” She turned and walked toward the kitchen door. Chandler started to rise, but she held up her hand. “I can see myself out.” He nodded and sat back down.


  The walk over to her own backyard a bitch. May’s temper snapped irritably while she longed to take a pain pill for her leg. But she didn’t have enough time. If she took one now, she could kiss tomorrow good-bye, and there were too many things to do.


  “Arrogant,” she muttered and flung her patio door open. It slammed against the stopper with a loud bang. May sighed and shut it gently. It wouldn’t do to break the patio door. She leaned against the glass and massaged her temple. Couldn’t Chandler see she only had his best interests at heart?


  May walked past her answering machine and saw three messages blinking. “Screw it,” she muttered. It would wait until tomorrow.


  * * * *


  May woke Friday morning with a mental list a mile long. She tumbled out of bed in her peach cami set and watered all her houseplants. When she arrived in the kitchen, a smile spread across her face. Her small gift plant had a single fire-red bloom curling up from one of the leaves. Simply stunning.


  She stroked the blossom softly. “Full of surprises, aren’t you?” It amazed her how the small plant lifted her spirits.


  The answering machine blinked insistently, and May grimaced. As much as she hated to, she pushed the play button.


  The first message, a telemarketer. She erased it quickly. When the second message started and William Campbell’s voice came on, May scowled and erased it, too. The third message stopped her in her tracks.


  The sisters needed her to come over and take care of something this afternoon. May rubbed her temple. She hadn’t had a chance to look at any of the numbers they’d give her yet. Damn it, where was her time going?


  And then her date with Chandler this evening. Wow. Batting a thousand in the poor time management/playing with fire categories.


  May blew out a breath. Wasn’t her life completely uncomplicated not too long ago? What happened there? She put the water down and sat at the kitchen table. Her fingers traced the red bloom while her mind wandered.


  Who am I kidding? Everything still neatly in its place. Sure, Chandler was stubborn, but so was she. And she was older and wiser. At least she had the ability to see beyond the physical attraction of the present to years to down the road when he would want to go and do, and she would be unable to keep up. An albatross.


  “It would be different if he were older,” she muttered.


  May stood and winced. She rubbed her thigh. Rain. There would be precipitation sometime today. She put the watering can up and shuffled to her room. A bath, some breakfast, and a bit of diet soda. Maybe it would all look better later.


  Maybe.


  * * * *


  May slid on a pair of blue jeans and a bright green blouse that buttoned up the front. She pulled her hair back and made her way into her office. The sun still shone brightly, and the local meteorologist assured everyone there was only a slim chance of rain for her area.


  Yeah, right.


  She had roughly two hours to comb through the paperwork for the sisters and dissect the numbers before leaving to see them. Overhead and labor were clearly marked, but there were no names for employees or contractors. She found it all rather odd.


  Surely whoever worked so hard on the yard for them might want more jobs in town? That kind of attention to detail would go a long way.


  May popped the top on a diet soda and took her first drink when the doorbell rang. She scowled. “Is it too much to ask that I have a moment to actually do my job?” The doorbell rang again. “Hell.”


  She stood and made her way around the desk and to her front door. She had a no soliciting sign on the pathway up to her front door. All her Girl Scout cookies and other candy purchases were made at the retail stores where the groups set up shop.


  Whoever stood there leaning on her doorbell would soon be sent on his/her way. May didn’t even bother looking out the door. She put her hand close to the alarm on the wall and swung the front door open.


  He didn’t look like a mass murderer. And he sure as hell wasn’t selling cookies.


  The man appeared to be in his thirties. He appeared smooth as silk and polished as a diamond. May expected him to smile and a white twinkly star to appear on his teeth. There was something familiar about him, but she couldn’t place it.


  Her visitor clean-cut with short, styled, blond hair and blue eyes. His medium build poured nicely into a gray tailored suit with a blue and gray striped tie that set off his eyes to perfection. An expensive watch graced his wrist, and a small diamond sparkled in his left ear.


  “May Fairchild.” The man flashed a megawatt smile.


  May kept her hand on her alarm but nodded.


  “William Campbell.” He extended his hand toward her.


  No wonder he looked a bit familiar. His father had been her agent for years, and her family sometimes had dinner with his. The blue eyes were the same as his father’s. But all other similarities ended.


  May lifted her chin and pointedly ignored his hand. “I’m not signing off on a story about my life.”


  William waved his hand. “That’s a discussion for another time.”


  “No.” May looked him in the eye. “It’s a discussion for now. I’m not doing it.” She motioned down her sidewalk. “Now you can take yourself back to L.A. or New York or wherever it is you came from. I’m busy.”


  “You’re still stunning,” he murmured.


  May blinked and studied the man in front of her. “What?”


  William smiled. “I’ve had a crush on you for years. It’s a little overwhelming to actually be standing here and talking to you.”


  She blew out a breath. “That’s nice.”


  “You don’t believe me.” William smiled and shook his head. “When you were in your early twenties, you stopped by our house to talk to my father.”


  May remembered it well. Her nurse of the hour had been a pleasant one. Marlene? Carlene? The name escaped her. But she remembered the trip to the Campbell residence. When her parents died, she needed the paperwork from her agent to transfer everything into her name.


  It had been eye-opening to say the least. Her parents had skimmed money off the top starting from her first commercial at a year and a half. Henry didn’t make any excuses, he simply slid the paperwork over for her to study.


  May didn’t even remember why it upset her so much. Exactly what she had expected from them. But it felt like a final betrayal, and that had been the pain that stuck.


  “I remember the visit.”


  William smiled. “You wore a simple blue suit and jacket with a light blue scarf around your throat. It had been chilly that day, and your leg bothered you. But warm inside the house. Your nurse waited in the car after she helped you inside. You took off your jacket and scarf and hung them on the coat rack.”


  There had been a blue scarf. May frowned.


  “You left quickly with the paperwork after meeting Dad in his office. The blue scarf slipped behind the coat rack and onto the floor.” William cleared his throat. “This is a bit embarrassing.”


  May smiled for the first time in the meeting. “Do tell.”


  “I, uh, kept it.”


  “Little young to be a stalker, weren’t you?”


  “I was a teenage boy.” William shrugged. “You were an attractive woman in her twenties.”


  “With a walker and a bum leg.” May studied him impassively. Many thoughts crowded her head. First and foremost the certainty that William Campbell would do or say anything to get her to agree with his plan to sign on for her story. He could be a bullshit master. Able to spin stories to his satisfaction and purpose. Second the fact she had a full day and no time to dick around with someone who wouldn’t listen when she said no.


  “Listen, Mr. Campbell.”


  “William.”


  May paused. “Fine. William.” She tilted her head to the side. “The fact you’re here shows persistence. That’s great. Probably pretty handy in your line of work. But you’re wasting your time with me. You won’t change my mind. I want nothing to do with this project.”


  “I understand your hesitation.”


  May snorted.


  William smiled. “I know you’ve been through a lot, May. But I wish you would give this a chance.”


  “I don’t need my life dissected and studied for the viewers’ pleasure, thank you very much.” The mere thought made her stomach roll.


  William spread his hands apart. “Your story is a tale of triumph over tragedy. You’re not another child star who time forgot. You’re a successful woman who had a tragic accident years ago. They told you you would never walk.” He motioned to her. “And yet, there you stand. The doctors said you should have had brain damage. But you run a successful accounting business that keeps this town afloat.”


  May blushed and scowled. “I see you do your homework.”


  “Dial down the cynicism, May. Your story is an inspiration.”


  “I think you’re a smooth salesman.” May shook her head. “Sorry. The answer is still no.”


  “All those years ago when you came to visit, I had no idea I would be standing here having this conversation with you.” William smiled at her. “You think I have some nefarious ulterior motives.” He paused. “Money, more than likely. By the way.” He grinned and winked. “I’m not in financial straits. I carry two dozen A-list clients.”


  She simply stared.


  “But back to my point.” William’s blue eyes looked deeply into hers. “If I could make you believe me, May, would you at least consider this?”


  “There’s nothing you could say to make me believe that this is all altruistic.”


  He shook his head and put his hands in his jacket pockets. “Not say to you, May. Show you.” William slowly pulled his left hand out of his jacket. He held a light blue scarf between his fingers.


  May couldn’t believe her eyes, but the proof was in front of her.


  A scarf she lost almost two decades ago. No way William could have known about this conversation or the implications of picking up the scarf way back when.


  She lifted her eyes slowly and met William’s.


  “You had a crush on me, huh?”


  He grinned. “In the worst way.” He folded the scarf carefully and slid it back in his pocket. “Have lunch with me, May.”


  She sighed. “I have to meet some clients this afternoon. And the fact I’m even considering this shows an unstable state of mind.”


  William chuckled. “Would your clients mind if I tagged along? Are you going to be awhile?”


  “They honestly didn’t say.” May ran back over the message in her mind. “It probably won’t take long. You can come along. Try to be inconspicuous.”


  “I will blend into the woodwork,” he promised.


  May arched an eyebrow and looked at him again. “Sure you will.”


  * * * *


  May told herself she showed a decided lack of judgment. Sane women did not invite possibly shady characters to tag along with them to see a client. Women with their mental faculties in order did not let a little memento from their past color their future actions. Even though the girly part of her wanted to sigh at what a sweet gesture it was.


  She told William she would pick him up at his motel before her client visit. Then they would grab a quick bite to eat. That was the sum of it. No more, no less.


  The sun still streamed down from the sky, and May tilted her face to the warmth. No rain so far, but she still felt as though it would sometime today.


  May drove to the hotel and pulled up outside to wait. William walked out a minute later. If he looked debonair in tailored threads, he looked red-hot in casual jeans and a pale yellow polo.


  “Inconspicuous,” she muttered. “As if.”


  William waved and walked over. He slid into the passenger’s seat and buckled up. “Thanks again.”


  “No problem.” May forced herself not to stare and pulled out quickly. She could feel his eyes on her and turned to ask if there was a problem.


  He stared at her intently, and she blushed.


  “Something wrong?”


  “Not at all.” William smiled. “I can’t believe my luck. I thought I would have to explain to the police why I came to see you.” His blue eyes studied her slowly. “You guard your privacy extremely well.”


  “You know why.”


  William nodded. “I do.” He rested his hands on his legs. “Not all people interested in your life want to make a buck off you.”


  May’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. “Seems to be a pattern for me.”


  “Someone with your talent and heart can make a difference for others who feel as though their lives are over.”


  “No shop talk until lunch.”


  William chuckled. “As you wish, May. How about you tell me what fulfills your life now?”


  She shot him a look.


  “Personal interest. Not professional.” William brushed his hand across hers. “I may still have a bit of a crush.”


  “You’re an incorrigible flirt.” May glanced at him and allowed herself a smile. “I bet the starlets just throw themselves at your feet and beg for representation, don’t they?”


  He shuddered. “There are those, of course.” William raked his hands through his hair. “But then there are the Sierra McKays who make up for them.”


  “You represent her?”


  “I do.”


  May considered what she knew about the young actress and her career. The eight-year-old a dynamo on screen. She managed to convey sentiment without going over the top. Her presence something to behold at such a tender age. But why does William represent Sierra?


  He answered her unasked question. “She reminds me of you.”


  “Me?” May frowned. There were no physical similarities at all. Sierra a blue-eyed blond.


  “When I’m approached by a client, I look at the whole picture. Do the actors truly want to act? Is this a passing phase? Are they being manipulated into this lifestyle by others?” William tapped his fingers on his leg. “There are many variables.” He paused. “But every once in awhile, I find a performing gift in a small package. That’s Sierra.” William touched her cheek softly. “That was you.”


  May stopped at the stop sign by Elysian Fields and tried to put her emotions in perspective. If half of what William told her had been correct, then maybe she needed to listen to his words about the story. The thought still twisted her up but it was a persistent idea.


  “We’re going there.” May pointed out the windshield and watched William’s reaction.


  He grimaced. “What in the world is that supposed to be?”


  “It’s going to be a nursery.”


  William looked appalled. “Children will be going there?” he demanded.


  May threw back her head and laughed at his tone. “Oh my God!” She shook her head back and forth but couldn’t get the words out for a minute. Finally she took a deep breath and parked the car. “A flower nursery.”


  “Oh.” Then a second time. “Oh.”


  “Come on.” May stepped out of the car and locked her door. Then she shuffled around to the back. “I still have a major limp from my injury. So don’t think about looking at me with pity or any of that crap.”


  “Well, I did have this fantasy about your walker once.” William grinned and winked.


  May looked at him in shock and then burst out laughing. “Oh, you’re bad, William Campbell.”


  He shrugged. “Simply a new and inventive use of that piece of equipment.”


  May blushed. “I don’t want to know.”


  “Let me know if you change your mind.” William winked.


  They walked up the path slowly and to the front door. May turned the key in the lock and pushed the door open. She stepped inside, and William followed her.


  May tucked her keys away and immediately opened up the tiny jar of medicine to put on both her wrists. William watched but didn’t say a word until the stopper had been put back in. “A little ritual?”


  “My clients have a doctor I agreed to see. He assures me the medicine in there helps.” May smiled. “I think it’s worth a try.”


  “Fair enough.” William looked around. “What are you supposed to be doing?”


  “Instructions are up the stairs.”


  He frowned. “I’ll go get them and bring them down.”


  “Sweet but unnecessary.” May’s brown eyes were firm. “I’m heading up those big, bad stairs and collecting the information myself.” She put her foot on the first step. “You coming?”


  “You bet.”


  It took about five minutes for May to finally reach the top. William stuck with her step-by-step and talked about inconsequential matters concerning the latest movie of the week and other news in the business. She listened with half an ear until she reached the landing.


  May turned to him with a smile. “You’re a bit of a chatterbox, aren’t you?”


  William chuckled. “I have my moments.”


  She shook her head and started down the hallway to the office. Her leg ached dully, but not the sharp, stinging pain that precipitated the fetal position.


  They reached the door, and May reached out to trace the four women on the front. It never failed to fascinate her.


  William watched and then spoke. “Some sort of newfangled latch?”


  She glanced back at him in surprise. “I enjoy tracing the carvings.”


  He frowned and moved forward. Those lovely blue eyes squinted. “I don’t see anything.”


  “There are four women here.” May touched each in turn. “You don’t see them?”


  “No. Maybe the light’s not right.”


  She shrugged and started to open the door when a flash of lightning blinded the both of them. A clap of thunder piggybacked it.


  May shrieked, and William yelled in shock.


  She pressed her hand to her heart and glanced back at William. He appeared white as a sheet.


  “Chance of rain?” he croaked.


  May shrugged and opened the door with trembling hands. The room as silent as it had been before. She glanced out the large window at the back of the room and frowned in puzzlement. Not a single drop of moisture on it.


  William followed her gaze. “Sonic boom?”


  “An audio heart attack.” May massaged the place above her heart. “There have been a lot of freak storms in the area. Maybe it’s a rain cloud passing over.”


  “I hope it keeps moving.” William sank onto the couch. “That scared the hell out of me.”


  May walked over slowly and sat beside him. She took his hand in hers. “Me, too.”


  William looked at their hands and then up at her. His eyes darkened, and he leaned toward her.


  The door flew open and hit the wall.


  They both jumped at the impact and stared at the door.


  May blew out a breath and smiled. “Clep.”


  The golden healer stood in the doorway and nodded. “I hope I’m not interrupting.”


  She maneuvered herself up from couch and walked over. “Of course not. What are you doing here?”


  “I thought I left something here at my last visit. Then I saw your car in the parking lot and decided to come say hello.” He leaned down to hug May, and she kissed his cheek.


  “I hadn’t forgotten our last conversation.”


  “Nor I.” Clep pulled out a chair and sat down leisurely. “I believe I will stay awhile and keep you company.” He looked at William. “You don’t mind, do you?”


  “Not a bit.”


  “Good.” Clep pulled a piece of paper from the top of the folders. “I think this is yours, May.”


  She took the paper and studied the instructions. The sisters needed a large quantity of powdered sugar and cocoa. May frowned and continued reading. They also required honey and chocolate. Do the sisters have some sort of wicked massive sweet tooth?


  At the bottom of the page, there were dates and times when other supplies would arrive and need to be signed for.


  May put the paper down and shook her head. “They can be a bit eccentric, can’t they?”


  Clep chuckled and nodded. “That’s one word for it.”


  “But they have a sound plan.” May motioned around. “This nursery will be amazing.”


  “It will be.” Clep smiled, and his blue eyes danced. “And you need to realize that the sisters know exactly what they’re doing.”


  “Of course we do.”


  All heads turned to study the beautiful brunette in the doorway. Eden wore her hair in a simple braid over her shoulder with a pair of faded blue jeans and an orange T-shirt. She smiled at May and walked into the room.


  “I’m sorry, dear. I didn’t think any of us would be available today. You made the trip all this way for nothing.”


  “Amazing how your schedule freed up.” Clep looked at Eden.


  She glared at him but turned with a smile to William. “And who is this young man?”


  “This is William Campbell.”


  William stepped forward and smiled. “Pleasure to meet you.”


  “And you.” Eden patted her braid. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your plans. I can stay for the delivery, if you would like to go enjoy lunch.”


  Clep cleared his throat. “It might be a good idea if the delivery people got used to seeing May. She will be the one doing most of the signing.” He paused. “When you can’t free yourself up.”


  May smiled. “I don’t mind. William and I can eat lunch afterward.”


  “See?” Clep smiled in satisfaction and crossed his arms behind his head.


  Eden started to say something else when May interrupted her. “I wanted to thank you so much for arranging for Clep to see me.” She walked over and smiled down at him. “He’s absolutely wonderful with an endearing bedside manner.”


  Clep smirked and winked at Eden.


  “Not only that, but he provided me with medicine I can use while I’m here.”


  “He did?” Eden faltered.


  “Sure. Downstairs.”


  Eden turned to Clep as white as a sheet. “You gave her medicine?”


  “Of course I did!” He sat up and glowered. “It’s my job.”


  “Oh dear,” she whispered.


  Clep’s voice deadly low as he uttered, “Eden. Tell me you didn’t.”


  She bit her lip.


  William looked from one to the other and then to May. “I think they’re fighting.”


  May couldn’t help but agree. Eden looked ill, and Clep looked mad as hell. She held up her hands. “William and I will wait downstairs for the delivery. And I’ll order everything on the list you left.” May hooked her arm through William’s and practically dragged him to the door. “Have a nice day!”


  She shut the door behind him and shuffled quickly to the stairs.


  * * * *


  “You gave her the plant, didn’t you?”


  Eden lifted her chin. “Yes. I did. I didn’t know you would give her medicine.”


  “You do realize that between the two medicines she has, her body is overstimulated and unsure how to heal? It will swing from one extreme to the other until it balances.”


  “Damn it!” Eden slammed her hand down on the table. “I tried to help.” Her brown eyes blazed. “Unlike you who decided to pop in at an inopportune moment and ruin May’s chance at romance.”


  Clep shrugged. “She doesn’t like him. Well parts of her do,” he amended. “But not her heart.”


  “What do you know of her heart?” Eden demanded.


  “It’s guarded.” Clep growled low in his throat. “And sleeping with the slick agent isn’t going to bring May happiness.”


  They glared at each other.


  “You seem to have made it your life’s work to interfere with me and my duties.” Eden paced in front of the couch. She stopped to scowl at Clep. “You can assist in healing May, but you may not interfere again.”


  Clep scraped the chair back and stood. He walked to Eden and towered over her. “There are many types of healing, Eden.” He touched the braid softly. “I think you are a little too close this time. May already fosters another in her thoughts, but you refuse to see it because she refuses to see it.” Clep picked up her hand and placed it over his heart. “When this part of someone talks to you, you are afraid to listen, as is she. Sometimes the help is not in the taking charge of the problem but in simply listening to all the facets of it and being available if needed.”


  Eden snatched her hand back. “Thanks for those deep thoughts, Asclepius.” Her voice dripped sarcasm. “Maybe you should change your specialty to therapy so you could pick apart someone’s mind instead of their body.”


  “I still love you,” he said quietly. His blue eyes stared straight into her soul. “My heart cries out for yours, but you refuse to listen. How can you expect your mortal to recognize love when you deny it as a goddess?”


  Clep bowed his head. He disappeared as a bolt of lightning ripped the air and thunder growled atop it.


  Eden sank onto the couch and buried her face in her hands. She tried to breathe through the pain in her chest. Asclepius didn’t know what he was talking about. Her hands shook, and she balled them in her lap.


  May her only interest. They were joined in a way Eden still didn’t fully understand. No way had she missed something. Her only mission had been to find happiness for May. Eden jerked and frowned. No. It isn’t.


  “Damn it.” Eden stood and sighed. “My job is not to find it for her. My job is to help her find it.” Damn Asclepius for being right. His words echoed in her head and heart. She reached out and brushed feather soft against May’s thoughts.


  There was an undeniable attraction there between May and William. But May’s thoughts mostly centered around her neighbor. Eden tapped her finger against her cheek. May’s only stumbling block…May herself.


  “It’s hard to open up, isn’t it, my dear?” Eden murmured. The scars were deep and painful both inside and out. “I have gifted you peace, and that will make a difference. But I need for you to search deeply for the one who touches your soul and finally frees your love.” Eden rubbed the spot above her heart. “And I will do the same.”


  Chapter 8


  May and William waited in the foyer for the delivery. Neither went back upstairs or even remotely discussed what could be taking place up there.


  Ten minutes later, the delivery men showed up, and May signed for the windows. She directed the men around back and then put her list in her purse.


  William smiled and went to take her elbow when a boom shook the house.


  They both jerked, and May frowned. “Maybe there’s an airport around here.”


  William glanced around. “I don’t know, but I am in dire need of a nice glass of red to take the edge off. My nerves are shot to hell.”


  May laughed and nodded. “I agree.” She locked the doors behind them, and they walked slowly to her car. She glanced once at the sky and noted the high fluffy clouds with not a gray one in sight. The feeling it would rain persisted.


  They climbed into the car, and May backed up and pulled into the street. “Where would you like to have lunch?”


  William smiled. “Ah. The city boy gets to show his pull, after all.” His blue eyes twinkled, and he winked. “I have a reservation at Brennan’s.”


  May turned and stared. “What?”


  William grinned. “Eyes on the road, May.”


  She glanced back and noticed she was still well within her lines. Her brown eyes remained on the road. “Where did you say you had reservations?”


  “You heard me.” William chuckled. “Brennan’s.”


  Brennan’s being an upscale restaurant for the town’s elite and financially decadent. Any place that had a four-hundred-dollar ice cream with gold leaf didn’t deserve her business. Fresh seafood arrived daily with inflated prices to match. The food delicious but overpriced. The Brennan’s experience more of a see and be seen.


  May was not impressed. “Why Brennan’s?”


  William shrugged. “I had my secretary book the reservation when I decided to come visit you. She said it was the best.” He patted her hand. “And that’s where I wanted to take you.”


  May shot a glance at her passenger. “You and I are hardly dressed for the extravagance that is Brennan’s.”


  “There won’t be a problem.” William smiled and shrugged. “I also referred an extremely influential client to them. She called and vouched for me.”


  May frowned. Nice that everything had been taken care of. Except for the fact that more than likely the people who sent her invitations to everything under the sun would be sipping their white wine spritzers and pushing pieces of lettuce around on their plates.


  William noticed her frown. “I wanted to take you somewhere nice, May. I don’t care what we’re wearing. Neither will the restaurant. We have a private table. And as for the rest of the patrons,” William paused and arched his eyebrow, “do you really give a damn what they think?”


  “I haven’t so far,” she muttered and turned onto the road to the restaurant.


  The parking lot was packed with a variety of luxury vehicles in every color someone could think of. The sun glinted off polished chrome and sparkling windows. May pulled in and looked at her windshield where a multitude of bugs lost their lives. Guess she should have taken her car to get washed earlier.


  The valets hovered close to the curb and waited for the next customer. May pulled up and smoothed down her green blouse. She stepped from the car slowly and moved around the front. A smiling young man came toward her.


  “Miss Fairchild!” His eager young face lit up.


  May returned his smile and nodded. “Yes. Do I know you?”


  “Jeffrey, ma’am.” The young man slicked back his blond hair. “I used to deliver your groceries. You were one of my favorite customers.”


  Ah. She remembered him now. The young man turned and yelled behind him.


  “Hey, George!” A tall redhead turned.


  “Take Miss Fairchild’s car, please. I’m going to escort her inside.”


  May watched her keys exchange hands, and then Jeffrey tucked her arm in the crook of his. She glanced at William and gave a small shrug.


  Jeffrey walked with her up the half a dozen steps or so to the door. He smiled and bowed low. “You have a wonderful day, ma’am.”


  “Thank you.” May watched him trot down the steps and back to his co-workers. She looked at William. “That was interesting.”


  “He likes you.” William took her hand and tucked it in the crook of his arm. “Impetuous pup. I’m a bit jealous he managed to steal my thunder.”


  May chuckled and let William take her inside. The restaurant still exactly how she remembered it during her one and only visit. Opulent and overbearing. Large white columns ran from floor to ceiling while gilded mirrors separated the three dining sections and hung from two of the walls. The tables were a deep cherry with hand-carved chairs and plush crimson cushions. Waxy magnolias bloomed in small gold square boxes on each table.


  And as she suspected, packed.


  They walked forward, and the maitre d’ looked at them politely. “May I help you?”


  “Reservation for two for William Campbell.”


  The man’s brown eyes warmed slightly. “Ah, yes. We’ve been expecting you, sir.” He snapped his fingers once, and a server hurried over in a crisp black and white uniform.


  “Mr. Campbell and guest are in the private lounge upstairs. Please escort them.”


  The young man with short black hair bowed slightly. “Follow me, please.”


  William winked at May and hooked her hand back through his arm. She inwardly sighed but pasted a smile on her face. It was not like she could speed walk through the restaurant though she would have loved to. The most she could manage, a sedate stroll.


  The affluent customers didn’t gawk and stare. That wasn’t their forte. They would discreetly glance over or use one of the mirrors to check out others’ comings and goings. Uncomfortable to say the least.


  Most of the influential members of the small community noted May and her companion. The rumor mill would spin full force in the next twenty-four hours. The irony of the situation not lost on May. She would be having lunch with the local rich and a highly successful agent. Something she spent most of her life avoiding.


  William patted her hand, and she looked up at him.


  “You owe me,” she whispered.


  He laughed and shook his head. “I’ll buy that expensive dessert for you, and we’ll call it even.”


  “Hedonist,” she muttered and ducked her head.


  William grinned. “It’ll be a lunch I’m sure I’ll never forget.”


  * * * *


  May had to admit that lunch had been nice. There was actually a service elevator that led to the private lounge upstairs so she didn’t have to take the stairs. She and William split a large steak and ate salad. When William ordered the extravagant dessert, May simply rolled her eyes. It didn’t stop her from dipping her spoon in for a taste, though.


  She dropped William off after lunch and drove back to her house. He tried to make his case over their meal, and May listened. What neither he nor anyone else would ever understand is how it made her feel to see her pain on display for everyone.


  The reality stretched all along her leg, over her hip, and her breast.


  May pulled into her driveway with a head full of thoughts. Almost three o’clock. Three more hours, and it would be dinner time with Chandler.


  Let’s see. She hadn’t dated in almost two decades. Now she had two dates in one day. William had been nice. Certainly easy to be around. And there had been a spark there. Not to mention, he was in his early thirties. He also knew about her past and apparently had no problem with her disability. And the admission about her walker still cracked her up.


  “Perv,” she muttered and grinned.


  May unlocked her patio door and turned off the alarm.


  Then there was Chandler.


  May flushed and looked at her kitchen table. He was infatuated, that was all. He had no idea what being involved with her would mean.


  “A crush,” she murmured.


  William would stay until Monday to wait for her decision. Then he had to fly to Greece to oversee a new client’s promo tour. And May still didn’t have a clue what to do about the project he wouldn’t let go of. He gave her one more week after that. And then he would have to let the writers know what she wanted to do.


  “I don’t know what I want to do.” May blew out a breath. Lately there had been no time to remotely manage her own yard much less a project the size of the one William proposed.


  She threw her leftovers into the refrigerator and shut the door slowly. May rested her head against the cool white door with a sigh. Her world changed exponentially, and she simply hoped she could keep up.


  * * * *


  May took a leisurely bath and wrapped a baby blue bath towel around herself. Her brown hair fell in waves to her shoulders. It would be a nice evening out. She didn’t have to be someone she wasn’t. And hopefully tonight, she could make Chandler see that he deserved a bit more.


  “Dial the hormones down,” she advised herself.


  May dropped the towel on the bed and walked slowly to the closet. It would be in the seventies this evening. A warm night. She thumbed through her clothes and frowned. Not a whole lot of social clothes hanging there. Big surprise there. Just when she was about to give up, May slid the last hanger in front of her.


  She had forgotten.


  The cobalt blue satin fell almost to the floor. It had a halter collar that buttoned on the back of her neck with a decent neckline that dipped in the front but didn’t plunge to her belly button. The back, another story. It cut at least two inches below her shoulder blades. Plenty of skin to show but none of her scars.


  May stroked the satin and bit her lip. She had bought the dress when she worked at the accounting firm for the Christmas party. That night never came. Too many lies came to light.


  “It’s a beautiful dress,” she murmured. May opened the closet farther and peered inside. The matching slippers lay on the far right. “You guys were waiting on me, weren’t you?” She nudged them with her left foot and pushed them out of the closet.


  A beautiful dress deserved top-notch lingerie. May walked over to the dresser and opened up the top drawer. She frowned and rifled around. There ought to be a bra and panty set in blue.


  “Ah.” May smiled. “There you are.”


  The lingerie only a shade lighter than her dress. May slid the panties on and then her bra. Make-up first so she didn’t chance spilling some on her dress.


  Her medicine cabinet held woefully few cosmetics. A container of mascara about on its last leg. A bit of concealer and powder. That was the sum of it.


  “Let’s all hope for flattering light,” she muttered and went to work.


  A small improvement. May’s lashes seemed longer and fuller while the concealer and powder evened out her complexion. She looked polished even if she didn’t feel like it.


  May rubbed her thigh absently and walked back into her bedroom. She picked up the dress and slid it over her head. The waist nipped in and fell gently to the floor. May smoothed her hands over the smooth blue material and brought the top up to button it. Two little buttons, and she was practically ready.


  The only thing left, her hair. May walked back into the bathroom and looked at the gentle waves. She shrugged and ran gel gently through her damp hair. A bit of fluff and scrunch. Almost done. May turned to look at the back of her hair and cursed softly.


  Lovely bra she had on. Too bad everyone could see it above her dress. May frowned and bit her lip. She reached back and unhooked the bra and took it off her arms. It dropped into the hamper, and May looked at her back again.


  There was enough support in the dress she didn’t really need the bra. But it felt odd as hell not to be wearing one.


  “Sorry, girls.” May tucked herself firmly into the bodice and looked at the results. No way anyone could tell she had no bra on.


  She leaned around the bathroom door and checked the clock. Chandler would be over in about twenty minutes.


  It had been hard to decide what to do, but May finally chose one of the older music clubs in the historic district. They played a blend of jazz, blues, and soft pop. Chandler would probably fall asleep at the table or wish he had been out clubbing it up with the younger crowd.


  Just another difference between the two of them.


  May put in two sapphire studs and slid her slippers on. Her stomach jumped nervously. Why am I so scared? I trust Chandler. He’s simply confused.


  Ten more minutes. May rubbed her leg and walked slowly out of her room and into the kitchen. Still light outside, and she breathed deeply to steady herself. One little date. That’s it.


  The clock ticked by slowly, and she fought the urge to rip the dress off and put on pajama pants and a tank top. At precisely seven, Chandler tapped on the patio door.


  May fought to simply inhale. Chandler stood there with his hair slicked back and a dark brown suit on. His brown loafers shone with fresh polish. The white shirt under his jacket left unbuttoned a bit and showed the beginning of his golden chest hair. But his eyes mesmerized her. They were deep and dark this evening.


  She brought her hand up and motioned to him. Because if she had to walk right now, she would end up in an unflattering heap on the floor. Her leg didn’t exactly hurt, but it felt weak right now. She could scarcely blame it on her injury. The left leg felt the same way.


  Chandler opened the patio door and stepped inside. He walked slowly over to May and stood before her.


  “So this is the alternative to the jeans you favor.” His husky voice washed over her. Chandler reached up and tugged at a loose curl by her cheek. “I like it.”


  May smiled and blushed. “I’m glad you approve.” Was that seductive whisper her voice? Oh, Heaven help her.


  Chandler trailed his hand down her cheek to her throat. He ran a fingertip over her pulse.


  Heat flooded her body, and May struggled to control her breathing. “We should be going.”


  He moved his hand reluctantly and nodded. “So where are you taking me?”


  “Club Harmony downtown.” May scooped her keys up from the cabinet and grabbed her blue clutch. “I didn’t know if you had ever been.” She paused. “In fact, I don’t even know if you’ll like the music. But it’s a fantastic club.”


  Chandler put his arm around her waist and took the keys. May set the alarm, and he shut the patio and locked it.


  “Want me to drive?”


  “If you like.” May walked to the passenger side, and Chandler opened the door for her. She ducked inside and buckled up.


  Chandler sat in the driver’s seat and adjusted it. Then he turned the engine over and backed out of the driveway.


  The town glowed softly in the sun’s dying rays. Most of their neighbors sat on porches and rocked quietly to and fro. Several people watered their lawns while children played and laughed in the sprinklers.


  “Harmony is on Broadway.”


  Chandler nodded and turned right. “I think I’ve seen it.”


  The club already fairly busy. A few couples milled around outside while the pink neon sign proclaimed they were at Harmony’s entrance. May noted that most the couples were in their forties although some looked like thirties.


  Chandler parked the car and walked around to her side to help her out. His hand tightened briefly on hers when she stepped out.


  “You okay?”


  He nodded. “Fine.” His brown eyes darkened, and he looked toward the club. “Seems to be pretty busy.”


  May nodded. “It’s been eons since I’ve come here.” She smiled. “But it’s always lively, and the music is fantastic.”


  “That’s all I need.” Chandler put his arm around her waist and guided her up to the sidewalk. He paid the older gentleman at the door, and they walked inside.


  For some reason, it always reminded May of the big dance halls of the thirties. May could imagine a massive orchestra rocking out on the ground level while the surrounding tables enjoyed the tunes. There were three tiers with round tables spaced out evenly. Red candles flickered and gave the dim room a soft glow.


  Some couples chatted at tables while others swayed on the wood dance floor on the first level. Chandler guided her down to the second level and pulled out a chair at one of the empty tables.


  May sank into the plush seat and set her clutch on the table. A waiter appeared instantly.


  “May I take your order?”


  Chandler ordered a bottle of chilled red wine, and May smiled. “You read minds, or did you watch that on cable?”


  He chuckled. “It seemed appropriate.”


  “Wise man.”


  The waiter returned in record time and placed the chilled bucket on the table. “Have a good evening.”


  Chandler thanked him and poured a glass of red for May and himself.


  She took a sip and told herself this was a good-bye date.


  The music slid from upbeat jazz to a slow bluesy number, and Chandler stood. He extended his hand to May. “Care to?”


  She glanced down at the couples swaying on the floor and shook her head. “I’ll fall down.”


  “I’ll catch you.” Chandler motioned to her. “C’mon, May. Dance with a guy.” He paused. “Dance with this guy.”


  May stood slowly and put her hand in his. They navigated down the stairs to the ground level. Chandler stepped onto the dance floor and pulled her into his arms.


  Hadn’t she called him smooth? May slid her arms around his neck and rested her cheek lightly against his jacket. His spicy scent wrapped around her.


  Chandler brushed his lips across her hair. “You take my breath away, May.”


  She stumbled a bit at the words, but Chandler steadied her and chuckled in her ear. “I approve of your choice of dates.”


  It felt entirely too good to have her young neighbor’s arms around her tightly. May inwardly sighed. Had she even thought of what a dance club would mean to the date? She assumed they would sit at one of the tables and struggle for conversation. Fat chance of that.


  The song ended, and Chandler led May back up the stairs. He pulled her chair out and then sat down.


  His brown eyes looked at her sincerely. “I can’t make myself older, May.”


  She took a sip of wine and nodded. “And I can’t make myself younger, Chandler.”


  “Are there any other things you see between us?”


  May shook her head. “We’re simply two different people.”


  “The best couples are.”


  “I had an extremely rough childhood.” May took another sip of wine. “That’s when I had my accident.” She set her glass down and leaned forward. “I will never be able to do things women your age will be able to do.” Now or never. “I can’t have children.”


  Chandler nodded. “Okay.”


  “No.” May shook her head. “It’s not okay.”


  “May,” Chandler began.


  She held up her hand. “Please let me finish. This is hard enough as it is.” May took a deep breath. “I’ve never had a relationship where both people are givers.” The sad, awful truth. “I don’t even know if I’m capable of loving someone like you deserve to be loved.”


  “You’re capable.” Chandler took May’s hand in his. “So you’re older. So what? I like maturity in a woman.” He ran his thumb over her knuckles. “I’m fairly unselfish except when it comes to football in the fall. But we can have two televisions.” He smiled. “I’m all about compromise.” Chandler paused. “As far as all those other women who you say can do things you can’t…bullshit.”


  May blinked.


  “It’s a convenient excuse.” Chandler brought May’s hand up to his mouth and kissed it. “I’ve seen your home and your yard. You absolutely bury women my age. Most are still searching for some sense of purpose or self. You have both.” His brown eyes were sincere. “I wish Amanda was put together half as good as you.”


  He put May’s hand back on the table and leaned back. “I’m starving. How about you?”


  “Sure,” she stammered.


  Chandler motioned to the waiter and ordered two chicken plates.


  May rubbed her thigh absently. “Who exactly are you, Chandler Hughes?”


  “I’m a man lucky enough to buy a house next door to a gorgeous brunette with a stubborn streak and killer horticultural ways.” He shrugged and then sighed. “You’re thinking again. I can see it.”


  Sure she was thinking. Both of her other serious relationships started out like this one. A bite to eat. Sweet words. Promises quickly made and then even more quickly broken. May was scared shitless.


  “I don’t think this is wise.”


  Chandler’s lips twitched. “Do tell.”


  May turned her palms face up. “Listen, Chandler. There’s no use denying that I’m attracted to you.”


  “Glad to hear it.”


  She snorted and rolled her eyes. “But that only goes so far. What’s going to happen when that fades and you grow tired of me?”


  “Grow tired of you?” he repeated and frowned. “Is that the brick I keep beating my head up against?”


  Chandler drummed his fingers on the table. “Is that why you’re having lunch with some polished ass with painfully white teeth and pushing me away?”


  “What?”


  “I saw you at Brennan’s.” Chandler scowled. “I had lunch with my distributor when you two walked in.”


  Oh. Shit.


  May searched for a response. “That’s William Campbell. He was visiting from out of town. The lunch reservation had been his idea.”


  “He’s older than I am.”


  May could read the animosity in the sentence. “He is a bit older. But that doesn’t really make a difference.” Liar. May winced at the voice in her head. “He wants me to do a project for him.”


  “I bet.”


  Her brown eyes widened. “You don’t even know him. Why are you so mad?”


  “I don’t understand why you keep shutting me down. And I resent the fact Mr. Smooth waltzes right in and makes himself at home.”


  May grinned. “Mr. Smooth, eh?”


  Chandler took a sip of wine. “Maybe this wasn’t a good idea. I’ve already ordered dinner so we can eat and then leave.”


  She nodded slowly. “That may be best.”


  They sat in silence for five minutes before May spoke.


  “How’s Billie?”


  Chandler smiled. “Growing like a weed and giving me gray hairs.”


  May chuckled. “Haven’t seen her in my yard lately. I thought maybe she was slipping.”


  “I reinforced all my doors with latches at the top. It’s like Fort Knox at my house.”


  More silence.


  The waiter arrived with their food, and they ate quietly while the music played softly in the background.


  May drank one more glass of wine, and then they left.


  Chandler jingled the change in his pocket while May rubbed her right thigh. He tucked her into the car and then climbed in. The almost-full moon shone down brightly and illuminated the small town. The first fat raindrop hit the car and startled May.


  By the time the next one hit, Chandler already turned on the wipers.


  The rain fell softly but steadily after that.


  It had been a quiet drive to May’s house, and she searched for the right words to utter. Her chest hurt from all the things she wanted to say but couldn’t. It’s for the best, she repeated over and over in her head. Chandler could move on and have a life with someone else. He would get over this little crush and find someone who would truly make him happy.


  May’s hand moved from her thigh to massage the deep ache in her temple.


  He pulled into her driveway and killed the engine. Chandler turned to study her. “I’ll help you to the patio.”


  May nodded and didn’t trust herself to speak. She opened her door when she saw Chandler and reached for his hand.


  They walked through the backyard gate and shut it when Chandler stopped.


  The rain fell softly, and May turned to ask what happened when he pulled her to him.


  And then his mouth landed on hers with a hunger that sparked something primal within her. May groaned and reached up to tug at his hair while he pleasured her mouth. She wasn’t gentle in the slightest, but neither was he.


  Chandler ravaged her mouth with his tongue and teeth while his arms wrapped around her and brought her fully against him. He pulled his mouth from hers and fastened it on the frantic pulse in her neck.


  May let her head drop back and whimpered in pleasure. Her hands dug into his shoulders while his moved down and cupped her ass against him.


  He worked his hips against her, and May arched into him.


  But it wasn’t enough. Chandler maneuvered May against the side of the gazebo and pinned her there with his body while he unbuttoned the top of her dress. He peeled the fabric down to her waist and pinned her arms above her head.


  May’s breasts arched up, and she cried out as the warm rain slid down her breasts and nipples. Slowly Chandler licked each nub and then sucked them into his warm mouth. He tugged lightly at the hardened points and swirled his tongue around each.


  May felt Chandler’s hands let go of her arms and move down to grip her hips. She reached down and pushed him back a step. There was no hesitation. May peeled the jacket from his body and ripped open his white shirt. Buttons flew into the rain, but neither of them cared.


  Chandler shrugged out of the ripped piece of fabric and brought May’s chest up against his own. He held her against him with his right hand while his left pulled the side of her dress up. May felt the cool rain on her leg and panicked for a minute, but he didn’t stop. Instead, he bent his head and took her nipple back into his mouth.


  May struggled to keep herself together while her body trembled in pleasure. And then she lost all thought as Chandler’s hand dipped between her legs and under her panties.


  “Chandler,” she moaned. May grabbed his hand and thrust against him.


  He spread her legs further and slid one finger up and down her slick flesh.


  May whimpered and tried to remain standing as she edged closer to her orgasm.


  Chandler lifted his head and shook it. His breath came out in short bursts that told her how close he came to losing his control, also.


  “Take your dress off, May.” His chocolate brown eyes never wavered from hers. “Take it off now.”


  May looked around outside and noticed they were hidden from most of the moon in the gazebo. She stepped back a bit and slid the dress onto the ground.


  Chandler’s breath quickened, and May responded even though he didn’t touch her. She wanted him inside her. Now.


  He undid his pants and slid them and his boxers to the ground. Chandler kicked out of both and stood before her.


  “You’re going to come for me, May,” Chandler promised in a ragged voice. He stepped closer and hooked his fingers in her panties. They slid down her legs slowly, and May fought to keep her balance as her arousal built to almost a painful point.


  “You’re going to come all over me.” Chandler threw her panties down and moved closer to her. He clutched her hips and thrust softly against her.


  May tried to spread her legs and guide him inside, but he only continued the slow thrusting. She whimpered as he rotated against the soft vee between her legs.


  “Chandler,” she pleaded.


  He looked into her eyes as he lifted her right leg and thrust deeply into her.


  May screamed in pleasure as he drove deeper and deeper inside of her. She raked his back with her nails and the rain beat down on them as Chandler moved faster and faster inside her.


  And then all thought left as her body convulsed tightly around his. Chandler stiffened and shuddered as May came again. Pleasure flooded her body and left her weak and breathless.


  Chandler bowed his head against her chest while his breath whistled in and out. He ran his hand down her leg and massaged it lightly while he placed it gently back down on the ground.


  May closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the side of the gazebo. The previous encounter had been inevitable, right? Two people sexually attracted would eventually end up in one of their backyards having wild monkey sex against a large wooden structure. She sighed. Fuck.


  “Quit thinking,” he mumbled.


  She couldn’t help it. May chuckled and smoothed down his hair. “We need to get inside before this rain turns cold.”


  Chandler lifted his head and blinked sleepily. “My inside or your inside?”


  “My inside.”


  “I’ll grab our clothes.”


  May shook her head. “I’ll grab mine.” She looked around and frowned. “You grab yours if you can find them.”


  “That’s cold, May. Really, really cold.” Chandler squinted and bent down. “I think my pants are over here somewhere.”


  She hurriedly grabbed her wet underwear and slid her soggy dress back over herself. By the time she fastened the halter, Chandler reached his white shirt and scooped it over his arm. He hadn’t bothered putting anything back on, and May admired his smooth masculine lines. She grinned. And his tight ass.


  Chandler turned and looked at her with a frown. “You put that back on?”


  “I’m cold,” she lied.


  He arched an eyebrow. “Come on. I’ll run you a bath, and you can warm up.”


  May followed him to the outside porch and waited for him to unlock the patio door. Chandler flicked the switch on and helped her inside. He shut the door and locked it behind him. Then he escorted May to the carpet and walked toward her room.


  “What about the kitchen light?” May tried to slow down, but Chandler kept walking toward her room.


  “Tom and Jerry will handle it until I get back.”


  Panic rose up in May. It had been one thing to fool around in the dark and completely another to prance around naked in the harsh light of a fluorescent bulb.


  Chandler switched on her bedroom light and smiled. “This suits you.” He walked into the bathroom and flicked on that light, too. Then he placed towels from the doorway to the bathtub. “Why don’t you hop in and warm up? I’ll go find us something to drink.”


  She watched in relief as Chandler dropped his clothes in the hamper and wrapped a towel around his waist. The sunshine yellow never looked so good.


  The minute he left the room, May shuffled over to the bathroom and locked the door behind her. She ran warm water and washed herself with some sweet pea body wash. The light scent filled the bathroom, and she smiled. It had always been one of her favorites.


  Surely Chandler would go back home after he checked on her?


  May rinsed off and stepped from the tub carefully. Her body a bit sore in all the right places. She blushed as memories filled her head and quickly wrapped a light blue towel around herself. All her nightclothes were in her bedroom. Maybe Chandler was still in the kitchen.


  She cracked the bathroom door open and peered out.


  “Quit hiding, May.” Chandler lay on her bed with the towel still wrapped loosely around his waist. A bowl of green grapes and some cheese placed by the bed along with two ice waters. He popped a grape into his mouth and winked.


  May opened the door all the way and walked out slowly. Her leg ached a bit from all the activity.


  Chandler sat up and patted the place beside him. “Have a seat.”


  She scooted back onto the bed and swung her right leg up on top of the covers. Then May eased her left next to it.


  He grabbed a cube of cheese and offered it to her. May shook her head, and he popped it into his mouth.


  They sat there in silence for a minute while Chandler chewed his food. He took a sip of water and looked at her. “While you were taking your bath, I sat here thinking, May.”


  She turned and looked at him. Her brown eyes were soft and uncertain. “What have you been thinking?”


  “I’ve been thinking about this whole scar business.” Chandler nodded. “Seems like a lot of fuss over some skin that doesn’t look like the rest. I’d call that epidermis discrimination. There’s probably an organization somewhere.” He popped another grape into his mouth and looked at her.


  “You make this stuff up as you go along, right?” May fought the laughter that tickled her throat.


  He shrugged. “Serious business this epidermis discrimination.” Chandler sighed. “And I don’t want to get into trouble with anyone.”


  “I see.” The fact she didn’t probably wouldn’t matter much at this point. Chandler was off on a tangent.


  “There’s really only one thing I can do,” he concluded.


  May frowned. “Okay.”


  Chandler scooted down on the bed until his head was even with her knee. “I need to give all your skin equal attention.”


  “No, you don’t.” Her voice rose an octave.


  He sighed and looked up at her with puppy dog eyes. “You want me to get into trouble or something?”


  “You made every bit of that up.” May scooted her right leg closer to her left and was ready to bolt, or as close as she could get to bolting, out of the bed.


  Chandler shook his head. “Not all of it, May.” He placed his lips gently on her calf. “I still need to give all of your skin equal attention.”


  Chapter 9


  “You’ve given my skin enough attention for the night.”


  “Not hardly.” Chandler traced little circles over her ankle and then bent to kiss the soft skin that covered the bone.


  May’s pulse quickened, and she looked in panic to the light that shone brightly throughout the room. “Turn off the light.”


  “No.”


  She reached down and tugged on a tuft of dark hair.


  Chandler licked her skin and then blew on the spot gently. “Good idea,” he murmured.


  May frowned. “What did you say?” She tugged the towel tighter across her breasts. “Did you say something?”


  He moved back up the bed and used the light dimmer on the wall.


  Still not nearly dark enough for May when Chandler moved back down and kissed the top of her right foot.


  “Are you insane?” she shrieked.


  Chandler looked up and winked. “It’s darker. And besides. I’m just doing what you told me to do.”


  “I’m lost.” May frowned and then yipped as her young lover moved up her calf to her knee. “I didn’t say anything!” she protested.


  He moved back down between her feet and licked each one of her toes. His tongue flicked back and forth between them.


  May was concerned and a little aroused. Why didn’t she realize her toes were sensitive? Perhaps because no other had done what Chandler was doing now. Who knew?


  His dark head moved up to her calves, and May squeezed her thighs together and tightened her hold on the towel.


  “Okay. Point made.” May tried to wiggle away from him, but he wouldn’t get off her legs. She grimaced as a sharp pain shot through her right leg.


  Chandler stilled immediately. “Is it your injury?”


  She nodded and looked away.


  He slid his hand from her right ankle until he touched the beginning of the scar.


  It was smaller where it started than where it ended. May struggled not to pull her leg away from his touch.


  Chandler traced the line from mid-calf to the inside of her knee slowly. Then he bent his head and feathered kisses along the same path.


  May clenched her fists in her lap and tried to stay still. Nerves jumped in her leg where the good tissue met the damaged parts.


  Chandler lifted his head. “Does that hurt?”


  She shook her head back and forth. “No.”


  “Good.” He dipped his head again and traced the scar with his tongue from inside her knee down to where it started.


  May shivered on the bed and fanned herself. It felt really warm in the bedroom.


  Chandler moved his chest between her calves as he sucked gently on the inside of May’s left thigh.


  “Oh,” she gasped.


  He chuckled low and nipped at her skin. Then he moved his mouth to her right thigh and gently traced that part of her scar with the tip of his tongue.


  May trembled and shut her eyes. For so long she had felt only pain in that area of her body. But it wasn’t pain that weakened her now. It was a feeling she had never felt for anyone before.


  Chandler eased the towel up higher on her legs and slid his hands down to gently massage her calves. He ducked his head and kissed the newly exposed skin gently and flicked his tongue back and forth across it.


  May dug her hands into the covers and watched as Chandler scooted higher between her legs. She fidgeted and attempted to cover up, but he merely shook his head and continued to trace her skin with his mouth.


  Chandler moved his right hand up and tugged lightly on the fold of the towel. It loosened but didn’t fall open.


  May felt exposed and vulnerable. She had never let another person touch her scars, much less be so familiar with her body. The droops and softness made her self-conscious and uneasy.


  “Chandler,” she insisted.


  “Shhhh.” His hot breath fanned against her leg. “Don’t deny a man,” he muttered and lowered his mouth back down.


  The towel inched up some more, and May’s breath caught in her throat as Chandler eased ever higher against her. He reached up and parted the towel with a small flick and slid May’s body down until she lay flat on the bed.


  Her hands immediately moved to cover herself, but he shook his head and moved her hands to the side of her body.


  “Let me see you, May.” Chandler’s face tightened as he looked up her body. “I think you’re beautiful.”


  She stilled and caught her breath as she felt Chandler’s towel slide from his body. He moved back down until his head lay even with her knees and gently parted them.


  Her breath quickened as desire shot through her.


  Chandler licked her skin and reached out to grab her right hand. He placed it on top of his head and advanced up her body.


  May’s eyes widened as she watched Chandler move forward and settle between her legs. He ducked his head and settled his mouth against her. The first flick of his tongue caught her by surprise. By the second, she moaned and clutched his hair tightly.


  “Oh, God,” she whimpered. May spread her legs farther and trembled at the sheer decadent enjoyment Chandler brought her. Her climax built with incredible force until she begged him to keep pleasuring her.


  May came with a guttural cry that echoed through the room and shook as aftershocks moved through her.


  Chandler lifted his head and licked his lips. Then he bent her left leg and eased his thickness back inside her.


  “I can’t.” She shook her head weakly and tried to focus her eyes.


  “You can.” He thrust into her slowly and eased back out. Chandler smiled and moved his hand between her legs. “Care to see which one of us is right?”


  Chandler won.


  * * * *


  May yawned and shifted sleepily. A warm arm lay across her chest, and she patted it absently. Her right side felt warm and tucked beneath something soft and heavy. She lifted her eyelids slowly and peered around the dimly lit room.


  Then she looked to her right.


  Her eyes softened as she gazed at Chandler’s vulnerable face turned to her. His soft breath whistled in and out against her shoulder while he lay motionless next to her. The weight she felt across her was Chandler’s leg and side pushed up against and laying over her.


  They were both naked.


  May eased back and breathed a soft sigh. Last night had been incredible. But that didn’t make a lifelong commitment. The problems still existed. Just a bit of fun between two consenting adults. She glanced back down at him. Her heart tugged painfully in her chest. Or not.


  “Quit thinking,” he mumbled and then opened his eyes to look up at her.


  She smiled and reached up to run her hands over his soft brown hair. “Do you have a little internal sensor that knows when my synapses are firing?”


  Chandler smiled sleepily. “When you’re quiet, you’re thinking.” He brought his right hand up and rested it comfortably on her left breast. “Go back to sleep.” He closed his eyes again and snuggled closer.


  May closed her eyes and focused. Almost eight. Time to move about and take care of things she didn’t deal with through the week. She bit her lip and eased a little over to her left.


  His hand tightened on her breast. “You don’t listen very well.”


  She chuckled. “I have things to do today. The garden has been neglected. I have three accounts to look over before Monday. And I have to give my decision to William sometime.”


  Chandler’s eyes popped open, and he scowled. “I don’t like him.”


  “It’s a business deal.” May fussed with the sheet. “Besides, you don’t know him.”


  “Tell me.” Chandler rolled onto his back and tucked his hands behind his head. “And I don’t have to know him to not like him.”


  “You’re so bullheaded.”


  “True.” Chandler nodded. “And I await your story.”


  May stuck out her tongue. “Fine. You’ll find out sooner or later, anyway.”


  “True again.” He grinned. “Isn’t it great how we’re communicating?”


  She paused, unsure how to start.


  “Unless you’re a raging alcoholic with a penchant for kicking animals and abusing the elderly, I really don’t think my opinion of you will change.” Chandler shrugged. “Just saying.”


  “I was a child star.”


  “Wow.” Chandler sat up and tucked the blanket around his waist. “Really? With pigtails and a lisp and all that?”


  May simply stared at him.


  “Okay.” He held up his hands. “Just trying to get a visual here.” He paused. “And maybe a few ideas for role-playing later.” Chandler grinned. “Continue.”


  May shook her head and considered smacking him. “As I was saying.” She cleared her throat. “I was a child actor with my own series. I played a little girl named Katie who learned a lesson about herself and the world in every episode. Very wholesome entertainment.”


  Chandler opened his mouth but shut it at May’s glare. He motioned with his hands to continue.


  “We were in the third year of the series. Shooting an episode where my character finds a young, wounded deer. Katie was supposed to nurse it back to health and then let it free.” May felt emotion well up inside her at the memory of riding Sunshine that last day. “I had a horse.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “Her name had been Sunshine.” May closed her eyes. “I was supposed to ride her through the field and discover the fawn. I remember it being a beautiful day,” she murmured.


  A tear slid down her cheek, and Chandler gently brushed it away. “What happened, May?”


  “The crew hadn’t checked the field well enough.” May’s breath hitched in her throat. “We stumbled, and I tried to pull Sunshine to the other side so we could step away from the hole.” Her lungs burned. “But I couldn’t.” She shook her head. “I couldn’t move her where I wanted her.” The tears streamed down her face and fell on the top of the sheet.


  May stared at the wall in front of her. “She fell and rolled over on me. I hit my head on a rock and don’t remember the rest until I woke from my coma.” She rubbed the scar behind her ear. “My parents had Sunshine put down as the doctors operated on me.”


  Chandler put his arm around May’s shoulder and pulled her closer. He kissed the top of her hair and gently stroked it. “How old were you?”


  “Eleven.”


  He sighed. “Were your parents always so cold and inconsiderate?”


  May brushed the tears from her cheeks and looked up in surprise. “Why do you say that?”


  “If they destroyed something you loved so deeply while doctors were stitching you back together, they have serious problems.”


  She turned her face into his chest and breathed deeply of the scent that soothed her nerves. How could it have taken her so long to realize something Chandler tuned in to immediately?


  He stroked her hair and held her tightly. “Now tell me what that has to do with this William character and some business deal.”


  May turned her head to the side and pressed her ear to Chandler’s heart. “He’s the son of my old agent.” She rolled her eyes. “Apparently some cable network wants to do a life story on me. William wants me to sign, and he’ll represent me.”


  “And you don’t want to?”


  She lifted her head and arched an eyebrow. “I have reruns older than you, Chandler. My heyday took place decades ago and ended in tragedy. I don’t want to be the poster child for pathetic.”


  “You’re anything but.” Chandler dipped his head and kissed her softly. “Didn’t I tell you last night how remarkably put together you are?” His hand ventured down to cup her breast. “And I’m not just talking about your career.” He leered and rubbed his thumb over her nipple.


  May fought the urge to rub against him and purr like a cat. She moved his hand away and pulled the sheet up. “You also said dinner last night had been a bad idea. Do you still think so?”


  “I think all our future meals should be served in bed.” Chandler pulled the sheet back down and bent his head to take the hard nub into his mouth.


  “I have things to do,” May murmured and arched her back to give him better access.


  “So do I.”


  * * * *


  Two hours later, May stumbled out of bed and limped into the bathroom. She refused to look in the mirror and simply started her bath water. Chandler left half an hour earlier with the promise he would cook dinner for her at his house later. The cocky bastard actually whistled as he left.


  May shook her head and laughed. He should be cocky. Her body pleasantly sore and thoroughly loved. What happened to maintaining a distance between them? She added bath salts to her water and sighed. Nothing but a memory now. Nothing to do but wait it out and see what he had in mind. A little companionship? Hot role-playing sex?


  She turned off the faucet and eased into the hot liquid. The pain in her leg surprisingly mild in comparison to the sexual acrobatics she performed last night. But Chandler always took into consideration what might possibly pain her and where her body felt more comfortable.


  May washed up and stepped out of the tub with her mind set on the rest of her day. Last night had been last night. And this morning kind of felt like last night. She snickered. My God. What would this evening hold?


  She moved slowly into her bedroom and pulled out a pair of white and blue drawstring pants with a matching tank top. Her bra and panty set were a light blue background with a thousand white stars scattered across the fabric.


  Dressing took her a bit longer than usual, but she didn’t mind. Sure there were things to do, but she had plenty of time to get to each. Chandler said around seven. She had no doubt he would tap on her patio door and remind her.


  May walked down the hall and into the kitchen. Her stomach growled loudly, and she patted it. “Give me a second.”


  The colorful blooms stopped her in her tracks. Her new plant now held a deep cerulean bloom next to her fire-red one.


  “Oh, you’re gorgeous,” she murmured and moved forward to trace the delicate silken blossom. “I didn’t know such a stunner existed. But here you are.” Eden must have quite a gift for breeding plants.


  May turned and walked toward her cabinet when she heard a knock at her door. Nearly ten. Who in the world would come to visit her on a Saturday morning? Well, whoever it was would have to reschedule. She was damn near starving.


  May approached the front door and moved her hand up to rest on the alarm pad. She swung the door open and smiled in surprise.


  Eden stood there in a forest-green pantsuit and tank top. She smiled nervously. “May I come in?”


  “Sure.” May swung the door open and motioned her inside. “Make yourself at home.” Her stomach growled again, and May grimaced. “Let me grab a bite of something real quick, and we can talk.”


  Eden shook her head. “I didn’t mean to interrupt. I can come back later.”


  “Nonsense.” May shooed her into the kitchen. “Would you like something to eat? I’ll probably just toast a bagel.”


  “That would be nice.” Eden sat at the table and rested her hands on top. She twisted a large emerald ring on her finger around and around.


  May slid the bagel into the toaster and grabbed a diet soda from the refrigerator. “Would you like a drink?”


  “Tea, please.”


  She poured the tea in a glass and brought it to her guest. Then May slathered cream cheese on the bagels and brought them to the table on two plates.


  It felt odd to have one of the sisters in her house but not uncommon. Sometimes clients simply wanted to check in and make sure everything was all right.


  Eden took a bite of the bagel and chewed it slowly. She washed the bite down with the tea and sat there quietly.


  “Are you okay?”


  Eden’s head jerked up. “Why do you ask?”


  May frowned. “Just a feeling, I suppose. You seem tense.” She bit the inside of her cheek for a second and then continued. “Is it Clep?”


  Her guest’s brown eyes darkened. “It usually is. But not this time.”


  “He really likes you.” May took a sip of her soda and watched Eden’s face. Shocked would be an understatement.


  “He told you that?”


  May nodded. “During my examination.” She measured Eden’s reaction and pushed forward. “I hope you don’t think I’m being presumptuous, but I would say you two have a lot of history.”


  “That’s putting it mildly.”


  “He says you won’t listen to his heart.”


  Eden’s hand jerked, and she knocked the glass of tea onto the table. Before May could stand and grab a paper towel, Eden righted the glass and moved the tea back into it. Without touching it.


  May blinked. Then she touched the dry table and looked up at Eden. “Did I just see that?”


  “Yes.”


  “You just spilled and unspilled your drink.” The words made the actions even harder to believe.


  “In a manner of speaking.” Eden stood and walked over to the plant she gave May. She stroked the silken leaves and then turned back around. “You asked me once before if we met previously, May Fairchild.”


  “Yes.” May’s heart raced, and excitement built within her. “It’s important, isn’t it?”


  “It’s essential, child.” Eden clasped her hands and looked deeply into May’s eyes. “My biggest regret is that I couldn’t save Sunshine.”


  May froze and simply stared. Her hands trembled in her lap.


  Eden smiled softly. “I broke the rules with you, you see. We’re not allowed to interfere. But your soul.” Her smile faded. “Your soul cried out to me.”


  May’s lips were numb. “I don’t understand,” she mumbled.


  “You hit the ground so hard that it fractured your skull and punctured your brain. Death was imminent. I mended the fracture and healed your head as best I could.”


  “Are you an angel?” May’s voice hoarse with emotion.


  “Oh, child.” Eden laughed softly and shook her head. “I’m simply myself.”


  “How could you heal me?”


  “We each have gifts,” Eden explained. “I used mine for your health.” She sighed. “I couldn’t mend your leg as I wished because the doctors would have been suspicious.”


  May pushed through the fog in her brain and latched onto a thought tightly. “You came to visit me in the hospital, didn’t you? Your voice called to me.”


  “I came to you each day and coaxed you from your permanent slumber. Your spirit shone so brightly within your broken body. I couldn’t let you slip away.”


  May stood shakily and moved toward Eden. Love surged through her and shook the foundation of who she was. A gift stood in her kitchen. A beautiful entity that chose May’s life over her teachings. She reached out and took Eden’s hands in hers. May brought them up and kissed each in turn while tears slipped from her eyes and fell heedlessly to the floor.


  “Thank you,” she whispered.


  “Oh, child.” Eden brought her closer and hugged her tightly.


  May inhaled deeply and smiled in complete peace. The fragrance she found so soothing in her garden wrapped around her and melted all her worries.


  Eden stepped back slowly. “I have completely mishandled this mission from the beginning. I thought the least I could do is to let you know how important you are to me.”


  May wiped her eyes. “What mission?”


  “I was to guide you to your happiness, child.” Eden spread her hands apart, and a single red rose bloomed between them. “I hoped to fulfill your heart’s desires while proving my capability.”


  “How have you botched anything?” May frowned. “All the cloak and dagger business must be hard to work with. Can’t you stay around and guide me?”


  Eden handed the rose to May with regret etched deep in her features. “I have a lot to learn, May Fairchild. When Asclepius told you I didn’t listen, he had been right.” She sighed. “I wanted to find your happiness for you, child. I didn’t want to guide you. I wanted to fix your life. Not even a goddess should be that arrogant.”


  “You’re a goddess?” May smoothed down the rose’s petals and tried to gather her numerous scattered thoughts.


  “I am the Earth Goddess.”


  “And your sisters?” May tried to wrap her head around all the information. “Wait!” Realization slammed through her. She held up a trembling hand. “The door,” she whispered and looked up at Eden. “Wilda is fire. Kendra is water. Tempest is wind.”


  Eden nodded regally and beamed. “You have always been a quick study.”


  “And four goddesses want to open a nursery?”


  Eden threw back her head and laughed. “I wanted to engage you, child. Your love of the earth stems from our encounters. I knew a nursery would pique your interest. My sisters joined me to help.”


  “Ah. A cover story.” May twirled the rose. “But what are you going to do now? Still open it?”


  The Earth Goddess shook her head. “No, my dear.” She closed her eyes and made a small circle in the air. An ivory scroll sailed smoothly down into her open palm. She handed the scroll to May with a small smile. “You are.”


  “What?”


  “We are allowed to bestow two gifts. I have given only one of mine. I would not cheat you of the other.”


  May clutched the scroll tightly. “But I have no idea what to do!”


  Eden laid her hand over May’s heart. “You listen to this, child. It will guide you when you are lost and beat quicker when you are found.” Her hand dropped back down to her side. “I will have to leave soon and tell my sisters of my failure.” She rubbed the back of her neck with a grimace. “It will not be pleasant.”


  May looked down at the scroll. “But it seems so unfair. You’ve done your best by me.” Her mouth trembled. “Please. Stay.”


  Eden moved forward and kissed May’s forehead. “You’ve always had my heart, May Fairchild. That will never change. Our paths have crossed twice, and I am better for the both of them. Perhaps there will be another encounter in our futures.”


  She stepped back and bowed low. When she straightened, silver tears fell from the Earth Goddess’ eyes. “Perhaps,” she repeated and disappeared.


  Loss welled up deep inside May. She walked slowly to the table and sat down. Pieces of her life fell slowly into place, and she unrolled the scroll while tears sparkled on her lashes.


  “I gift Elysian Fields to May Fairchild with the provision that all former plans will be continued. The building and all nurseries will be completed. The field behind the nursery shall be acquired and kept tidy. The nursery shall be stocked as instructed before May Fairchild assumes ownership. There shall be no indebtedness attached to this agreement in any way, shape, or form.”


  It was signed “Eden” with a blood-red rose beside the signature.


  “I had a goddess watching over me.” May sniffed and touched the letters of the ancient deed with a smile. She lifted her head. “Thank you, Eden.”


  Where did she go from here?


  * * * *


  Eden walked toward her garden with her forest-green gown flowing about her body. How should she break it to her sisters that even though they had all completed their missions, she had failed miserably and completely? That the beautiful bracelets that graced their wrists would disappear for another great length of time?


  They would hurt for her, Eden knew that. But they didn’t realize how much she would suffer for each of them.


  She entered her garden and sat on the gray stone bench with a sigh. Her heart ached terribly with pain and disappointment. So close this time.


  “You know it’s never easy.”


  Eden started and looked over her shoulder. Asclepius leaned against the far side of her trellis. He wore the traditional gold toga that bespoke his status as master. Her heart leapt in her chest at the mere sight of him.


  She stood and walked over to him. Her brown eyes were sad and confused. “Am I doomed to always fail, Asclepius?”


  He put his arm around her and pulled her closer. Eden snuggled in tighter and sought solace.


  “Fair Eden,” he whispered and stroked her hair. “You take much upon yourself. Even a goddess will make mistakes.”


  “I have failed my sisters.” Eden lifted her head and tears sparkled on her eyelashes. “I have a day to tell them all their hard work has been for naught. I have doomed them to repeat this cycle again. I denied them the power rightly theirs.”


  Asclepius rubbed her back in small circles and sighed. “Will they love you less? Forsake you in spite?”


  Eden’s mouth dropped open. “Of course not!”


  He tilted her chin up and looked down at her. “Then how can you do that to yourself?”


  She shut her mouth and studied him for a minute. Then Eden laid her hand across Asclepius’ chest. “I’m listening now.”


  * * * *


  May surveyed her backyard and nodded slowly. She had plenty of time to sand down the furniture and do a bit of weeding. Chandler wouldn’t be over to torment her until around seven. Plenty of time to take care of business that had slipped to the side. She would drive over to Elysian Fields tomorrow and check out her new property. Pieces of her meeting with Eden played over and over in her mind. Maybe she would confide some of the story to Chandler after she viewed the property.


  The day flew by quickly as May yanked, cursed, and sanded for hours. She brought out lemonade and sandwiches for a late lunch and inhaled two turkey sandwiches within a matter of minutes. Must be all the new exercise she’d been getting.


  It was almost six when she heard a tap on her backyard gate. May stood and stretched with a frown. Chandler would simply walk through. She wasn’t expecting anyone else. May glanced toward the house and the small alarm pad next to the patio door. Even on a good day, she wouldn’t make it before whoever stood on the other side of the gate got to her.


  The gate swung open, and relief flooded her body.


  William Campbell stood there in blue jeans and a dark green polo shirt. He smiled at May and closed the gate behind him. “I tried the doorbell, but no one answered.”


  He whistled low as he looked at the yard. “This is some piece of work. Yours?”


  May smiled and nodded. “Sure is.” She motioned him over. “Why don’t you sit, and I’ll pour you some lemonade.”


  “That works.” William walked over and sank into one of her patio chairs with a deep sigh. He took a drink of his lemonade and set it back down. “I don’t want to pressure you, May.”


  “But?” She smiled and waited.


  “It’ll be a great story!” His blue eyes were sincere. “You can be an inspiration to millions.”


  “And I can see why you’re such a good agent.” May pulled her hair back and looked at him. “I have one more day to decide. But I guarantee that I will look at all sides of the picture before I make my decision.”


  “It’s all I ask.” William tapped his fingers on the table.


  “Bored?”


  He grinned. “I didn’t realize what a small town you live in.”


  She shrugged. “I love it.”


  William nodded and took another sip of lemonade. He pushed his chair back and stood. “I’ll be by tomorrow evening sometime. Let me know what you decide.”


  “Sure will.” May watched him leave and sat back in her chair. A lot of decisions to make. Choices that would affect her life for years to come. She stood and walked back into the house. But the only thing that occupied her mind right now a hot bath and dinner at Chandler’s.


  * * * *


  May chose a white and yellow sundress with spaghetti straps. She pulled her hair back with two clips and secured it. Then she slid white sandals on. Where is this relationship headed?


  The question lodged in her head and wouldn’t leave. May scowled at herself in the mirror. More than likely headed to the bedroom this evening.


  She rubbed her thigh and sighed.


  Chandler liked her for however long that lasted. He seemed to gloss over her age and inability to have children as if it were of no importance. But how could that be? The issues affected both of them. Wishing it away wouldn’t help.


  Her young neighbor didn’t cringe away from her scar or disability. He actually went out of his way to accept both.


  “Shit,” May muttered. She pressed her hand to her chest. No way she wanted complications with this. Two bad relationships, she didn’t want to make it three.


  “I am going to have fun.” She repeated the phrase over and over again on her way to the kitchen. Maybe she did think too much.


  The tap on the glass startled her, and May looked up.


  Chandler slid the door open and stepped inside. He wore a pair of khaki dress pants, and a white button-up shirt. He winked and whistled low. “Women don’t wear bras on purpose, right? To drive men wild with animal passion?”


  May grinned. “Am I driving you wild?


  “You have no idea.”


  She blushed.


  Chandler moved closer and looked her up and down. “I’ve never seen you in a mid-length dress. I have to say I love it.” He twirled his finger around an errant curl on her neck and smiled.


  “Quite a sweet talker this evening, aren’t you?”


  He swept her next to his chest and wriggled his eyebrows. “When my house burns to the ground because I’m over here making love to you even though I’m supposed to be cooking, will you explain to the firefighters?”


  May laughed and shook her head. “I’ve been starving all day. Take me to your house and impress me with your culinary abilities.”


  Chandler sighed. “I knew I should have ordered take-out.” He slid May’s hand into his own and entwined their fingers. “Come with me, and I’ll do my best to impress you.”


  She followed him out and across the yard. When she reached his kitchen door, Chandler stopped abruptly.


  May frowned at his back. “Change of heart?”


  He turned around. “I want you to have a perfect evening.” His brown eyes regarded her closely.


  She nodded. “Okay, thanks.”


  Chandler smiled and opened the door for her.


  May returned his smile and walked through the door. She stopped in her tracks and simply stared.


  White candles flickered softly on every surface of the kitchen. The soft glow reflected off the white plates and sparkling flatware at the table. Vase after vase of white and red roses spilled out onto the table and cabinets. A silver bucket of ice housed a bottle of wine while two heavy crystal glasses sat at each plate. Even the gold napkin rings around ivory napkins gleamed with care.


  May’s heart sped up, and she placed her hand over it. She knew she was lost.


  Chandler cupped her elbow and bent down. “I may have overdone it.”


  She shook her head but didn’t trust herself to speak.


  “I’ll escort you to your seat, madam, and then I will serve dinner.”


  May let him guide her over to the table. She sat slowly and unfolded the napkin onto her lap. Chandler expertly slid steaks onto the plates and added potatoes and green beans. He brought a basket of bread to the table and poured the wine. When everything was settled, he sat back down and took a sip of wine.


  May simply stared.


  Chandler cleared his throat at the sudden silence. “I hope you like steak.”


  She stood and put her napkin on the table.


  Chandler’s shoulders drooped at the movement.


  May walked over to his chair and leaned down. “I love steak,” she whispered in his ear. “Now take me to bed.”


  * * * *


  “I could get used to this.” Chandler twirled his finger around May’s hair and smiled.


  “What? Letting our food get cold?” She forked a bit of potato and fed him. Then she took one for herself.


  He swallowed. “Food is food. That’s what microwaves are for.” Chandler tugged the curl lightly. “I could get used to you feeding me while we both lie naked in bed.”


  “Hey.” She grinned. “You cooked it. The least I could do is feed you.” May shoveled a large piece of steak into his mouth. “That should keep you quiet for a minute.”


  Chandler arched his eyebrow but kept chewing.


  “I explained that I couldn’t have children.”


  He nodded.


  “I’m also not getting any younger.”


  He shrugged.


  May leaned over and kissed his forehead. “But I really like you.”


  Chandler beamed with chipmunk cheeks.


  She chuckled. “I’ll let you finish that, and then you can add your commentary.”


  He swallowed and grabbed the fork. Then he fed May an ample bite of potato.


  “Now.” Chandler looked May in the eye. “I wish I’d thought of that bite thing sooner. This could have been a lot smoother.”


  She chewed and glared.


  “Ha.” He winked and then lightly kissed her cheek. “I have a little confession of my own. I can’t have children, either, honey.”


  May stopped chewing.


  Chandler shook his head. “Found that out when I had a major groin injury in football. I’m infertile. Wouldn’t matter if you had million-dollar eggs. I couldn’t do you any good.” He paused. “And I’ll never be as old as you at the same time.” He smiled and brushed his lips across hers. “But I really like you, too.”


  May swallowed. “Oh, Chandler.”


  He pulled her closer and hugged her tightly. “Now, May Fairchild. What are the odds of you putting your hair in pigtails and talking with a lisp?”


  Chapter 10


  May rolled out of bed around ten o’clock and informed Chandler that she had work to do and a business to check on. She explained that the owners of Elysian Fields wanted to sell. It wasn’t likely he would understand that Eden gave it to her or why. She promised him a great discount on all his gardening needs. He protested it was the weekend, and time for hedonism in all its glory.


  She won.


  It felt as though she walked on air back to her own house. Her heart felt lighter than it had in decades. She walked through the kitchen and noted her plant had another surprise for her. A glorious emerald bloom unfurled on the third leaf.


  May traced the veins carefully and thought of Eden. She was happy in her life now. Surely her guardian goddess received her reward? There couldn’t be another who deserved it more.


  May hurried and took a bath while her mind played over her dinner, dessert, and breakfast with Chandler. He had been incredible.


  She sighed and dressed quickly in jeans and a light blue T-shirt. Mr. Incredible assured her he would be over for dinner this evening.


  May grinned. She decided to order take-out.


  There were too many things to do, and she wasn’t interested in anything that involved work.


  “Screw it.” May threw up her hands and walked back into the kitchen. She threw a turkey sandwich together and ate it standing up. Maybe she could somehow get a hold of Eden through the nursery.


  It bothered May a great deal. She couldn’t even help her own goddess who had saved her life and watched out for her. It wasn’t right.


  May snagged her car keys and walked to the patio door. She set her alarm and locked the door behind her. She had business to tend to. She pulled the last list from the sisters out of her purse and looked it over. Lots of sugar. That still didn’t make any sense to her. But so what? It was the least she could do.


  The grocery checker made a crack about holiday baking but rang up the three hundred dollars in various sugar forms quickly. May paid with her debit card and a bagger loaded it all into her car. She started the car and whistled as she cruised along the now familiar road.


  A sight she would grow used to over the upcoming months. No, years. May smiled. Her own business. Gifted to her by a goddess.


  The building came in to view before she knew it, and May stopped at the sign on the corner. She blinked and shook her head. There were even more changes. Two large nurseries sat behind the massive building with plenty of room to set up plants on shelves outside.


  New windows gleamed in the sunlight all along the building, and May kept a smile on her face as she parked.


  When she walked up to the front door, she noted the threshold consisted of a sturdy frame with flowers scrolled deeply into the wood. May sighed and traced one by the right side of her head.


  “It’s perfect,” she murmured.


  May unlocked the door and pushed it open a bit and then went to retrieve the bags from the car. Something told her the sugar would be incredibly important to the work on the property. All the bags were unloaded when May flicked the light on by the front door.


  The cobwebs and dust still hadn’t found another home, but May didn’t care. This would be hers. She walked on the left-hand side of the stairs and unloaded the supplies into a spare room. Sweat clung to her brow, and she slid open quite a few of the new windows with a grin.


  “It’s perfect.”


  “It will be.”


  May lifted her head with a smile. She recognized the voice immediately. “Well, look at you.” May put her hand on her hip. “Decide to come give me a hand?”


  William Campbell nodded. He stood in the doorway and turned to shut the door. He wore a pair of black jeans and a black polo shirt. “Wouldn’t have missed it.”


  She laughed. “Come to try and persuade me again?”


  His blue eyes crinkled in a smile as he pulled a gun out of his pocket. “I would think so.”


  May’s smile faded at the look on his face and the gun pointing at her. “What are you doing?”


  “I’m simply guaranteeing your life story will make it to the masses, darling.”


  Fear spread through her limbs. “Why does it matter?”


  “Your parents were spineless, manipulative pieces of work. But they were extremely smart with their money.” Those blue eyes bored into her. “Haven’t had to work, have you?”


  She shook her head.


  “I didn’t think so. But you choose to.” William rolled his eyes. “How plebian.” He cocked his head to the side. “The network offered me three million dollars for your story. It may mean nothing to you, but I’m hocked up to my eyeballs.”


  “Your other clients,” she began.


  “My other clients have smart attorneys who make sure I only get my percentage and nothing more. But your parents didn’t do that.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “It seems the Fairchilds thought their precious handicapped daughter wouldn’t live to see twenty.”


  May rubbed her thigh and tried to think of a way out of the situation. “They were wrong.”


  “Obviously,” William sneered. “Here you stand. Mostly. Seems good ol’ mom and pop gave my father exclusive rights to you and every piece of work you were ever involved in.” He paused. “And when my dear father passed, those rights became mine.”


  “I can loan you some money.” May nodded. “No problem at all.”


  “Oh, May.” William sighed and shook his head. “You don’t understand. I don’t want a portion of your money. I want it all.”


  “This isn’t going to help anything.” She held out her hands. “C’mon, William. We can talk about this. There has to be some type of arrangement that would work.”


  “There is.” He smiled coldly. “Your death.”


  * * * *


  Eden smoothed her hands down her forest-green dress for the fifth time in as many minutes. She had to tell her sisters she failed. They would be waiting for her in the solarium. Pain radiated from her chest through her entire body. Thoughts scattered as she tried to pull herself together.


  Asclepius had been right to a certain degree. Her sisters would never forsake or even blame her. They would simply wait until the next turn and do their best again.


  Eden rubbed her temple and tried to ignore the throbbing pain behind her right eye. A sense of unease moved through her, and she paused. Something wasn’t right. She grimaced and shook her head. Nothing else to do. The time had come to see her sisters.


  The walk seemed to take an eternity even though it was only a few steps down the hall and to the right. Eden would give anything to not break the bad news, but she knew it had to be done. She paused in the doorway and looked around the room.


  Wilda paced back and forth in front of one of the portraits their father had commissioned for them when they were younger. Her wild red hair flowed freely down her back, and her crimson dress seemed to flare in agitation.


  Tempest leaned over the open window and called tiny funnels to her open palm. She kissed each in turn and sent them back on their way. Her ebony hair spilled along her back while her sea foam dress whirled at her ankles.


  Kendra sat by one of the two fountains in the room and ran her fingertips through the crystal blue water as it spilled from the fairy’s pitcher. Her blond hair shone brightly in the loose chignon. Her cobalt-blue dress poured over her slender figure and pooled at her feet.


  Eden cleared her throat and entered the room.


  All heads turned to look at her.


  She felt a hand circle around her waist and looked up.


  Asclepius.


  Eden smiled gratefully and stepped inside.


  Wilda looked from one to the other and smiled. “About damn time.” She turned to her sisters. “I win the pool.”


  Eden frowned. “What pool?”


  “Couldn’t have waited one more day, could you?” Tempest moved from the window and shook her head.


  “I repeat.” Eden glared at the trio. “What pool?”


  “The ‘getting back together’ pool, of course.” Kendra cupped a bit of water in her hands, and it formed several small balls. “I had yesterday. So Wilda really nailed this one.”


  Wilda preened. “I have impeccable instincts.”


  Asclepius chuckled which turned into a harsh cough when Eden turned to glower at him. He shrugged. “I find it amusing.” He bowed low. “I thank you all for your confidence.”


  Eden sighed. “I have news.”


  Kendra’s blue eyes softened. “We know, sister.”


  The pain settled back into Eden’s chest. She opened her mouth to speak when fear shot through her strong enough to take her to her knees.


  “No!” she screamed and disappeared.


  * * * *


  May watched William as if he moved in slow motion. The top of his thumb as he cocked the hammer at the back of the gun and the slow, steady pressure as his trigger finger pressed flesh to metal.


  Her one regret that she never told Chandler the depth of her feelings. She steeled herself for the pain and told herself it couldn’t be any worse than having a horse roll over her.


  The pain never came but all hell broke loose. A flash of dark green pushed her out of the way, and May stumbled and cried out as she fell onto her right leg. The gun discharged, and May heard a scream that tore through her.


  May blinked and tried to focus her eyes while her eardrums throbbed in pain. She turned her head to the left and saw Eden lying on the floor while a stream of blood ran out of a small hole in the left side of her chest.


  May crawled over to her while tears poured from her eyes and onto the dark green dress. She put Eden’s head into her lap and stroked the chestnut hair. She paid no attention to the man who still stood with the gun over the both of them.


  “Eden,” she whispered.


  A crack of bright light lit the room while a massive roar tore it asunder. Asclepius appeared and slammed William against the wall with a ferocity that snapped the gun from his hand and knocked him out.


  Clep turned and looked down at the two women on the floor while tears fell from his light blue eyes. May hugged her tighter. “You’re the doctor. Fix her, Clep.”


  He shook his head, and his voice trembled in pain. “I cannot, May. She is not immune to mortal weapons. A fact she knew when she gave of herself to aid you when you were younger.”


  “Oh, God!” May hugged Eden’s head close to her chest. “Please! Someone has to help her.”


  Eden’s sisters appeared simultaneously, but May didn’t even look up.


  She simply rocked Eden back and forth while tears poured from her eyes.


  An earthshaking roar shattered every window in the building, and May’s head jerked up. Asclepius fell to his knees and bowed his head. The sisters bowed their heads reverently.


  May blinked as a large man appeared in the doorway of the building.


  He stood a solid seven feet tall with massive legs and biceps. Tan pants and a white tunic stretched across his muscles and ended in tan rawhide boots. But his face captured May completely.


  A kindly face that saw too much and bled for all of it. There were laugh lines that stretched out from his eyes and a weathered easiness that spoke of comfort in any situation. Hair that shifted colors from black to red to brown to blond fell softly to his hearty shoulders. And his eyes were a deep gold that never broke from hers as he moved forward.


  “I have waited many years to meet you, demi-daughter.” His low voice rumbled along the floor and shook the walls of the building.


  “Please, sir.” May stroked Eden’s hair. “Can you heal her?” she pleaded.


  “As she healed you?” He looked at May kindly and reached out with his thick palm to stroke her hair as she stroked Eden’s.


  May nodded.


  “Do you know who I am, child?”


  May nodded again and wiped her eyes. “You’re their father.” She bowed her head. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered.


  “I am the father of many, child.” He lifted her chin. “And you need not apologize for a gift freely given.” His kind eyes studied her. “Would you give your life for her?”


  May didn’t hesitate. “I would.”


  “Then my oldest has chosen wisely, May Fairchild.” He reached down and scooped Eden into his immense arms. He held out his right hand, and without hesitation May slid her palm into it. Then he turned May’s hand over, and a small bullet fell into the center.


  Eden gasped and opened her eyes.


  May clutched the bullet tightly in her hand and ran forward to embrace Eden.


  Eden’s father held them both close and kissed their cheeks. He moved back and winked at Eden. “I will see you later this evening.”


  Then he softly touched May’s cheek. “The pain will leave, but I would wager you want to keep the reminder. Am I right?”


  She nodded. “Please.”


  He smiled. “Your young man pleases me, demi-daughter. I will arrange a meeting soon.” Then he turned. “Rise, Asclepius.”


  Asclepius rose but kept his eyes downcast.


  “It has taken you long enough to snare my daughter’s heart. Are you man enough to cherish and keep it?”


  Asclepius lifted his head and nodded. “I am, sir.”


  “Then I will meet with you tomorrow. There is much to discuss.” He clapped his hands together, and the building groaned. “Hmph. I forgot how much different the buildings are here. Not so sturdy.” He twirled his finger once around and the windows reformed and fitted back into the frames. “There.”


  May moved forward and placed a soft kiss on the leathery cheek. “Thank you for everything,” she whispered.


  He grinned. “Keep that young man in line.” He winked and disappeared. The building shook and then quietened.


  Wilda, Kendra, and Tempest threw their arms around Eden and held her tightly.


  Kendra shook her head. “You took ten years off my life with that stunt.” She put her hands on her hips. “No more static from you about my decisions.”


  Eden sighed. “Forgive me. Now I understand.”


  Tempest scowled. “I ought to beat you both.”


  Asclepius moved forward and slung his arms around the sisters. “I will clean up this mess.” He turned and growled at the unconscious man on the floor.


  May touched her right leg and smiled. The pain gone though the scar remained.


  Eden moved away from the group and walked over. “We meet again, little sister.”


  “I hoped it would be under better circumstances.”


  Eden snorted. “You and me both.” She gasped and looked down. “He took the pain, didn’t he?” Grateful tears slid down her cheeks. She shook her head. “Show off.”


  May moved forward and hugged her. “He did.”


  They clung to one another until Eden moved back and brushed away the tears. “You have a wonderful man waiting for you, May Fairchild.”


  May grinned and glanced at Asclepius. “You have a wonderful man waiting for you, Earth Goddess. I look forward to the wedding invitation.”


  Eden arched an eyebrow. “As do I.”


  * * * *


  The sisters parted with hugs and promises of future visits. They appeared back in the solarium with a lot on their minds.


  Eden rubbed her wrist and wished she could will the bracelet there. But the simple fact remained that she failed and had to be rescued. She started to apologize when their father appeared.


  He conjured a large dark wood bench to rest upon and studied each daughter in turn.


  The silence was deafening.


  He spoke at last.


  “I set a task upon each of you. An undertaking to test your mettle and your spirit.” His gold eyes took in each goddess. “Not only were you tested individually, you were challenged as a whole.”


  Eden bit her lip and tried not to fidget.


  “You have tried and failed for many years you probably don’t care to remember.” He grinned. “Good.”


  Kendra frowned. “Good?”


  “Wilda, my spirited Fire Goddess, have you lit any of your mortals on fire?”


  “Of course not!” She crossed her arms. “That’s horrible.”


  He chuckled. “Progress.”


  Tempest snorted and hid her mouth.


  Their father turned to her and raised an eyebrow. “You find it entertaining, my temperamental Wind Goddess? You once sent a cyclone toward a barn where your mortal hid so she would leave.”


  Kendra shot a glance at Tempest. “Did you really?”


  “Only once.” Tempest scowled. “No one was injured.”


  Eden shook her head.


  Their father caught the movement and looked her in the eye. “But only one of you expressly broke the rules you were given. Irrevocably altered a mortal’s life. Snuck behind my back.” He smacked his hand on his thigh loudly.


  All the goddesses jumped.


  “Do you know why?”


  They shook their heads.


  “Over a century ago I took tiny slivers of each of you and threw them to the four corners. These small pieces rooted in the mortals.” His gold eyes softened in remembrance. “Some slivers withered and died. But some grew strong and were passed down into the next generation.”


  He paused and motioned. “Come here, Wilda.”


  She walked over, and he touched the crimson bracelet with a slight smile. “Look into the color deeply, daughter. What do you see?”


  Wilda moved the bracelet closer and frowned. “I don’t see anything.” She squinted and gasped. “Kelly.”


  “Look deeper, Wilda.”


  She brought the bracelet closer and inhaled sharply. “She glows.”


  He smiled in satisfaction. “She glows because she is yours. And she is yours because you put aside self and worked to better her life.”


  Kendra frowned and held up her bracelet to her eyes. Tempest did the same.


  Their father chuckled. “Kendra and Tempest.”


  Both heads rose.


  “Erin and Sylvia were yours from the beginning. A battered woman and a battering ram.”


  Tempest grinned. “That sums up Sylvia nicely.”


  Kendra stroked the bracelet. “Do you know what I did, Father?”


  “Am I aware you almost lost your life for this mortal? Am I aware she is now a part of you and always will be?” He shook his head. “Do any of you honestly think there is one thing in this world I do not know?”


  He turned and beckoned. “Come here, Eden.”


  She moved forward and bowed her head.


  “I saw what you did for May all those years ago. I watched as you mended her and stayed with her through the loneliness of her confinement.”


  “I failed,” she whispered and raised her brown eyes to meet her father’s gold ones. “Because of me, my sisters will lose their new power and strength. I may have saved her before, but I did not succeed this time.”


  “It’s hard to come first, isn’t it, Earth Goddess?” Her father smiled. “So much responsibility on your slender shoulders.” He patted her gently. Then he snapped his fingers, and a large oval mirror appeared in his hand. “Look at your mortal, Eden.”


  Eden moved forward and peered into the looking glass.


  * * * *


  May finished her story, and Chandler only blinked.


  “Are you processing or trying to figure out where the nearest sanitarium is?”


  “Processing.”


  She bit her lip and waited another couple of minutes. “Still?”


  “May.” He took her hand and kissed the back of it. “You just shared a story about goddesses, a madman with a gun, and a powerful man who sucked a bullet out of his daughter with a thought. Give a guy a minute.”


  “I know!” May sighed. “I don’t blame you for thinking I’m a compete lunatic.”


  “Not complete,” Chandler reassured her.


  She glanced at him and pursed her lips. Forget this. Maybe he would believe her if he saw the site personally. “Come on.” May grabbed Chandler’s hand and yanked him to his feet. “We’re going to look at the nursery.”


  He didn’t say a word as May drove through town and pulled into the parking lot. The building was gorgeous. It shone in the afternoon sun and gleamed off the bright clear windows.


  She shoved the car into park and quickly stepped out. Chandler followed her up the sidewalk and waited for her to unlock the door.


  May pushed it open and stepped inside. All the dust and cobwebs were gone. She glanced at Chandler and thought it may push him over the edge to know fairies did a bit of dusting when there was sugar on the line.


  She smiled. “What do you think?”


  “It’s a fantastic building.” He rubbed his hands over the polished banister. “You’ll kick ass, I’m sure.”


  May laughed. “Damn right. And I won’t forget your discount.”


  Chandler hooked her around the waist and pulled her closer. “Who needs a discount when I have you?”


  She blushed. “You’re shameless.”


  He shrugged. “Possibly. Show me around back.”


  May walked down the hallway and out the back door. The stock for the two outside greenhouses would arrive in a week. She couldn’t wait to dig her hands into the soil. And she planned on hiring on a small staff to help her. No way would she drop her accounting clients. Somehow, she would make everything work.


  They walked hand in hand down the sidewalk that wound along and through the two greenhouses. May turned to ask Chandler something when he stopped in his tracks.


  “What?”


  He pointed straight ahead, and she looked in that direction with a puzzled look on her face.


  “Oh my God,” May whispered.


  A golden Pinto pranced along the fence line and shook her head prettily. She neighed and pawed at the ground when she saw them looking at her.


  May walked forward slowly and stopped a foot away from the beautiful mare. A slender white ribbon wound around her neck with a card.


  Chandler walked up behind her. “Take it, May.”


  She glanced at him and carefully lifted the ribbon from the horse’s neck. May opened the card but couldn’t speak as she read the words. She handed it to Chandler and reached out to stroke the Pinto’s silky nose.


  
    
      My dearest May,


      I told you I couldn’t save Sunshine, and it’s a regret I’ve held for years. I know Moonbeam can never replace the friend you lost, but I hope she brings you a bit of joy in your new life.


      Love, Eden

    

  


  Chandler folded the paper up and put it back in the envelope. He cleared his throat. “I realize that’s a tough act to follow.”


  May turned and smiled. “What do you mean?”


  Chandler took a small black box out of his pocket and knelt down in front of her. Then he opened the box and looked up at May. “I love you, May Fairchild. Goddess or no. Will you marry me?”


  The horse nickered and nudged May’s arm.


  May knelt down and threw her arms around him. Her exuberance knocked him off balance, and Chandler fell onto his back.


  He looked up at May and grinned. “Is that a yes?”


  “Yes!”


  “Good.” Chandler tugged at the bottom of May’s shirt and slid his hands up to her waist.


  Moonbeam shook her head and trotted back into the field.


  * * * *


  Eden sighed in relief as her father made the mirror disappear.


  “Our May seems to be a happy woman with a wonderful man.” He winked. “Rather like you and Asclepius.”


  Eden blushed, and her father roared with laughter. He ended on a chuckle and gently grasped her wrist. A copper bracelet appeared, and the sisters gasped.


  Their father smiled at each in turn. “You have proven yourselves worthy with the mortals, my children. Many blessings upon you.” The smile faded. “Now. About the Muses…”
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